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Four Perspectives on John Beckwith

The symposium “Four Perspectives on John Beckwith’
provided a chance to reflect on Beckwith’s long and
productive career in composition, scholarship, and
teaching. It was hosted by the Institute for Canadian
Music on March 10th, 2007, the day after Beckwith’s
80th birthday. There was also a celebratory concert in
Walter Hall in the University of Toronto’s Faculty of
Music at 2:30 pm on March 11th.

In Beckwith’s book Music Papers, we learn
that on March 9th, 1967, he gave a talk titled ‘Music,
the Elusive Art’ on his 40th birthday for a lecture series
organized by Marshall McLuhan that took place in the
Royal Ontario Museum." This seemed to set a pattern
for his future birthday celebrations. He celebrated his
65th birthday by doing an external review of the music
department at Dalhousie University, and for his 70th he
attended a music conference in Seattle and then gave
lectures at the University of Victoria and UBC.

For his 80th birthday he sat and listened to
others speak about him and perform his music. But in
the lead up to that weekend, he worked hard to help out
with every aspect of the arrangements for these events,
from looking after the publicity to transporting the life-
size puppets for Crazy to Kill by Anna Wagner-Ott that
were on display in Room 130 of the Edward Johnson
Building, where the symposium was held. | am pleased

1 John Beckwith, Music Papers: Articles and Talks by a Canadian
Composer 1961-1994 (Ottawa: Golden Dog Press, 1997): 9

to thank John Beckwith, not just for having reached an
age that is nicely divisible by tens, but also for his help,
his support, and his friendship in everything that | have
undertaken since assuming the Chalmers Chair in 2002,
up to and including this symposium.

I would also like to thank Istvan Anhalt, who
first suggested the idea for this symposium when | was
casting about for a suitable way to celebrate Beckwith’s
birthday; | was delighted that he and his wife Beate
were able to attend the event. Colleen Renihan and
Erin Bustin kindly attended to many organizational
details for the symposium, for which | am very grateful.
Finally I thank my co-presenters for their interest and
enthusiasm, for their willingness to participate in this
event, and for allowing me to publish their work in this
issue of the ICM Newsletter. R.E.
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Crazy to Kill and the Perception of Reality

Leanne Fetterley
University of Toronto

One night in the winter of 1941, James Reaney was
intrigued by an article in the Stratford Beacon-Herald
reporting that a book by a young author from Stratford
had been published. Writing under the pseudonym of
Ann Cardwell, Jane Makins Pawley had penned the
detective novel Crazy to Kill which she set in a rest-
home in Southern Ontario. According to Reaney, when
John Beckwith asked him for an opera libretto forty-
five years later, Reaney looked through his scrapbook
and came across this notice which his mother had
clipped for him. Reaney proceeded to read both of Ann
Cardwell’s detective novels, Crazy to Kill and Murder
at Calamity House. Of the two, Reaney was particularly
drawn to Crazy to Kill. He explains his attraction to the
novel in the introduction to a new edition of the book,
published in 1989:
First of all, it worked as an ingenious puzzle that
enchanted me with the hidden horrors that lie just
underneath, not only genteel surfaces, but also surfaces
of dreariness and desolation beyond belief. | came to
realize another reason for the book’s power over me:
Ann Cardwell was not just writing a detective novel.
No, she was writing a book about Stratford, and she,
herself, felt an identity with Agatha Lawson.*
It is not surprising that Reaney was inspired by details
of the small town that he grew up in. Local colour and
small town detail permeate the collaborations between
Reaney and Beckwith and in particular, their previous
operas Night Blooming Cereus and The Shivaree.
Beckwith and Reaney’s Crazy to Kill was
commissioned by the Guelph Spring Festival. The
opera was work-shopped at the Banff Centre and then
premiered in Guelph in May 1989. The opera relies on
a cast of five performers, a pianist, percussionist, ¥
life-size puppets, taped sound effects, and projected
images. The Guelph premiere featured mezzo-soprano
Jean Stilwell (in the lead role of Agatha Lawson), bari-
tone Paul Massel, and soprano Sharon Crowther. This
performance was recorded and broadcast on CBC radio.
Crazy to Kill is set at EImhurst, a southern
Ontario rest-home (private asylum) for millionaires at
which the central character Agatha Lawson is a patient.
Agatha has completed her treatment and is soon to
leave the institution. The plot develops through both
the presentation of a series of incidents that occurred at
the rest-home and the subsequent investigation of these
events. The story unfolds as Detective Fry questions
Agatha and she narrates the events of the past. The

1 James Reaney, ‘Introduction,” Ann Cardwell, Crazy to Kill
(London, ON: Nightwood Editions, 1989): 7.

action begins when John Lennox, the young son of the
supervising doctor, Dr. Lennox, is pushed into a gravel
pit. Next, two of the nurses, Miss Jones and Miss
Zimmerman, are choked and stabbed, respectively.
Later, the patient Amy Johnston is frightened by a man
peering in her window. While Dr. Greer, accompanied
by Agatha, conducts an investigation outside of Amy
Johnston’s room, Tim, the orderly, is found with his
head bashed in by a stone. Shortly after, the undercover
policewoman Miss Currie is choked and murdered, and
Amy Johnston is found outside, disoriented, and about
to topple into the gravel pit. Mounting suspicion of
Agatha, as a result of her consistent connection to these
events, is put to rest with a final incident in which
Agatha herself is attacked in her room. Following her
narration of these events to Detective Fry, and fearing
for life, Agatha decides to leave EImhurst. But she is
impeded by a raging storm, and returns exhausted and
battered. Spurred by Amy Johnston’s recollection that
it was indeed Agatha that forced her out on to the
grounds near the gravel pit, Agatha slowly comes to
the realization that she herself is the murderer.
Agatha’s subsequent confession details the chain of
grisly events incited simply by the young John Lennox
dropping a snake on the bench beside her while she
was sewing in the garden. Dr. Lennox’s recognition of
his ultimate failure with Agatha as a patient motivates
the final death in the opera as Dr. Lennox takes his
own life. We discover in the remaining minutes of the
opera that following these events, Agatha was taken to
an Asylum for the Criminally Insane and while there,
composed the story we have witnessed.

Shifting perceptions of reality is a theme that
permeates the literature on Crazy to Kill. These
references occur in the composer’s observations, in
correspondence which took place during the writing of
the work, and in reviews of the opera. In particular,
John Mayo has addressed the theme of reality in his
article on the Beckwith-Reaney operas. Mayo outlines
three modes of behaviour in which audiences interact
with operas. These are ‘Ceremonial/Ritual’; ‘Realistic’;
and ‘Ironic.” He identifies Crazy to Kill with the
‘ironic’ mode in which ‘the barrier between audience
and actors is deliberately emphasized.’? Furthermore,
Mayo points out that by emphasizing this barrier and
exploring different perceptions of reality, a great deal
of tension is created.

2 John Mayo, ‘Expectations and compacts in Beckwith-Reaney
operas: a case study,” University of Toronto Quarterly 60.2 (Winter
1990-1991): 305.





This kind of tension is explicitly addressed in
Beckwith’s notes about the work. Under the heading
‘mixtures,” he lists a series of binary pairs including
‘now/then, puppet/live actor, song/speech, singer/
instrumentalist, man/woman.”® To investigate some of
these “mixtures’ and their role in creating tension and
shifting perceptions of reality, 1 will address the
following three topics: concepts of time in the opera,
the use of puppets, and music and sound effects.

TIME

The nature of Reaney’s libretto demands that the main
events of the plot must be communicated through a
series of flashbacks. Part of the narrative includes the
fact that Agatha has already written a novel about the
murders she has committed and thus these acts are in
the past for her. However, Reaney and Beckwith bring
these events to life through a clever manipulation of
time. After reading the libretto to Crazy to Kill, the
composer Istvan Anhalt wrote in a letter to Beckwith:
‘What appears to me extraordinarily good is the
fluidity of time-representation; this complex weave of
the “now,” the “before,” the “then.””* In Figure 1, |
have provided a graphic representation of this complex
time structure and its relationship to the narrative.

Figure 1: Time Graph

//. Performance end

w
=1

Agatha writes her story

| (e
RS N

Agatha realizes she is the killer

B R

Agatha is attacked in her room

P
=

Amy Johnston at the gravel pit

I
=

Miss Currie is choked |

& B

(c)

-

(c)

Tim's head bashed in by a stone |G . @

L&
|

T @ | )
L (@ (a)

MW

(a)

7

|

Miss Zimmerman is stabbed
Miss Jones is choked

John Lennax pushed into graved pit

A: performance

B: Agatha writes story
| C: Fry questions Agatha
| D: events at Eimhurst

Performance start

o = MW &l oo e

Past . Present

3 John Beckwith, ‘Crazy to Kill,” John Beckwith Collection
10.B11.77 (111), Faculty of Music Library Special Collections,
University of Toronto.

4 Istvan Anhalt, ‘Letter to John Beckwith; 9 December 1988,” John
Beckwith Collection 10.D1. Personal Correspondence 1. Anhalt,
Faculty of Music Library Special Collections, University of
Toronto.
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The vertical axis of the graph represents time
progressing as a performance of the opera takes place.
Each numbered unit represents approximately three
minute intervals within the total ninety minutes of the
opera. The horizontal axis of the graph represents four
different time periods, each moving further into the
past. The A level represents the time experienced while
watching or listening to the opera: this is the present
for the audience or listener. The B level is the time in
which Agatha is in the mental institution writing her
book about the events at EImhurst. Although the entire
narrative hinges on this event, it only occupies the
present briefly during the final minutes. The bulk of the
action in the opera takes place during the C and D
levels. Detective Fry questions Agatha during the time
represented by C, and the events at EImhurst actually
take place during the time represented by D. As Agatha
is questioned, she adopts the role of narrator and her
recollections are acted out on stage. During these events,
the D level becomes the present for the other characters
in the opera. Although levels C and D represent distinct
time periods, throughout the opera, the action often
shifts abruptly between the two and we are never quite
sure which is the present for the characters.

One of the most intricate passages in terms of
time occurs in the opening minutes of the opera — the
first four units on the vertical axis of Fig. 1. Time and
the concept of the present shifts more frequently here
than at any other point in the opera. First, while waiting
for this performance to begin, audience members were
greeted with ambient sounds of creaking doors and
footsteps from the sound system. Thus the audience’s
present (the act of waiting for the performance to
begin) is immediately de-stabilized by sounds which
foreshadow the performance. The opera opens with a
short scene in which Agatha is making portrait dolls of
the various residents and employees of EImhurst. This
brief shift to the C time is interrupted by Detective Fry,
who enters from the back of the auditorium and begins
to sing. The audience is again forced to consider its own
present: is this the opera proper or more foreshadowing?
Not until Fry reaches the stage and begins gquestioning
Agatha is the C level of time firmly established. As
Agatha narrates the events which began the series of
murders, the time fluctuates between C and D. While
relating how she saw John Lennox running over the
fairway, she picks up a doll she has made which looks
like the boy. There is a break in her narration as the
scene is enacted with the use of the doll puppet. This
section becomes increasingly complex as Fry interjects
and Agatha continues her narration as the scene with
John Lennox and Dr. Lennox is portrayed. This complex
manipulation of time emphasizes the barrier between
the audience and the performance, while also creating a
fluid movement through several stages of time.





In addition to shifting and often abrupt changes
in time, the perception of reality, of what constitutes
the present, is further distorted by moments in which
characters directly refer to levels of time outside of the
action being portrayed. This is indicated in Figure 1 by
the letters in brackets. | have already described how the
relationship between the C and D levels is particularly
fluid: this is demonstrated by the number of bracketed
C’s and D’s — occasions when dialogue implies that the
present has shifted away from the current action.

The most ‘ironic’ moments — those which
emphasize the barrier between the audience and the
actors — occur in segments 12, 13, 14, and 16. During
the scene in which Amy Johnston screams because she
sees a man looking in her window, twice, at different
intervals, Agatha says to the audience, ‘why any man
would look in her window was quite beyond me.’
These asides take place during the middle of the opera
when the present is most firmly situated in the D level.
With such statements, Agatha disrupts the present-ness
of the D level by drawing attention to the A level; that
of a self-conscious audience witnessing a performance.
These asides are also comical, and create a welcome
alleviation to the grim tone of the opera’s setting.

The most crucial example of one of these
‘ironic’ moments occurs during segment 26 when
Agatha realizes that she is the murderer. The action up
to and following this point is clearly located in the C
time. But by singing, ‘we're in a book, a detective
story’ Agatha not only alludes to the B time in which
she writes the story we are experiencing but also to the
A time. She also states, ‘you're all in this book’ to the
performers around her. For the audience, this no doubt
disrupts the flow of the story and creates an awareness
that one is watching an opera. This complex system of
narration creates tension within the story and provides
a fluid sense of reality for the audience. Although Fig.1
depicts a clear time-line throughout the opera, it is the
references to other times and the disruptions of the line
that are most important to the unfolding of the story.

PUPPETS

In Crazy to Kill, twenty-two characters are played by
five people: three singing parts (soprano, mezzo-
soprano and baritone) and two speaking parts (male
and female). Figure 2 shows the distribution of réles.

Figure 2 (Crazy to Kill libretto, p. 4):
NOTE: Some characters are portrayed ‘live’, others as
doll/puppets, some as both. The following suggests the
distribution of roles among five performers (* doll/puppet):

Soprano: Dupont, Maclean*, Krug*, Parsons*.

Mezzo-soprano: Agatha, Agatha*, Scarth, Scarth*.

Baritone: Fry, Fry*, Hogan, Hogan*, Coombe*, Currie*,
Holman*.

Speaker 1, female: Jones*, Johnston, Keene*, Zimmerman¥,
John Lennox*, Nurse in finale*®,

Speaker 2, male: Tim*, Greer*, Lennox, Small*, Lang*.

The puppets were used for several reasons.
Initially, they provided the means for Beckwith and
Reaney to write an opera with small performing
resources. In addition, according to Beckwith, the
puppets are used to distance the audience from the
more gory elements. Although this is certainly
effective, the puppets also increase the tension that
surrounds the many layers of reality. Robert Everett-
Green, in a review in the Globe and Mail points out
that ‘it was impossible to draw the line between the
real and the make-believe, or between degrees of
make-believe.” He continues to say that some of the
moments contain ‘dangerous tension.”® This is
epitomized by a scene between Agatha and the head
nurse, Miss Scarth in which the mezzo-soprano plays
Agatha ‘live’ and Scarth as a puppet. Following Miss
Zimmerman’s murder, Agatha reveals to Scarth that
Miss Zimmerman had been having an affair with Dr.
Lennox. Agatha begins to scream and Scarth slaps her
face repeatedly. You can imagine the effect of the
puppet slapping its operator who is simultaneously
playing the hysterical Agatha.

Several interpretations of the role of the
puppets have been proposed. James Reaney has been
guoted as saying that the puppets ‘are like real people
who have lost their characters through insanity.”® This
makes sense in regard to the mental instability of the
patients but also forces the viewer to question the
meaning of sanity because not only patients are played
by puppets but also members of the staff and those
representing the law. To further complicate this
characterization, Dr. Lennox, who is always portrayed
‘live,” proves to be most unstable when he takes his
own life after discovering that Agatha is the murderer.
Similarly, in correspondence between Reaney and the
puppet maker, Anna Wagner-Ott, the latter suggested
that the puppets represent Agatha’s subconscious. As
we saw in the opening scene, Agatha makes dolls of
the people around her, including one of herself. These
then become the puppets that reenact the events she is
narrating. However, the lines of reality become
increasingly blurred as the puppets are not only used
for Agatha’s flashbacks (the events represented by the
D time), but also when the events reach the C time
(beginning in segment 23 on the time graph). During
this section Agatha leaves EImhurst during a storm and
then returns to discover that she is the murderer. For
the majority of the opera, this is the present for the
characters. However, the puppets are also used
throughout these scenes.

® Robert Everett-Green, ‘Stylish Canadian mystery-opera makes
brilliant debut,” Toronto Globe and Mail (13 May 1989): C3.

® Bruce Blackadar, “Killer opera: see Guelph and die,” Toronto Star
(6 May 1989): F3.





As illustrated by the scene in which Scarth
slaps Agatha, moments that involve direct interaction
between puppets and the characters that are controlling
them result in points of tension. This effect is also
enhanced in that four of the primary characters are
portrayed both ‘live’ and as puppets. The mezzo-
soprano alternates between Agatha and Scarth. When
Agatha is ‘live’, Scarth is portrayed by a puppet, and
vice versa. During the scene in which the inmates of
Elmhurst have been called together for questioning,
Agatha is played as a puppet and Scarth is portrayed
‘live.” As the libretto indicates, this allows the viewer
to feel that they are outside of Agatha’s mind for this
scene. A similar effect is achieved by the baritone who
plays both Fry and Hogan. The puppets alternately
draw the audience into the story and alienate them from
it throughout the opera.

MUSIC

It is evident from John Beckwith’s writings that the
complex narrative structure of the libretto as well as the
visual element of the puppets greatly motivated his
direction in writing the music for Crazy to Kill:

The Crazy to Kill libretto is a far cry from the
formality of ‘early Reaney’ and partakes more of the
ranginess, the multi-flashback techniques, and strong
verbal/visual mixes of The Donnellys. Accordingly |
saw my task as providing a swift-moving and taut
kind of score in which the interplay of musical and
concrete-sound phrases would be balanced in the
vocal parts by an interplay of sung and spoken lines.
Similarly, opportunities for exchanges (and even
gender switches) in the réle-playing on stage would
be extended to transfers in which the vocalists play
instruments or the instrumentalists speak lines and act
parts in the story. Indeed ‘on’ and ‘off’ stage, like
‘now’ and ‘then,” are fluid concepts in the text, and
the music had to have, | reasoned, some of this same
elusiveness and susceptibility to sudden changes of
direction.”

Several of these ideas come together in the passage
which takes place just before Agatha murders the
policewoman disguised as a nurse, Miss Currie. Miss
Currie is represented by a puppet but she is played by
the baritone. In addition to falsetto vocal writing, both
sung and spoken lines draw attention to this gender
switching.

The other ‘“transfers’ that Beckwith refers to in
which vocalists play instruments or the instrumentalists
speak lines are found in several key scenes in the opera.
During the storm scene, the pianist and percussionist
act as a chorus and provide the line, ‘A thunderstorm
shook Elmhurst as if it were a rat.” Similarly, at the

7 John Beckwith, ‘Notes on my collaborations with James Reaney,’
Music Papers: Articles and Talks by a Canadian Composer 1961-
1994 (Ottawa: The Golden Dog Press, 1997): 223, 225.

beginning of Agatha’s confession scene she interacts

with the instrumentalists: ‘Taking over the production,
she shoves PIANIST off bench and starts to accompany
herself,” while telling Detective Fry to play the drums.

In addition to these types of exchanges and
transfers, evidence of Beckwith’s “elusiveness and
susceptibility to sudden changes of direction’ in the
music is also evident throughout the opera. However,
he does provide the listener with some guides with
which to navigate through the complex narrative. For
example, although the orderly Tim is only a speaking
part, his lines are consistently accompanied by rapidly
repeated sixteenth notes. Similarly, the murder scenes
invariably contain an increase in texture with layers of
sound effects and percussion.

Instrumentation is also used to mirror the
sudden changes of direction in the narrative in the
opening scenes of the opera. The marimba is used
when Agatha begins to narrate the past to Detective
Fry. It is featured prominently when the events of the
past are being acted out by Agatha, John Lennox and
Dr. Lennox. It operates almost as a musical landmark
to lead the listener into the D time in the crucial
opening minutes of the opera.

Beckwith also explores the fluid concept of
‘now’ and ‘then’ by creating a sound world inspired by
the 1930s and 1940s. In addition to the sentimental
ballad style of Rodgers and Hart, which characterizes
Detective Fry’s opening song, Beckwith also uses
sound effects associated with late-night radio horror
programs such as The Green Hornet. John Mayo notes
that although these musical allusions are realistic in the
sense that they are true to the time period, they would
only occur as a realistic element to the residents of
Elmhurst if they were to listen to the radio.® Again, the
use of these sounds and styles simultaneously help to
orient the audience and create the feeling of alienation
by accentuating the artificiality of the situation.

One of the most dramatic and effective
passages in Crazy to Kill is Agatha’s confession scene
(see Fig. 3, p. 6). This immediately follows the scene
in which Agatha realizes that she is the killer. Agatha
abruptly shifts from a brief display of madness and
proceeds to sing her confession in a controlled and
measured way in the form of a folk ballad. Beckwith
explains, ‘for other reasons — a distancing of audience
feeling as the mysteries of the rather grisly plot are
untangled — I use towards the end a musical verse-form
and melodic pattern akin to the “Pirate Song” in Weill
and Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera.”®

Beckwith has provided further insights into
this confessional scene. He looked to the ‘Pirate Jenny’
song from The Threepenny Opera after seeing a

8 Mayo (as n.2): 310.
® Beckwith (as n.7): 223.





biography of Lotte Lenya. He was intrigued by her
stage face and the way she remained very immobile
while *spitting out’ the lyrics. He was looking for a
moment like this for Agatha’s confession scene and
The Threepenny Opera also happened to be from the
right period. Beckwith regards this as the moment
when the veneer comes off Agatha’s actions (Source:
J.B. in conversation with the author, Toronto, 5 Dec. 2000).
In performance, although the actress did not stand still
in the staging of this scene, a similar sinister effect was
achieved by having Agatha step a little closer to the
audience with each verse.

Although Beckwith considers this scene a
glimpse of the ‘real” Agatha, the nature of opera as a
whole suggests that audiences might interpret this
resolution of the narrative in a variety of ways. This
musical setting stands out as significantly different
from anything else in the opera. The poetic text alone
contrasts with the rest of the libretto, which is almost

entirely prose. Although the text and musical setting
distances the audience, the passage may also be
described as one of ‘dangerous tension.” Agatha
doesn’t know that she is committing the murders until
just before this confession. The way that she ‘takes
over the show’ not only raises the issue of reality for
the audience, but as Mayo has pointed out, she also
steps outside of her character by referring to herself as
‘Miss Lawson.” Similarly, the triumphant and very
‘sane’ delivery of the text leads us to question our own
notions of sanity and insanity. To further heighten the
complexity of this scene, Agatha later communicates to
Detective Fry, ‘I guess | must have done all these
things, but — it’s strange — I still don’t feel that | did,’
and, ‘It’s not like me, is it?” Thus, within this unique
visual and sound world created by Reaney and
Beckwith, the audience is left to sort through the many
threads of reality. Is Agatha a victim of her insanity or
a cold, calculating murderer?

Fig. 3: Crazy to Kill — the beginning of Agatha’s confession scene (reproduced with the permission of the composer)
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A Sense of Place:
John Beckwith and Canadian Music Scholarship

Robin Elliott
University of Toronto

The late musicologist George Proctor organized a
conference on ‘Canadian Music of the 1950s’ at the
University of Western Ontario in October 1983. | am
not sure if it was the first scholarly conference entirely
devoted to Canadian music, but if not the very first, it
must have been one of the first. | remember that event
very well, as it was the first academic conference | ever
attended. And one of the things | recall best about that
weekend was the final summing up of the symposium
proceedings, which were delivered by John Beckwith
in his inimitable style. ‘I’ve been working, taking notes,’
he told us. ‘But what exactly is my réle as summarizer?
To adjudicate? ... To pronounce a benediction? Or am |
like the poor little guy played by Chaplin who follows
along after the circus parade with a shovel?’*

As | cast a backward glance over 50 years of
John Beckwith’s scholarship in the field of Canadian
music, | too have asked myself what my réle should be.
| feel unqualified to adjudicate a performance that has
been so stellar, so unparalleled, so utterly essential to
the field in which I now spend most of my days toiling.
Unqualified because, as the late John Weinzweig stated
in 2003, “John [Beckwith] has more knowledge about
Canadian music than any other composer in the country;
and much more than any other musicologist in the
country.’? After reading and re-reading Beckwith’s
published scholarship on Canadian music, and having
spent some time sifting through his archival papers to
read some of his unpublished work in this area, | am
happy to report that there is no need for me to play the
Chaplin role either.® There may be a few droppings
somewhere in the vast trove of his written legacy that
need to be shovelled, but if so, | have yet to find them.
Indeed, | can think of few other writers in any field of
music scholarship whose work has aged so well, or
who have consistently maintained such a high standard.

John Beckwith and Music Scholarship
About four years ago, as we were discussing a unique
manuscript variant copy of Mark Burnham’s early

1 John Beckwith, ‘Canadian music of the 1950s: summary of a
symposium,” Music Papers: Articles and Talks by a Canadian
Composer 1961-1994 (Ottawa: The Golden Dog Press, 1997): 64.

2 John Weinzweig, in interview with Eitan Cornfield for an audio
documentary included in Canadian Composers Portraits: John
Beckwith, Centrediscs CMC CD 9103 (2003); statement is at 3'22".
% John Beckwith’s papers are housed in the Olnick Rare Book Room
of the University of Toronto Faculty of Music Library, Archives
Collection 10; subsequent references to this collection are given as
‘Beckwith papers.’

19th-century tunebook Colonial Harmonist which had
recently turned up, Beckwith remarked to me that he
would like to see someone — a graduate student in
musicology, perhaps — do a thorough study of this
important source. ‘I did the best | can with it,” he said
to me, ‘but | was never trained as a musicologist.” His
tone was somewhat rueful, indeed almost apologetic,
and the remark caught me off guard. If John Beckwith
is not a musicologist, | thought to myself, then who on
earth is? What tricks of the musicological trade did he
think that he did not acquire?

My first reaction was that professional
courtesy lay behind that remark; it was a gesture of
respect towards me as a musicologist. But further
reflection led me to suspect that there may have been a
certain institutional bias coming into play as well, one
that still lingers within the Faculty of Music at the
University of Toronto, though it is today but the
faintest of after-echoes compared to what it must have
been like 50-plus years ago, when Beckwith had only
just become a faculty member at this institution and
musicology as a professional discipline first began to
flourish here. That bias would be articulated over the
years in various ways — never directly, to be sure, but
perhaps all the more powerfully for that very reason,
and it would run something like this: research into
Canadian music, no matter how well done, does not
and cannot count as serious musicology because of its
very subject matter. Dufay, Monteverdi, Beethoven:
that is the stuff of musicological discourse, not David
Willson and the Children of Peace, Ernest MacMillan
and his ode England, or early Canadian hymn books.

The bias was reflected in Beckwith’s divisional
home at the Faculty of Music; his primary appointment
was in the Division of Composition and Theory, and
while his services were frequently called upon by the
Division of History and Literature, | can imagine that
some of the musicologists in the latter division must
have regarded him as an interloper, albeit a welcome
one, rather than as a member who had paid his dues in
full. But things are different nowadays. A good friend
who is also a professional musicologist once offered a
definition of our discipline that is as pithy and to the
point as any that | have ever heard: ‘A musicologist is
someone that can speak intelligently about music.”* By
that standard, Beckwith is clearly a musicologist, and
an outstanding one.

4 This remark was made to me many years ago by Harry White.





But he is also, of course, a composer, and it is
impossible to separate his creative work as a composer
from his scholarly work as a musicologist, even though
that is exactly what I am going to do in this discussion.
In the list of his works compiled by his son Lawrence
for Taking a Stand, the Festschrift offered to Beckwith
upon his official retirement from the University of
Toronto, his compositions and his scholarly writings
figure in about equal number.® For those with a mind
for statistics, there are 76 major compositions and 72
major writings listed, so composition may have the
edge, but it is a slight one. The scholar-composer may
be one of the most characteristic manifestations of
20th- and 21st-century North American music culture,
nourished in the bosom of the university: one thinks of
such well known examples as Istvan Anhalt, Milton
Babbitt, George Rochberg, and R. Murray Schafer (in
the days when Schafer still worked in academia). John
Beckwith both takes his place in this august company,
and also defines a certain extreme position within it:
extreme, that is, by virtue of his dedication to the worlds
of scholarship and composition in almost perfectly
equal measure.

My principal focus in this discussion will be on
Beckwith’s scholarly writings, and | will regard his
work as a composer only tangentially, and to the extent
that | see it as a logical outcome of his enthusiasms as a
Canadian music researcher. Thus, | will cast a wide net
over his scholarship, while examining his work as a
composer through a very narrow lens.

I draw attention to my choice of words — I am
speaking here only of Beckwith’s scholarly writings. In
looking through his archival papers in the Faculty of
Music Library, | was amazed by the sheer volume of
words he has committed to paper by pencil, pen,
typewriter, and computer. There are continuity scripts
for CBC radio broadcasts, public lectures, letters of
recommendation and copious other administrative
documents, letters to the editor of various and sundry
publications, music criticism for the daily press,
convocation addresses, memorial tributes, reader’s
reports on book and theses (for decades his opinion
seems to have been solicited for virtually every book
about Canadian music that was published); all this in
addition to a voluminous correspondence and also,
beginning in 1997, copious email communications.
Like many accomplished and prolific writers, Beckwith
clearly spends a good part of each day in committing
his thoughts to paper: the published scholarly articles
which have resulted from this process are merely the
tip of what is obviously a very considerable iceberg.

® Lawrence Beckwith, ‘John Beckwith’s principal compositions and
writingsto1994,” Taking a Stand: Essays in Honour of John Beckwith,
ed. Timothy J. McGee (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995):
306-13.

Biographical Considerations
In considering how John Beckwith became not just a
musician and a scholar but more specifically a Canadian
music scholar, | was struck by a number of biographical
factors which parallel my own experience. Since the
time of Alfred Adler, some psychologists have theorized
that birth order plays a large role in determining one’s
personality and identity. Both Beckwith and | are
middleborns; he is the second of three children, | am
the third of five. Middleborns are perhaps predisposed
to understand and act upon the Canadian spirit of
compromise; we are used to mediating between a more
powerful older sibling and a more vulnerable younger
one. The ongoing Canadian negotiation of power
relationships between a stronger federal government
and weaker provincial legislatures is understood by
middle children not just as a guiding political system,
but as our lived experience during the formative years
of childhood. Beckwith’s father was a lawyer and a
Baptist but not a churchgoer, and his mother was a
teacher and an Anglican; my own step-father was also
a lawyer and a lapsed Baptist and my mother was a
librarian and remains a committed Anglican. A respect
for and toleration of religious difference was thus bred
in the bone for both of us, | suspect. Beckwith was
raised in the Anglican church, as was I; though neither
one of us is a practising acolyte any longer, we have
both likely been influenced by our active participation
in the Anglican church’s rich tradition of sacred choral
music, and by our exposure at a tender age to Thomas
Cranmer’s splendid Book of Common Prayer, one of
the cornerstones of the modern English language.
Beckwith was born and raised in Victoria and |
in Kingston — perhaps of all Canadian cities, these are
the two most similar in terms of their devotion to our
nation’s British heritage.® We each moved to Toronto
to complete our musical education at the University of
Toronto, and we each were moved by our passion for
the great tradition of Western art music to spend an
apprenticeship in a great European musical centre —
Beckwith in Paris in the early 1950s, and | in Vienna in
the late 1970s.” In my experience, there is nothing that
quite so powerfully induces an appreciation for and
understanding of Canadian music as time spent abroad.

® John Beckwith in ‘A festival of Canadian music,” an article
published in the programme booklet for Musicanada, a series of
Canadian music concerts given in Europe in 1977, notes that ‘I was
born in a town named after an English Queen, Victoria, and on a
street named after an English explorer, James Cook .” However he
also writes that “Victoria bears evidence of other settler cultures,
notably the Spanish: thus, two schools | attended were called
Quadra and Monterey, | often climbed Gonzales Hill to look out
over the Straits of Juan de Fuca towards San Juan Island, and my
family sometimes summered at Cordova Bay.’

7 See John Beckwith, ‘Letter from a Canadian music student in
France,” RCM Monthly Bulletin (April 1951); a copy is available in
Beckwith papers (as n.3), folder C.3 “Writings 1950-57.’





I revelled in the musical traditions of central Europe; |
attended the Vienna Philharmonic concerts, and spent
an average of two evenings a week for an entire year in
the Vienna State Opera. My experience in Vienna was
powerful and stimulating; but after a year of it, | longed
to get to know my own more immediate musical
heritage better. Beckwith’s experience in Paris was of a
different nature — for one thing, there was much more
contemporary music on offer than in Vienna — but the
end result was the same: we both returned home with
our devotion to Canadian music intensified.

In pointing out these parallels | do not mean to
suggest that I have a privileged insight into what makes
Beckwith tick; nor do | wish to suggest that unless your
father is a Baptist and your mother is an Anglican, you
probably won’t become a Canadian music scholar; and
still less do | wish to bring Beckwith down to my own
level. For indeed, the differences in our experiences are
surely just as important as the parallels. He started his
musical education at the piano, | at the violin; he is a
composer, and | am a musicologist. Beckwith can trace
his ancestry in this country back to the middle of the
18th century: twelve generations ago, his forbears
arrived in Nova Scotia from Connecticut;® my parents
arrived here in the middle of the 20th century from
England. His family history gives Beckwith a sense of
rootedness in this country that is genetically implanted
deep in his soul. There is a conviction, a commitment,
and an authority in his relationship to Canadian music
that results from these circumstances, and it is evident
in every article that he writes, every work he composes.

In writing of his own engagement with
Canadian music scholarship, Beckwith has on more
than one occasion alluded to the influence of post-war
nationalism and of ‘the excitement of new creative
directions in theatre, painting, [and] music’® that were
in the air at that time. In the absence of any Canadian
music scholars in the older generation to serve as a role
model, Beckwith turned to two of his contemporaries
for inspiration. The first of these was Helmut Kallmann
who, though five years older, was two years behind
Beckwith in the MusBac degree programme at the
University of Toronto. Beckwith’s association with
Kallmann would continue from the 1940s to the
present day, their scholarship supporting and informing
each other’s work, even as it branched off in different
directions. The other contemporary to inspire in
Beckwith a passion for musical Canadiana was James

8 Beckwith “A festival’ (as n.6); further to his ancestry, Beckwith
writes ‘My maternal grandparents left rural Hertfordshire in the
1880s, and of my paternal ancestors, one branch left Scotland in the
1760s and the other left southeast Yorkshire in the 1630s.” See
‘Letters to the editor: A Canadian in Canada,” Toronto Globe and
Mail (1 Apr 1994): Al6.

® John Beckwith, ‘The Canadian musical repertoire,” Music Papers
(asn.1): 101.

Reaney, the writer with whom he has worked on a
dozen or so projects from the late 1940s onwards.
Reaney’s libretto for Night Blooming Cereus, set in
rural Ontario in the early 20th century, led Beckwith to
explore the musical vernacular characteristic of that
time and place, from children’s ditties to fiddle tunes,
from popular songs to hymn tunes. It was to open up a
lifetime’s worth of research.

In addition to these outward directed and
disinterested motivations, enlightened self-interest has
played a part in Beckwith’s Canadian music research.
In an email to two younger composers in 2001, he said
‘one of the reasons we haven’t established more of a
sense of a Canadian REPERTOIRE of serious works is
that our critics never look at our music AS MUSIC,
while our theorists never look at it at all. No doubt this
is still true.”*® A few weeks later, at a Canadian League
of Composers panel discussion in Kitchener on the
subject of “Heritage,” his remarks were even more to
the point. After criticizing the treatment of the Canadian
Musical Heritage Society at the hands of Sheila Copps,
who was the Minister of Canadian Heritage at the time,
Beckwith asked ‘Of what relevance is [musical heritage]
for composers? We will all be dead sooner or later; our
music is the Canadian musical heritage of the future.”**
In this sense, Beckwith has, perhaps more than any other
scholar, established a sort of Golden Rule for Canadian
music composer studies: ‘Research others as you would
have them research you.’

Geography and Scholarship

In assessing Beckwith’s copious writings on Canadian
music, | considered a number of ways to organize my
thoughts. A chronological survey would provide one
perspective, covering the development of his ideas over
the past 50-plus years as his concept of Canadian music
broadened and deepened. A thematic organization
would also offer interesting insights, allowing us to
examine the subjects that have guided and motivated
his research over the years: composer studies, early
Canadian hymns and psalmody, genre studies, and so
on. But I have chosen a third methodology, one that
derives from my decision to confine my remarks to
Beckwith’s Canadian music scholarship. | am using
the adjective Canadian here in its geographical, rather
than political, economic, cultural, aesthetic, or any
other sense. The study of music and place is by nature
interdisciplinary, and a lively subject of investigation
in the fields of ethnomusicology, musicology, and a
recent sub-field of cultural geography known as music
geography. So, with geography as my organizing
principle, 1 will begin by dealing with the particular

10 Beckwith papers (as n.3) folder C.4, 2001 file; the capitalization
is in the original.
11 Beckwith papers (as n.3) folder C.4, 2001 file.





characteristics of Beckwith as an individual person in a
particular place, and move upwards through ever larger
geographical areas to arrive at a consideration of his
position as a citizen of the world. We will move then,
from the personal perspective to an institutional one,
and on up through local, national, continental, and
international dimensions.

Individual Perspectives

The individual perspective has already been broached
in my brief comments on biographical factors that may
have contributed to Beckwith’s Canadian music
interests. In a convocation address delivered in 1972,
Beckwith stressed the personal element when speaking
of his own musical education in Toronto. ‘I look on my
undergraduate years as great times,” he stated. ‘This
was so above all because of the people who came
together in that period just after the war and created a
spontaneous kind of intensity, especially in the arts.
My fellow music students were Harry Somers and
Glenn Gould and Lois Marshall and Elmer Iseler.”*?

In addition to the fellow students, Beckwith drew
inspiration from his professors as well. Perhaps his
single most important teacher in Toronto was Alberto
Guerrero, the pianist whose encouragement and
recommendation brought Beckwith here in the first
place, 62 years ago. Those lessons with Guerrero
opened up broader musical horizons for Beckwith and
ranged far beyond piano technique to touch upon
guestions of aesthetics, composition, and musical value.
They also, as it turned out, opened up a research topic
that would preoccupy Beckwith on and off for decades
until finding its fullest expression just last year, with
the appearance of Beckwith’s In Search of Alberto
Guerrero, a book that is both biography and memoir.*?

The determination to tell Guerrero’s story was
influenced in part by Guerrero’s reluctance to speak for
himself, and in part by the fact that Glenn Gould, who
was Guerrero’s most famous pupil, was increasingly
dismissive of Guerrero’s guidance and influence on his
own formation as a pianist and musician. In a series of
articles, Beckwith insisted that due recognition be
given to the influence of Guerrero on Gould; with the
book-length treatment of Guerrero’s life story, he saw
to it that the recognition extended to the rest of
Guerrero’s life and career.

Beckwith’s relationship to Gould as a fellow
pupil of Guerrero opened up another personal research
topic that was to occupy Beckwith on and off for many
decades. The friendship cooled rapidly; Beckwith
himself singled out some negative remarks he made in

12 Convocation address, University of Toronto, 29 May 1972,
Beckwith papers (as n.3), folder C.4, 1972 file.

13 John Beckwith, In Search of Alberto Guerrero (Waterloo, ON:
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006); see the review by John
Mayo in this newsletter, 4.3 (September 2006): 8-9

10

1961 about Richard Strauss, one of Gould’s heroes, as
having ended their cordial relations.** The relationship
cannot have been helped, though, by Beckwith’s
review of Gould’s second recording for Columbia, an
idiosyncratic performance of three late-Beethoven
piano sonatas.'® The Gould review was Beckwith’s
debut appearance as the new associate editor in charge
of record reviews for the Canadian Music Journal,
arguably the finest music periodical ever produced in
this country. Beckwith pointed out at some length
Gould’s departures from the printed scores of the
works, and ended by summarized the strengths of the
performances in a single paragraph. The review
concludes ‘If the disc is a failure, it is certainly a very
interesting, even a distinguished, failure.” Gould, who
like many brilliant men was inordinately sensitive to
criticism, is known to have terminated longstanding
friendships abruptly over lesser slights. The end of
friendly relations may actually have been a blessing in
disguise; it allowed Beckwith to write about Gould in
future with a rare degree of honesty and frankness. It is
thanks to Beckwith’s articles on Gould, three of which
appear in the collection Music Papers, that the record
has been set straight on a number of aspects of Gould’s
life and career, from the spelling of his surname to his
indebtedness to Guerrero’s teaching. ™

In terms of debts owed to his teachers, another
settling of accounts can be read into Beckwith’s work
on Sir Ernest MacMillan, who was dean of the Faculty
of Music throughout Beckwith’s student years and held
that position until 1952, the same year that Beckwith
was appointed to the Faculty of Music as a part-time
lecturer by MacMillan’s successor, Arnold Walter.
Beckwith’s scholarly engagement with Sir Ernest
resulted in several articles of a biographical nature,
including a substantial entry in the Encyclopedia of
Music in Canada and a critical assessment written for
Saturday Night magazine on the occasion of the
MacMillan centennial in 1993." There is also a fine
article on MacMillan’s choral-orchestral ode England,
the work that was written in a German prison camp and
earned for MacMillan the Oxford D.Mus. degree in
absentia.'® The scholarly ties extended to the next
MacMillan generation — he worked with Sir Ernest’s
son Keith in compiling the biographical dictionary

14 See John Beckwith, “Shattering a few myths,” Glenn Gould by
Himself and His Friends, ed. John McGreevy (Toronto: Doubleday,
1983): 74.

15 Canadian Music Journal 1.3 (Spring 1957): 67-71.

16 Music Papers (see n.1): 160-78. See also ‘Glenn Gould, the early
years: addenda and corrigenda,” GlennGould 2.2 (Fall 1996): 56-65
and ‘Master Glen Gold,” GlennGould 3.1 (Spring 1997): 14-16.

Y7 The article was not published in Saturday Night, however; it
appeared in print for the first time in Music Papers (as n.1): 146-59.
18 ‘Ernest MacMillan and England,” Canadian University Music
Review 19.1 (1998): 34-49.





Contemporary Canadian Composers, published by
Oxford University Press in 1975, and was a board
member for many years of the Sir Ernest MacMillan
Memorial Foundation, established in 1984 by Sir
Ernest’s sons Keith and Ross.

Institutional Allegiances
The relationship with Sir Ernest MacMillan leads
naturally to a consideration of Beckwith’s Canadian
music scholarship in terms of its various institutional
allegiances. When Beckwith arrived in Toronto in 1945,
British models still reigned supreme in all matters of
music education in Canada, from the graded syllabus of
performance exams, through the competitive festival
movement, up to university-level music education. The
British third-level educational model led, at the B.Mus.
level, from four- and five-part harmony to simple,
double, and triple counterpoint, followed by canon and
fugue; the ultimate goal was to write a four-voice fugue
on a given subject in a set period of time. The purpose
of the syllabus was to provide the technical skills
necessary for a well rounded church musician. At the
University of Toronto, this system was still in force in
mid-century, and Beckwith has offered the following
description of how it worked in practice: ‘Thursdays
you went in threes and fours to Healey Willan, who
blew pipe smoke at you, told witty anecdotes about
English notables of the turn of the century, and called
you “old man.” Mondays you went in similar small
convoys to Leo Smith, who stroked his white pencil-
line moustache, caressed the piano keys, and called you
“dear boy.””*® Modern developments in composition
were never mentioned; even the style of the early-20th-
century was a forbidden world. It must have been a
strange and bewildering place to embark upon a career
as a young composer with a taste for modern idioms.
By the time Beckwith was appointed in 1952,
change was most certainly in the air. The British model
of music education was replaced by an American, in
the sense of North American, one, and the Faculty of
Music escaped its time warp and began to catch up to
the rest of the world, and to grow in size. Beckwith was
himself no small part of that initiative, which continued
throughout the 1950s and 1960s. The Faculty of Music
moved into the Edward Johnson Building in 1962, and
the period of growth and development continued under
Beckwith’s leadership as Dean from 1970 to 1977.
During these years, Beckwith’s teaching and
administrative duties consumed much of his time. It
was after he retired from the deanship, and especially
when he assumed the Chalmers Chair and became the
Director of the Institute for Canadian Music, that he

19 John Beckwith, ‘Review of Pearl McCarthy’s book Leo Smith: A
Biographical Sketch,” University of Toronto Quarterly 26.3 (April

1957) as quoted in Beckwith’s book Music at Toronto: A Personal
Account (Toronto: Institute for Canadian Music, 1995): 19.

11

was able to return to scholarship as a major part of his
academic duties.?® With a generous donation from the
family of Floyd S. Chalmers, solicited by Timothy
McGee and Timothy Rice, the Chair and Institute were
set up in 1984; Beckwith was already booked for a
sabbatical leave that academic year, and so entered into
his duties in 1985. Carl Morey, himself an esteemed
Canadian music specialist, was the Dean of the Faculty
of Music by that time, and he ensured that the Chair
and Institute were launched with enthusiastic support,
and with financial resources to back up the enthusiasm.

| was a graduate student at the University of
Toronto then, working on a doctoral thesis on the
Canadian string quartet repertoire, and it was a great
time to be doing Canadian music research. | remember
vividly the guest speakers that Beckwith invited from
the USA, including Richard Crawford, Vivian Perlis,
Robert Stevenson, and Nicholas Temperley among
many others, and the stimulating conferences that the
Institute hosted — on hymn tunes, on Canadian music
reception abroad, and on ethnomusicology in Canada.
Publications were issued by the Institute in abundance
under Beckwith’s able guidance and leadership —ten
monographs in the space of five years. The scholarly
study of Canadian music had arrived: the Institute for
Canadian Music was its nerve centre, and Beckwith
was its guiding spirit.

The University of Toronto itself has proven to
be a fruitful research topic for Beckwith. A few years
after his retirement in 1990, the Faculty of Music
celebrated the 75th anniversary of its founding, and
Beckwith delivered two lectures in Walter Hall that
outlined the history of the place. His own affiliation
with the Faculty of Music extended back over nearly
40 years by that point, and he fleshed out the earlier
part of the story by doing research in the university
archives. The lectures were then published in the little
book Music at Toronto: A Personal Account (see n.19).

A wonderful example of Beckwith’s flare for
finding practical applications of his scholarly research
is provided by his investigation into the official
University of Toronto song, ‘The Blue and White.” In
an unpublished report written ca. 1988 for a university
committee whose mandate was to consider whether the
song had outlived its usefulness, Beckwith outlined the
terms of reference as he saw it: “The questions facing
the committee were not “does the University need a
song at all?” or “is the present one any good?” Need is
not a factor where emblems such as a crest, a flag, or
an anthem are concerned: you can well do without
them, but the reasons why you cherish and appreciate
them, if intangible, are still important in areas of spirit
and feeling. They embody group emotion in ways that

2 Gaynor Jones, ‘A protagonist for Canadian music,” University of
Toronto Columns (Spring 1986): 8-9.





words cannot. Whether these artifacts can be called
“beautiful” or “good” is equally irrelevant. [...] their
worth is not measurable by their aesthetic quality but
rather by their suitability to their purpose.”*

It is characteristic that the task of reviewing the
music of the university song, which was first published
in 1909, turned into a research project of no little
dimensions. Beckwith provided a critical report on
variant readings found in the various published editions
of the song; offered relevant contextual information on
the work and its creators, and also on the college song
idiom in general during the period 1870-1920; wrote a
detailed stylistic analysis of the music and the text
setting; and finally offered a new arrangement of the
song for SATB choir, to replace the original TTBB
setting that was obviously intended for male glee clubs.

Why did Beckwith expend so much effort on a
simple college song? Institutional loyalty provides part
of the explanation: the song is a musical symbol of the
University of Toronto, and by respecting the integrity
and worth of the song, Beckwith demonstrated his
respect for the university. But a deeper issue was
involved, and that issue concerns musical value
judgments. For Beckwith, “The Blue and White’ is
every bit as worthy of study as a Mozart symphony,
though for different reasons. Those reasons have been
articulated persuasively by Richard Crawford, a scholar
of US music and Beckwith’s friend. Crawford’s four-
point criteria for North American music scholarship
run as follows: (1) the scholar of American music is
not indifferent to value, but learns that there are values
other than aesthetic value. (2) Each piece must be taken
on its own terms, and the scholar must attempt to
answer the question “according to what criteria is this
music comprehensible or meaningful’? (3) The scholar
must be open to all different kinds of music, many of
which have little or nothing to do with European
mainstreams; and (4) the scholar must be a participant
intensely interested in his subject matter, yet detached
enough to report on it objectively.? This is exactly the
agenda that Beckwith followed in his report on ‘The
Blue and White’; that report in turn is an accurate
portrait in miniature of Beckwith’s Canadian music
research activities as a whole.

2! John Beckwith, “The official University of Toronto song: a new
lease of life?” (unpublished paper): 1 [copy in the author’s files].
22 For a fuller account of these critera, see Richard Crawford,
‘Studying American music,” Newsletter of the Institute for Studies
in American Music, 14.2 (May 1985): 1-2, 10-13; available online
at http://depthome.brooklyn.cuny.edu/isam/newslet.html. This talk
was first given as Crawford’s valedictory address as President of
the American Musicological Society at the AMS annual general
meeting in Philadelphia in 1984; I first heard it during his visit to
the University of Toronto (at John Beckwith’s invitation) shortly
thereafter. The essay is available as a separate pamphlet, Studying
American Music, 1.S.A.M. Special Publications No. 3 (New York:
Institute for Studies in American Music, 1985).
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It is also characteristic that his work on “The
Blue and White’ did not end with that unpublished
report. In 1990 Beckwith was asked to write a short
work to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the Orford
String Quartet, the university’s resident ensemble. The
commission was for a short piece suitable for the
quartet to play at informal university functions. The
work which resulted, College Airs, incorporates ‘The
Blue and White’ and a few other tunes associated with
the University of Toronto, including a hymn written by
Ernest MacMillan for the university’s 1912 Hymn
Book. We can thus follow a natural progression from
scholarship to practical music making to creativity, a
salient reminder that the Canadian music scholarship
on which | am reporting in this discussion is but a
small part of a much bigger picture.

Beckwith and Toronto

A larger geographical perspective opens up now as |
turn from the institutional view to consider Beckwith’s
relationship to Toronto, the city he has lived in for the
past 62 years. The personal and institutional viewpoints
are, of course, subsumed within this local perspective.
In his Music Papers (see n.1), roughly a quarter of the
book is devoted to studies of musical Toronto, including
essays on four prominent local musicians: Healey
Willan, Ernest MacMillan, Glenn Gould, and John
Weinzweig. Casting the net somewhat wider and
travelling due north about 35 miles, we come to the
town of Sharon, the site of a musically active religious
sect in the 19th century known as the Children of
Peace. Beckwith’s research on the musical life of
Sharon again had scholarly, practical, and creative
outcomes, including many arrangements for the Music
at Sharon concert series in the 1980s.%

The 150th anniversary of the incorporation of
the City of Toronto was the occasion for another local
music history research project in 1984. This led to the
article ‘“Musical Toronto: A Contradiction in Terms?’?
and a concert in Roy Thomson Hall (and subsequent LP
recording) titled ‘Musical Toronto: A Concert Party,’
which included excerpts of music either written in or
with a particular connection to this city and dating from
the early 19th to the late 20th centuries. *® Included
were locally inspired items including ‘Toronto Opera
House Galop,” “Take me to Toronto Fair,” “Toronto
Centennial Song,” “Toronto, the Pride of the North,’

2 See Rick MacMillan, “John Beckwith at Sharon,” Music Scene
344 (July-August 1985): 9-11. See also the LP recording Music at
Sharon: A Celebration of 150 Years 1831-1981, Melbourne SMLP
4041 (1982); the instrumental ensemble is directed by Beckwith
and he also arranged or composed the selections.

2% First published in Music Papers (as n.1): 131-39.

% Musical Toronto: A Concert Party, with the Elmer Iseler Singers
and instrumental ensemble conducted by John Beckwith, Marquis
Recording MAR-104 (1984).





and J.M. Whyte’s stirring temperance song ‘Toronto
the Good,” the chorus of which runs ‘O beautiful city,
Toronto the Good, Awake to thy danger and do as you
should, If thou wouldst no longer be misunderstood,
Then close up thy bar-rooms, Toronto the Good.’

The rationale behind his local music research
was provided by Beckwith in a talk that he gave for the
Toronto chapter of the Royal Conservatory Alumni
Association in May of 1970 titled ‘The Sense of Local
Music History.”?® In that talk, he asked ‘How well do
we know our own local musical habits — the musical
behavior patterns of our local environment? Not very
well, I’d say. But is there any reason why 19th-century
Toronto should not be as interesting a study in this kind
of music history as the 18th-century Hamburg reflected
in Mattheson’s writings? | think not, if we talk of
tracing the quality and vital character of musical life,
and not the work of exceptional creative figures.” For
Beckwith, the local interest is both immediate and
personal. When | returned to Toronto to take up the
Chalmers Chair in 2002 after six years abroad, I lived
initially in faculty housing on Sussex Avenue, across
from Robarts Library. During one visit to our home by
Beckwith, I spoke with him about Greg Gatenby’s
Toronto: A Literary Guide, which | had been reading.?’
It goes through the city street by street, neighbourhood
by neighbourhood, and tells the story of what writers
lived where. | learned that Michael Ondaatje had once
lived in the very house my family was then occupying.
I said that it would be interesting to do a similar book
on music. On the spot Beckwith took me on a musical
tour of Toronto, beginning with Sussex Ave: both the
composer Godfrey Ridout and the violinist Kathleen
Parlow, he told me, had once lived on the same street,
just half a block away. Once again Beckwith’s sense of
place, and of being at home and rooted in this city and
on these streets, was striking.

I will skip over the provincial aspect of
Beckwith’s involvement in Canadian music research.
Needless to say, his interests touch upon most aspects
of Ontario’s musical life, from his work on the Allen
Ash manuscript, a 19th-century tunebook from South-
Central Ontario, to his participation in the Ontario
region of the Canadian Music Centre. But we Ontarians
seem to have an underdeveloped sense of this province
as a distinct region within Canada, as compared, say, to
Newfoundlanders or Quebeckers — or the inhabitants of
any other province, for that matter. Perhaps this is due
to the way we so easily conflate Ontario and national
interests in the cultural arena, as demonstrated by the
naming of Toronto’s local opera and ballet companies.

% This unpublished talk, which is in point form, can be found in the
Beckwith papers (as n.3), file C.3, folder 1970.

2 Greg Gatenby, Toronto: A Literary Guide (Toronto: McArthur,
1999).
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Another good reason for skipping lightly over the
provincial perspective is that Beckwith himself does
not self-identify in this way. Indeed, he has stated that
regionalism, by which he means provincial interests as
manifested in activities of our provincial arts councils,
‘“fosters a separatism that is much more damaging than
political separatism — and that is cultural separatism. |
can’t ever feel I’'m a B.C. composer, from where | was
born, or an Ontario composer, from where I’ve lived
most of my life. It’s been a hard enough adjustment to
try and exist as that living contradiction in terms, a
Canadian composer.’

Beckwith and Canada

I move, then, to the national dimension of Beckwith’s
scholarship, and begin by travelling in an easterly
direction. Beckwith’s research interests in the music of
Quebec are extensive and historically wide-ranging.
Although he is not completely fluent in French, he has
nevertheless written and presented research papers in
that language, and his ties to Quebec music researchers
are extensive and important to him. The scope of his
Quebec research ranges from the 18th century to the
present day, and from vernacular to art music genres.
Beckwith is a leading authority on Joseph Quesnel, a
composer and writer from St. Malo in France who was
a contemporary of Mozart but lived in Quebec. His
reconstruction of Quesnel’s music theatre work Lucas
et Cécile resulted in the first performance of that work,
given in a concert version by Tafelmusik in Toronto in
January 1994, nearly 200 years after the work was
written.? At the other end of the chronological
spectrum, there is a very large file of research materials
in the Beckwith papers pertaining to Serge Garant, one
of Quebec’s leading avant-garde composers of the 20th
century, as well as some published articles on Garant.
Beckwith was intimately involved with what
were arguably the two most important research projects
of the 20th century in the field of Canadian music
studies, the Encyclopedia of Music in Canada (EMC)
and the Canadian Musical Heritage Society (CMHS). In
Michael Koerner’s ‘Foreword’ to the first edition of
EMC, he states that it was Beckwith’s article *About
Canadian music: the P.R. Failure,” published in 1969,
that inspired the patron Floyd S. Chalmers to launch
the EMC project.*® Beckwith himself has dismissed this
story as a legend, and states that EMC was ‘a glint in
Helmut Kallmann’s eye before it was anything else.”*

2 John Beckwith, ‘Canadian music of the 1960s and 70s,” Music
Papers (as n.1): 77.

2 Beckwith’s reconstruction had been published two years earlier:
Lucas et Cécile: comédie mélée d’ariettes — musique et paroles de
Joseph Quesnel (Saint-Nicolas, QC: Doberman-Yppan, 1992).

% The article is republished in Music Papers (as n.1): 35-49.

3 John Beckwith, ‘A “failure” revisited,” Music Papers (as n.1):
112.





Be that as it may, the P.R. failure article and a sequel to
it written 17 years later, titled ‘A failure revisited” (see
n.31) pointed out glaring errors and omissions in the
coverage of Canadian music by standard international
reference works. This resulted not just in EMC, but also
in higher standards for the coverage of Canadian music
in international publications.

Perhaps it is time for a follow up article on
Internet coverage of Canadian music. In searching for
information online about Beckwith’s Eight Miniatures
from the Allen Ash Manuscript for violin and piano
recently, | was informed by one web site that the work
is by John Beckett®, and by another that it is by Jack
Beckwith®. But my favorite piece of misinformation is
found in the programme for a Music Toronto recital by
Gary Relyea in February 1990 which listed Beckwith’s
dates as 1750 to 1809. The programme annotator had
confused our John Beckwith with the 18th-century
English organist and composer of the same name; the
mistake was all the more egregious in that the work
being performed was the Six Songs on poems by e.e.
cummings; the programme annotator was thus equally
in the dark about when cummings lived.

I was a style editor for the second edition of
EMC, and it gave me the chance not just to read the
encyclopedia from cover to cover, but also to work
more closely with Beckwith, who was not only a
leading contributor to both editions, but also a member
of the board of directors. Beckwith wrote many of the
big survey articles for EMC, and they are a model of
even-handedness and clarity. His articles on chamber
music composition, chamber music performance,
concertos and concertante music, gospel music, hymns
and hymn tunes, instrumental solo and duo composition,
music criticism, and music education give some idea of
the scope of his interests, and taken together with his
many other articles for EMC on various individuals and
institutions, would amount to a good sized monograph
inand of themselves. Beckwith’s articles were invariably
turned in on time, required little or no copy-editing,
and are both informative and a pleasure to read.

Beckwith also served as a board member and
contributor for the Canadian Musical Heritage series, a
collection of 25 volumes of music written before 1945.
He edited two of the volumes: no. 5, Hymn Tunes (1986)
and no. 18, Oratorio and Cantata Excerpts (1995). In
the biographical dictionary Creative Canada Beckwith
listed his religious affiliation as ‘agnostic.”* Why then,

%2 http:/www.hysenmusic.com/search_results/Detail_Page.cfm?ID
=25650, accessed 9 March 2007 (Beckwith’s 80th birthday).

% http://www.opus-two.com/ViolinPage.html, accessed 9 March
2007 (Beckwith’s 80th birthday).

3 Creative Canada: A Biographical Dictionary of Twentieth-
Century Creative and Performing Artists, 2 vols. (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, in association with McPherson
Library, University of Victoria, BC, 1971): vol. 1, 24-25. Leafing
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the interest in religious music? I suspect the motivation
was almost ethnomusicological in nature: this music
gave Beckwith an insight into the lived experience of
millions of Canadians from an earlier age; an age
when, as he put it ‘the hymn-tunes [were] absorbed at
home and at church ... [and] Sunday-school and church
attendance was far more prevalent than now.”® The
hymns are thus music that played a large role in the
construction of the musical identity of our ancestors,
and as such they constitute a phenomenon well worthy
of study. This research also had creative as well as
scholarly outcomes, resulting in the Sharon Fragments
(1966), the Upper Canadian Hymn Preludes (1977),
Three Motets on Swan’s ‘China’ (1981) and Harp of
David (1985), among other works.

Beckwith and North America

Unlike many writers, Beckwith never balanced his
interests in and love for Canadiana with hostility
towards Americana. On the contrary, he has always
taken a lively interest in musical activities south of the
border, and insists that the word ‘American’ be used in
an inclusive sense to embrace the music of all of the
Americas. As far as | can tell, this has always been his
attitude, and it is one that he has shared with his many
students over the years. In 1966 he began to teach
Canadian music at the University of Toronto; it may
not have been the very first such course at a Canadian
university, but it was certainly one of the first and it
was by far the most important one. The course was not
titled Music of Canada, however — it was ‘Music of
North America,” and with the course code HMU325 it
is still on the books here.*® John Weinzweig actually
proposed this new course at Faculty Council; Arnold
Walter, who was Dean of the Faculty of Music and
Chair of the council at the time, wrinkled his nose and
asked if this meant that jazz was going to be included
in the curriculum.®’ In the event, the course passed
through council and was first offered in 1966. Eric
Chafe, Timothy Maloney, and Doug Riley were in the
first class, a diverse lot to be sure. Chafe became a
musicologist who has specialised in Bach and Wagner;
Maloney became a music librarian and for a time
headed the Music Division of the National Library of

through this reference source, | find that no other person has given
their religious affiliation as agnostic. Many contributors preferred
not to list any religious affiliation at all. The closest | have found to
Beckwith’s example is Kenneth Peacock, who gave his religion as
‘independent’ (vol. 1, 244).

35 John Beckwith, “The Canadian musical repertoire,” Music Papers
(as n.1): 102.

% | revived HMU325 in September 2007; in the first class | gave a
history of the course. John Beckwith, with characteristic generosity,
provided me with a file containing his lecture notes from the course
over the years.

37 John Beckwith, in conversation with the author at the Society for
American Music meeting in Pittsburgh, 2 March 2007.





Canada, and Riley became a versatile and successful
jingle writer and pop music producer/performer (see
the obituary on p. 23). Among the many subsequent
students in the course were Beverley Diamond,
Clifford Ford, Jay Rahn, and Gordon Smith, all of
whom went on to important careers in Canadian music
research.® Rahn took the class the second year it was
offered. He recalls that Beckwith often had the students
examine original source documents in class, a vivid
way to bring this history to life. He also recalls a visit
from Henry Brant, who talked about his own music and
also his work on Charles Ives.* Rahn did a term
project on Stephen Humbert’s Union Harmony, a
collection of sacred vocal music that was published in
Saint John, NB in the early years of the 19th century; a
collection, incidentally, that also features in Beckwith’s
study Psalmody in British North America.* Beverley
Diamond also recalls ‘Music of North America’ as an
inspiring class; I would like to quote her at length on
her experience of the course:

We made visits to the CMC; as | recall, Keith
MacMillan who was the director at the time, set up a
little shrine with incense burning under John Beckwith’s
photo, and this was what we first saw upon our arrival.
We laughed a lot together. But we also grieved together.
Healey Willan died during the term we took that course
and John Beckwith was the person who shared this sad
news with us.

Helmut Kallmann came to give a guest lecture. To
have the author of the textbook in our class — that was a
big deal at the time, as | recall. We also made a trip to
the Sharon Temple. This was around the time when the
barrel organ restoration, the research by Beckwith,
Payzant and maybe others, was in progress. We really
had a sense that we were drawn into the discovery
process. John’s interest in hymnody is a vivid memory.
And the collage works were still quite recent — to me
they were such a fresh direction in Canadian
music. John’s gentle patriotism — not ‘rah rah Canada’
but ‘shouldn’t we know more about our own music’ —
was persuasive. It was not a Canadian Music course,
however, but a North American music course — one
term for each country — and this was also very
important. We saw connections and differences. We
tried to avoid being too myopic.

As for detailed memories, | don’t think there is any
other course for which I still retain so many. | saw the
first lroquois turtle rattle | had ever seen.* Little did |

% Dorith Cooper, John Fodi, and Ruth Pincoe also took the class
and have made important contributions to Canadian music.

3 Jay Rahn, in conversation with the author at the Edward Johnson
Building, Toronto on 5 March 2007.

“0 John Beckwith, Psalmody in British North America: Humbert,
Daulé, Jenkins, Burnham (Toronto: Coach House Printing for the
author, 2002), distributed by the Institute for Canadian Music.

! In conversation with me after | gave this talk on 10 March 2007,
Beckwith remarked to me that Doug Riley had given him this turtle
rattle, and that he still has it.
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know that, in days to come, 1’d see dozens more and
have photographs from more than two dozen museum
collections. I remember doing a poor performance of
Lavallee’s Papillon, virtually sight reading the piece but
wishing | had more time to learn it — which |
subsequently did. | seem to recall that | did analytical
papers for that course, particularly one on Mercure’s
Lignes et Points.

But more important to me was Professor
Beckwith’s response when | asked him if I could do
an ethnography of the community where I grew up. (I
don't think | used the word ‘ethnography’ since |
probably didn’t even know what that was at the time.)
He thought my project overly ambitious, but he didn’t
dismiss the idea. In fact, he validated the idea of
fieldwork in a local community that | knew well. Of
course, now we regard it as standard practice to have
students do local fieldwork but, at the University of
Toronto in the late 1960s, it was not at all standard
and, in the minds of some faculty members, not at all
legitimate.

Beckwith’s encouragement, then, was absolutely
crucial and formative and, as | said, inspiring. My
career would not have unfolded as it has without
him.*

Beckwith’s interest in the North American context of
Canadian music was not confined to the classroom.
When the American Musicological Society met in
Toronto in 1970, Beckwith gave a talk titled ‘What
every U.S. musician should know about contemporary
Canadian music,” a good example of his gift for
coming up with a memorable title for his essays.*® |
doubt that the US musicologists assembled at that
meeting paid much attention, though: they did not even
know much about their own music, much less ours.
Richard Crawford recalls attending an American music
study session at that same meeting: ‘it was located in a
cage-like cubicle deep in the bowels of the library
stacks,” he wrote. ‘Hardly more than a dozen souls
found their way to this meeting, which had the spirit of
a gathering of wallflowers. As I recall it, we spent most
of our time consoling each other about the low esteem
in which our colleagues held our interests.”** The
Americanists soon marshalled forces, however, and
formed the Sonneck Society for American Music in
1975. Beckwith joined the Sonneck Society in 1987,
and in 1990 he hosted its annual meeting in Toronto
under the aegis of the Institute for Canadian Music.
Perhaps to make a point, he arranged for the meeting
to be held jointly with ARMuQ (Association pour
I’avancement de la recherche en musique du Québec).
Over the years he has been an active participant in the
society, which is now called the Society for American

“2 Beverley Diamond, email communication to the author, 24 Jan.
2007.

3 The article is published in Musicanada 29 (1970): 5-12.

4 crawford (as n.22): 1.





Music (with the appropriate acronym SAM). He has
published regularly in its journal American Music on
both Canadian and US topics, and continues to attend
its annual meetings regularly, up to and including the
2007 meeting in Pittsburgh.

Citizen of the World

And so | come, finally, to John Beckwith, citizen of the
world. As a scholar and musician, he has had his share
of involvement with the various global organizations
that serve to facilitate communication and dialogue
across political borders: the International Society for
Contemporary Music, the International Society for
Music Education, and the International Association of
Music Libraries, Archives, and Documentation Centres
among them. He has also lived abroad in various cities:
in Paris in the early 1950s to study with Nadia
Boulanger, and more recently in Auckland, Edinburgh,
and Santa Fe on sabbatical leaves. His personal library
of books ranges widely around the world and across
many disciplines, and he is an avid reader of the daily
newspaper. He is a man, in short, who likes to keep in
touch with what is going on everywhere.

One early effort at presenting Canadian music
to the wider world came about through his involvement
in the International Conference of Composers, held at
Stratford, Ontario in 1960. Delegates from 20 countries
attended; there were five languages in use, with
simultaneous translation via short-wave transmission.
Pervading the conference was the kind of 1960s ‘we
can do it’ spirit and faith in technology that would lead
to the moon landing in 1969. Beckwith co-edited a
book of conference proceedings, and that book ends
with the following optimistic remarks from the US
music critic Alfred Frankenstein: ‘what this festival did
was put Canada on the map, musically speaking. | have
no doubt [that] ... Canadian music [will] take its proper
place in the international scheme of things. It is
obviously past high time for such a development.

By the end of that decade, the optimism had
faded and in its place we have the glum reality of the
articles about Canadian music’s P.R. failure. If the
world was not paying sufficient attention, however, it
was not for a lack of effort on Beckwith’s part. He
organized a conference on the reception of Canadian
music in the world at large as part of the celebrations of
the International Year of Canadian Music, which took
place in 1986. Delegates attended the conference from
Argentina, Sweden, Israel, China, and the USA, and
papers were presented on topics such as ‘Canadian
music: a view from Hong Kong,” and the role of the
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*® As quoted in Udo Kasemets, “The concerts of the conference,’
The Modern Composer and His World, ed. John Beckwith and Udo
Kasemets (Toronto: University of Toronto Press in association with
the Canadian League of Composers, 1961): 170.
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Department of External Affairs in promoting Canadian
music abroad.*® An ambivalent feeling pervaded this
conference; there was a prevailing sense that despite
many praiseworthy efforts, we had not yet even begun
to take our proper place in the international scheme of
things that Frankenstein had predicted for us.

More recently still, in his 1994 talk ‘CanMus
and world music,” Beckwith again examined the issue
of Canadian music’s position in that international
scheme. It was a different climate from the 1980s; the
marketing people were now using the phrase ‘world
music’ to promote some musical cultures while
marginalizing others. Beckwith criticized the trend
towards the casual sampling of music from around the
globe. His cautionary remarks were partly inspired by
the realization that so much of the Canadian music
repertoire is both ignored at home and also shut out of
the ‘world music’ market. But beyond that there is the
sense that music, for Beckwith, is too precious a thing
to be treated so unceremoniously. The appreciation of
and dedication to musical traditions other than our own
is a process that he envisages taking years, perhaps
even decades of intensive study, rather than a trip to the
‘world music’ section of the local music store.

This philosophy corresponds to his way of
exploring and relating to the wider world. The thought
of him embarking on a package tour to an international
vacation resort — the touristic equivalent of dabbling in
world music — is ludicrous. He prefers to see the world
on his own terms — on the seat of a bicycle, away from
the tourist hotspots, and having undertaken a serious
study of the place he is visiting. The beautiful hand
drawn maps that he makes of these trips are a testament
to the care that goes into planning them and the deep
interest he has in so many different parts of the
world.*’

Beckwith’s lecture on CanMus and world
music ends with a typically measured and modest wish
for the future — that the rest of the world will treat
Canadian music ‘not with “benign neglect” but with at
least a bit of not-too-malignant interest.”*® It seems a
reasonable request, coming as it does from a man who
has dedicated so much of his time and energy to the
task of making this interest possible.

“6 The conference proceedings have been published: John Beckwith
and Dorith Cooper, eds. Hello Out There! Canada’s New Music in
the World, 1950-85, CanMus Documents 2 (Toronto: Institute for
Canadian Music, 1988).

47 As this issue was (belatedly) going to press, in May 2008, John
Beckwith was on a bicycling tour of China — his third visit to that
country.

8 John Beckwith, ‘CanMus and world music,” Music Papers (as
n.1): 128.






Reflections on John Beckwith as Teacher

Clark Ross
Memorial University of Newfoundland

On Thursday, February 10, 2005, for the first time in
its history, the School of Music at Memorial University
of Newfoundland cancelled classes for reasons
unrelated to weather or power outages. Classes were
replaced by a full schedule of lectures, workshops,
seminars, round-table discussions, open rehearsals, and
concerts, all relating to the subject of contemporary
music, as part of our annual Newfound Music Festival.
John Beckwith was scheduled to give the first
presentation of the day, and | was nervous.

I was nervous because it was | who scheduled
Beckwith to be the festival’s inaugural presenter, in the
hope this would draw a biggish crowd that might then
stick around for other presentations during the day. It
occurred to me, however, that a day filled with non-
required events might be regarded as a holiday by many
students, and my experience teaching early-morning
classes suggested that learners often regard this time as
ideally suited to a deep-sleep state. What if no one
showed up, thanks to my boneheaded scheduling?

Beckwith’s talk was simply entitled ‘Rhythm’;
it was to be a discussion of his piece for percussion
ensemble called Workout, which would be performed
in the evening concert. | remember walking to the
classroom daring to hope that we might have perhaps a
dozen attendees, but filled with dread at the possibility
that the audience could consist only of myself, and
anyone | could corral in the hallway along the way.

My fears were unfounded. As | squeezed into
the classroom to grab one of the few remaining desks, |
spotted colleagues I hadn’t seen since the faculty
barbecue the previous September. | exaggerate, of
course; we never have faculty barbecues. But it is no
exaggeration to say that our large classroom was
packed, with all the seats taken, and about a dozen
latecomers were forced to stand.

Once | moved beyond the relief and then self-
congratulatory giddiness over my brilliant scheduling
(which I am chagrinned to admit took longer than it
really ought to have), | settled in to enjoy John’s
lecture. They say that certain experiences can trigger
powerful memories, instantly taking you back many
years to wherever you first encountered them, and
sitting in the classroom that day hearing John Beckwith
talk instantly brought me back about two decades, to
my days in his graduate seminar on music literature. |
instantly remembered (and felt) the excitement and
even glee | used to feel listening to this incredibly
knowledgeable and enthusiastic man talk. Beckwith
delights in music, seemingly all kinds of music.
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The class was presented in the usual Beckwith
way, which is to say that his passion for the topic was
clearly evident, as was his concern for communication
with his audience. He was and is someone that any of
us could choose to emulate if we wished to become
better teachers. He broke up the pace of his delivery
periodically to pepper us with questions — you have to
be on your toes in a Beckwith class! — interjecting his
dry wit from time to time, and giving us a glimpse into
his ever-curious and always sharp mind.

Most of the audience had never met or heard
him before, but within minutes he had us all in the
palm of his hand. He used the blackboard well, he
played both recorded and live examples that illustrated
his points, and he moved about the room from time to
time — | call this the “proximity effect,” through which
the closer the teacher is to the student, the more the
student tends to pay attention — all of which had the
effect of engaging of the entire class. These may seem
like obvious techniques of effective pedagogy, but |
have been to many classes where very little of this
happened; what is obvious and natural pedagogy to
some is not so to others.

He also mentioned his participation in Pilates
exercise classes, which connected with the topic at
hand because he apparently got an idea for his
percussion composition from these classes. This had
the three-fold effect of (a) touching on the personal,
which if done in moderation can help to draw in an
audience, (b) causing me to think, ‘gee, | wish I can be
as physically active when | am his age,” followed
quickly (and with further chagrin) by, ‘What am |
thinking? | wish | could be even somewhat physically
active now!” and (c) showing us that his sources of
inspiration, are, like his interests, remarkably varied.

I mention this experience because it caused me
to reflect on, and be reminded of, the way Beckwith
taught even before | was asked to give this talk.

His classroom instincts, his wit, his passion for
the topic at hand, and the wide variety of his interests: |
think these qualities are at the core of what makes John
Beckwith a great teacher, and someone remembered as
such by generations of former students.

There is something infectious about enthusiasm.
Everyone | have talked to in connection with this
presentation remarked on Beckwith’s clear love and
passion for music, and his refusal, or even inability, to
temper this when teaching. Whether he is addressing an
individual, a small group, or an audience of hundreds,
this quality always shines through.





It was easy for students to become swept up in
his enthusiasm, even if the topic at hand was not one in
which they had ever shown any previous interest. How
many students took a Beckwith course because it was
required, or it happened to fit their timetable, only to
become infected by his keenness? For how many did this
open up new possibilities in terms of how they thought
about music, or expand their research interests? The
number, I would guess, might well be in the thousands.

I wrote to a few colleagues of mine who had
either studied composition with John Beckwith, or had
taken classes with him, asking for recollections of his
teaching, and the types of responses | received were
remarkably similar. The same qualities were mentioned
repeatedly, and it strikes me that, in addition to my talk
being about John Beckwith as a teacher, this could also
be a talk about qualities that make for effective
teaching in the most general sense. Without exception,
everyone who wrote to me or spoke with me said that
his teaching had left an indelible impression on them,
changing the way they think, listen, compose, and write.

Here is an example. John Burge, a fine
composer, long-time former president of the Canadian
League of Composers, and current Director of the
School of Music at Queen’s University, summarized
his feelings about Beckwith’s teaching as follows:

John is an incredibly caring and organized teacher
and the ways in which he was able to combine [the
diversity] of his interests into every course he taught
was truly inspiring. His insightfulness was always
filtered through his experiences as performer and
composer. What continually impressed me at the
time, and still does, is his generosity of spirit in the
way that he has worked to promote an appreciation
and understanding of our own Canadian music.
With John, you get the complete package. He is a
music academic who can conduct thorough research,
find and edit historical manuscripts, write brilliant
prose, arrange preexistent music, and compose his
own music. In stopping to think back over 20 years
ago, | can find lots of examples of his lectures and
lessons that still resonate with me: an engaging
comparison of three femme fatale operas (Carmen,
La Traviata, Lulu), early Canadian Hymnody,
composing for voices, etc. What is even more
remarkable, is that John also made his mark as an
administrator (for example as Dean of the Faculty of
Music at U of T or on the executives of the Canadian
League of Composers and the Canadian Music Centre)
and as someone who knows a little of the work
involved in these kinds of jobs, | can only marvel at
his contribution. We are all richer for his efforts.

Burge, as well as all who responded to me about this,
mentions the incredibly wide range of John Beckwith’s
interests which inform his teaching and composing. |
too still remember many of the musical examples from
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his music literature seminar in 1985. The section on
‘words and music’ included Gregorian chant, works by
John Danyel, Monteverdi, Purcell, Schubert, Stravinsky,
Gershwin, Oswald von Volkenstein (incredibly, | had
never heard of him!), Gastoldi (ditto!), Bruckner, Berg,
Boulez, Beckwith, various versions of a traditional song
(Lord Randal), and something from The Pajama Game.

The kind of repertoire instructors choose to
study in our classes sends a clear message to students
about what we, and by extension, the larger academic
community, value, and the clear message | got was that
Beckwith was about as small-C catholic as they come,
with a canon that included works from all periods and
multiple genres and styles. There has been a general
trend within the classical music world over the past
several decades towards recognizing the value of music
from outside the classical tradition, but Beckwith was
doing this long before it became an accepted practice.
Since my own background had been in pop, rock, folk,
and jazz musics, | found this incredibly affirming. My
music still draws on all these traditions, in part because
Beckwith made me feel it was okay to do so.

The next message | will share with you comes
from composer James Rolfe, another contemporary of
mine, and current CLC president, who writes:

He had an encyclopedic memory, and was able to
think up works by the masters which were relevant to
where the students were — works we might never have
known about. I remember the Stravinsky Piano
Sonata (whoa, he wrote something other than The
Rite of Spring? And it sounds like this??) And he was
passionate about these works. He really loved them,
got excited and emotional about them, even after all
his years dragging them up as examples, and could
get quite ornery if students couldn't see what was so
special about them (I found this out courtesy of
Brahms). He hated snobbery, never holding one genre
or style of music above another — be they hymn tunes,
fugues, operas or operettas, sacred or popular music,
all were equally worth knowing and studying. He was
of his time and place, a nationalist, keen to know where
we Canadians came from and what might become of
us. All this influenced me hugely, a fact which of
course took me years to realize, on account of being
naturally ungrateful.

Rolfe mentions Beckwith’s encyclopedic memory, his
passion for the music he taught, stylistic egalitarianism,
and nationalism, but also an ‘ornery’ quality, which, in
spite of the fact that we are celebrating his birthday,
bears further investigation. | remember arranging a
student wind trio to read works composed by his three
master’s students, of which | was one, in 1985. One
player decided at the last minute not to play the piece
by one of the other students. | don’t remember all the
circumstances, but I believe what it came down to was
that the player didn’t think much of the composition.





I would guess all composers have similar tales
of frustration and woe, and probably many of us just
lick our wounds and try to move on to fight another day,
but John decided to intervene on behalf of his student.

After the reading, while the trio was packing
up their instruments, he asked the flutist if he could
have a word with her. His request was spoken in his
usual polite way, but there was something in the tone
that made me realize that some messiness was about to
hit the fan, and | scrambled to evacuate the spray-zone
as quickly as I could. I heard enough before I left to
figure out what was going on, which was that he felt it
was unacceptable to agree to play a student’s work and
then renege on the promise without giving the student
composer enough time to find another player, or to
arrange for another player herself. However, rather
than simply delivering this message in a stern, no-
nonsense lecture which might have allowed the flutist
to simply sit there quietly and mumble a half-hearted
apology at the end, his method was to quietly pepper
her with questions about her motives, causing, as |
found out later, great discomfort for the student, the
impact of which was far greater than any stern lecture
could have been. Beckwith felt that what this student
did was not right, and he called her on it.

I think perhaps what James Rolfe is referring
to is that Beckwith has a low tolerance for close-
mindedness, or, in a more general sense, bad behaviour
of any kind, be it in the form of snobbery, people who
renege on promises, recent goings-on at the CBC, or the
introduction of advertising over the urinals in the men’s
washrooms at the Faculty of Music at U of T. He isa
patient, kind, and caring teacher, but he doesn’t suffer
foolishness gladly.

Further musings on John Beckwith’s teaching:

Consistency and Intentionality. | would guess that
anyone who teaches has had the occasional bad
teaching day. There are times when we are
inadequately prepared for class, or do not respond well
to a question, or perhaps express undeserved
annoyance towards a student. Composition instructors
have been known to recommend a course of action one
week, only to apparently forget about it the following
week and recommend the opposite course of action.

I recall none of these failings in John
Beckwith’s teaching; he seemed to be prepared and
gracious in every class or lesson | took with him. Like
Popeye (‘I means what | says and | says what | means’),
he is one of those rare individuals whose spoken words
seem to consistently be the result of an intentional and
thoughtful process.

Concert Attendance. Many of my former colleagues
have remarked over the years that they see Beckwith at
more concerts around town than anyone they know. |
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suspect that we all emphasize the value of attending
concerts to our students. There are things to be gained
by experiencing live performances that cannot be gained
any other way, and for composers and composition
teachers it is also a way of catching up on what our
colleagues are doing in the new music world. However,
the challenges in doing so are huge, especially when
you have a heavy workload and perhaps even a personal
life of some sort (a concept about which | have read),
but most of us are not as successful at this as we perhaps
ought to be.

And yet, John Beckwith manages it. This is
both a remarkable and an admirable trait, to be sure,
but it is also good pedagogy, because it is important to
practice what you preach — we send a mixed message
to students when we advise them to attend concerts but
do not do so ourselves — and because it is very easy to
have an understanding of the contemporary music
world that extends through to about 1970, or whenever
we were last in graduate school, but to have a very
incomplete picture of the explosion of music composed
since then, and to limit our teaching accordingly. John
Beckwith is actively interested in contemporary music
practices, and this informed his teaching and sent a
clear message to his students about the value of staying
abreast of current directions in music.

Versatility, part 1. Over the course of a thirty-eight
year (1952-90) teaching career at the U of T Faculty of
Music and the Royal Conservatory of Music, John
Beckwith taught a lot of courses. He taught composition
and almost all music theory courses, as one might
expect of a composer, but he also taught a wide variety
of other courses, including all periods of music history
(he told me that in the 1954-55 academic year he was
asked to teach medieval history, which he ‘had never
studied, let alone taught!”), Canadian/North American
music, keyboard and chamber-music literatures,
Religious Knowledge Option courses (these were
music appreciation courses for non-majors), chamber-
music coaching, graduate courses on numerous and
sundry topics, such as lves, Debussy, the WTC,
Hymnology, and ‘“Two Musics?’ (pop and classical
musics in roughly the between-wars period).

This is impressive, of course, but equally
significant is that the wide variety of his interests
informed everything he taught, so his graduate Music
Literature seminars seemed to cover different topics
every year, and examples recommended for study to
his composition students also reflected this variety. It
seemed like there was no area within music about
which John Beckwith didn’t already know a great deal.

Faculty ‘joe-boy.” In a message to me, Beckwith
wrote: ‘As Faculty joe-boy for many years, | think |
filled in for whatever or whoever was missing in the





curriculum. 1 never taught orchestration or 16"-c.
counterpoint, but had a try at almost everything else in
theory and history... Classes of 200 [in Walter Hall]
were not uncommon. While carrying a Faculty load in
that sort of mixed bag, | also taught theory in late
afternoons and on Saturdays for the RCM.’

The image of Beckwith as faculty ‘Joe-boy’
during his early years of employment at the U of T
boggles the mind! When | studied with him in the
1980s | knew him as the former Dean of the Faculty of
Music and an icon in Canadian music, and it would not
have occurred to me to think that icons might have
begun their professional careers as ‘joe-boys.” There is
something very Canadian about this story, and it gives
hope to all joe-boys and jane-girls out there!

Another fact that came as a significant surprise
to me, given his eminent standing amongst Canadian
composers, was that his teaching assignments did not
include composition until 1970. For almost half of his
38 years at the Faculty of Music, Professor Beckwith
taught almost everything but composition!

Versatility, part 2. Sometimes there are tensions
between constituencies within music, such as composers
who don’t see the value of theorists and vice-versa,
ethnomusicologists who feel under-appreciated by
more traditional musicologists and vice-versa, pop
versus jazz, jazz versus ‘legit,” musicologists and
composers, performers and composers — in fact, just
about anybody and composers! But | suspect that John
may be unique in that so many constituencies see him
as one of their own. He has been an educator and an
education advocate for so long that he is well-respected
amongst music educators; the ethnomusicologist Bev
Diamond, my colleague at Memorial University, has
told me of the impact John’s teaching had on her career
choice; his interest in theory went far beyond the
stylistic parody courses that he taught; he was also a
performer and understood performance issues, so the
theoretical could always be related to the practical.

Be Yourself, and Know Your Stuff. Perhaps one of
the most fundamental guidelines for effective teaching
is to ‘be yourself.” Be authentic; do not try to pretend
you are something you are not in front of a class.
Feigning interest or enthusiasm is unlikely to be
convincing to students. A second, perhaps more
obvious, principle is to know what you are talking
about, because students have a remarkable capacity to
zero in on what you don’t know and then attack like a
pack of rabid wolves! Well, actually, this second
maxim isn’t usually that wordy, but the gist is that you
must ‘know your stuff.’

As anyone who has taken one of his courses
could tell you, John Beckwith is himself, and he knows
his stuff. His enthusiasm is always genuine and always
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infectious, and, as has been mentioned, his knowledge
of music repertoire and technigques seemed encyclopedic
to his students.

Ramona Luengen, composer and choral music
director from Vancouver, writes:

I remember my Music Literature seminar with John
very well - in fact, it was one of the highlights of my
stay at U of T. It was rather open ended, which I think
was the way John wanted it. We had about 10 in the
class. John would announce unit themes and we
would delve away. One was on microtonality, one on
development of the minuet and one on Wozzeck (it
was playing in Toronto at the time).

What | remember most clearly was John's
enthusiasm. There was no sense of a lecturing teacher
versus passive students — simply a fascinating/
inspiring interaction of keeners wishing to unearth
information, insight and understanding. He was as
gung-ho about everything as we were. There was a
fabulous karma in the room — rare in fact. It was the
only classroom | ever entered knowing that the pure
desire for learning and insight guided everything.
There was no hierarchy, no teaching per se, only a
sense of communal learning. (Sounds cliché, | know,
but it was true. | was never so spurred on to research
as | was in that class. Even the ‘minuet’ as a form was
exciting in the seminar!)

What totally blew me away was John's
ability to recall music and play excerpts on the piano.
‘Oh yes,” he would enthuse, ‘doesn't that part in
Wozzeck remind you this particular Bach fugue?’ —
and off he'd go to the piano and play the afore-
mentioned examples. | was utterly astounded at the
depth of his knowledge, his ability to formulate
connections and to jump to the piano and be able to
play any excerpt he was discussing. (Thoroughly
impressive...)

I was enthralled with his forever searching
mind, his genuine desire to keep unearthing new
depth, awareness and appreciation in all types of
music. For me, he was almost adolescent in his
passion for music — a passion he shared and
communicated so naturally we were all motivated to
feel likewise. (Thoroughly contagious...)

John was one of the most inspiring,
exceptional teachers | have ever had the privilege of
studying with.

Complete Musician. A quick detour to the piano to
illustrate musical points was a staple in any Beckwith
class. It became quickly obvious to any student that he
was a fine pianist, excellent reader, and complete
musician. We came to realize that his knowledge of
the musical canon was both extensive and from
multiple perspectives, as performer, composer,
researcher, and theory/history instructor. He was able
to earn the respect and admiration of his pupils to a
large degree because he was an impressive and
accomplished practitioner of music in all its facets.





Nurturing Individuality. What do these composers
have in common: Kristi Allik, Bob Bauer, John Burge,
Omar Daniel, Mychael Danna, Colin Eatock, John
Fodi, Clifford Ford, Peter Hatch, Gary Hayes, Alice
Ho, Tim Knight, Henry Kuckarcyk, Wesley Lowe,
Alma Miller, David Passmore, Bruce Pennycook, Bob
Pritchard, James Rolfe, Clark Ross, Ronald Bruce
Smith, Tim Sullivan, Sasha Weinstangel, and Chan
Wing-wah? The answer is they all studied composition
with John Beckwith, but stylistically there is little that
unites them or marks them as former Beckwith pupils.

As Colin Eatock, composer and writer on
music, mentioned during the symposium honoring John
Beckwith on his 80" birthday, all of John’s former
composition students sound like themselves, and not
like protégés of their teacher. Beckwith respected the
individuality of his student composers, and encouraged
in each the development of a unique musical voice.

Oasis. For me, and, | suspect, for many of my fellow
students, lessons and classes with Beckwith were a
kind of oasis — a place of civility, collegiality, and a
shared passion for music — within the larger Faculty of
Music environment that could often be intimidating.
He expected his students to be prepared and attentive,
but there was no mistaking the fact that he cared very
deeply about helping us to become better and more
thoughtful musicians.

Legacy. | would estimate that he taught at least two- to
three-thousand students over a thirty-eight year
teaching career, many of whom went on to become
some of this country’s best composers, performers,
musicologists, and teachers. | expect that there are also
a great many who didn’t become professional
musicians, but who were equally profoundly affected
by his teaching, causing them to think differently about
music and to hear it in a new way. When you also
factor in the “‘once removed’ or ‘spin-off’ effect, by
which | mean former students like myself for whom
Beckwith’s approach informed their own teaching, the
conclusion can only be that his legacy as a teacher and
shaper of minds is both monumental and profound,
reaching across Canada and beyond its borders.

Summary. John Beckwith’s teaching style was
characterized by his love/passion for music, the depth
and breadth of his knowledge, his authenticity, musical
skills, classroom instincts, concern for communication,
inductive questioning style, ever-curious and sharp
mind, dry wit, and his care for his students. He was
fair, well-organized and well-informed, and, as a result,
well-liked and respected. He challenged his students,
and created an atmosphere in which they both wished,
and were able, to rise to the challenge. He was generous
to his students, and was an advocate for them and for
numerous other issues.
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I mentioned earlier that my talk is both a series
of reflections on Beckwith as teacher, and a compendium
of qualities that make for effective instruction in the
most general sense, because, to put it plainly, John
Beckwith was as fine a teacher as | have known.

John has made a deep and lasting difference in
the lives of a great many of his former students in terms
of the way we think about music, the way we teach, and
who we are. On behalf of all of us, I close with a single
but heartfelt word, one that I suspect we all wished we
had expressed more often: Thanks.

Postscript. In preparing for this talk 1 wrote to John
Beckwith and asked him to tell me about the teachers
that influenced him; this is his response:

My teachers: Gwendoline Harper in Victoria, my piano
teacher, was an excellent player and in retrospect |
appreciate that she made me go through all the RCM written
exams in my teens, which gave me a good early sense of
music from the inside. She was a pupil of a well-known
Canadian performer, Gertrude Huntley Green, who had
retired by then, and I occasionally played for and got
criticisms from her too, but Harper's was the main musical
influence. Stanley Bulley, the English-born organist and
choir director at our church, had studied with Holst, and
had high standards. He “‘taught’ by example, and introduced
me to a lot of the great choral literature. During my one-
year experience of arts and science at Victoria College (the
predecessor of the present University of Victoria, not the U
of T college), | had two excellent teachers that I believe had
a strong influence: Ruth Humphrey for English and Harry
Hickman for French. She is credited with having steered
Emily Carr towards publishing her writings, and she was a
merciless critic and stimulated the reading habit (laid
literature out for you in a compelling way). Hickman had
flawless enunciation and used to illustrate Verlaine by
playing Maggie Teyte's recordings of the settings by Debussy
-- | think my francophilia dates from his classes; | can still
recite some of the stuff he made us memorize. Guerrero's
musical influence was tremendous, as outlined in my book in
the chapter entitled ‘Lessons.” You may be surprised that |
count MacMillan as one of my teachers, because he taught
very little. But in my graduating year, 1947, Willan became
ill and we had as a substitute a series of very good classes in
counterpoint and orchestration with MacMillan; maybe |
can say he also taught by example, since some of us went
regularly score in hand to his Massey Hall rehearsals. My
first actual composition instruction was with Nadia
Boulanger. Some day | must write in detail my memories of
studying with her; her methods and influence are being
written up quite a lot these days. In brief I'd just say she
made me consider questions of craft more than | ever had,
and she somehow gave me also a confidence in my writing
which | had lacked. Two other teachers I think helped me
greatly, one formally and the other informally: John
Weinzweig, with whom | did my Master's, and Mieczyslaw
Kolinski, who let me audit his ethnomusicology seminar in
the early 70s and with whom | had many stimulating
discussions about musical fundamentals.





Clark Ross pursued Master’s and Doctoral composition
studies with John Beckwith from 1985-1990. He is Associate
Professor of composition, theory, and electronic music at
Memorial University of Newfoundland’s School of Music,

and Artistic Director of the Newfound Music Festival. He
serves on the national boards of the Canadian Music Centre,
Canadian League of Composers, and Canadian New Music
Network. For more information visit http://www.clarkross.ca.

A Performer’s Perspective on John Beckwith

William Aide
University of Toronto

Ed. note: The symposium concluded with William Aide
and Doug MacNaughton talking about and performing
John Beckwith’s song cycle Six Songs to poems by e.e.
cummings. For each song, Aide and MacNaughton
spoke in alternation, providing keen insights into each
song of the cycle. Unfortunately, no recording was
made of the presentation. MacNaughton’s brilliant
comments were impromptu, and alas have been lost to
history. Aide spoke from a typescript, which he kindly
now shares with the readers of this newsletter:

I’ve long admired this set of Beckwith songs. | was the
pianist for Mark Pedrotti in its premiere in the Edward
Johnson Building in a Faculty Artist Series concert of
1983. Subsequently I recorded it with Gary Relyea for
CBC Radio’s Two New Hours. It was my fondness for
this work that led me to suggest to John that | organize
a Centrediscs recording of six of his vocal collections.
The recording of this material is nearly completed and
will appear next fall under the title Avowals.

Doug and I hope that our detailed appreciations
of each song-setting will reinforce our conviction that
this suite of songs builds an immensely satisfying
expressive structure — four lighter songs yielding to the
final granitic song of affirmation. Some of these songs
have been sung separately with exuberance — notably
‘Jimmie's got a goil,” John’s signature tune and the first
song of the set to have been composed. But we feel that
the six songs are most effective as a set.

With the exception of song 5 the piano parts of
this suite are relatively spare. You would not think that
a pianist like myself would relish playing deliberate
scales descending like a double bassist’s pizzicati, but
they are the perfect support for cummings’ dizzy verbal
wordplaying and a jazzy backup for the dance swing of
the voice part. | want you to hear that my intro cleverly
anticipates the two motifs in the voice part’s opening
phrase. [the opening of the cycle was performed]

We will perform the second song in its
entirety. You can see from the text that in this little
social satire several perspectives are operating at once.
Doug will have more to say about this but | wanted to
draw your attention to the long and short chords in
many permutations of loud and soft that clarify and
separate these funny doubles. A rumba hipswing brings
this witty poem to a close. [song 2 was performed]
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The third poem is a two-stanza tour de force of
48 syllables, 24 syllables per stanza. John has set this
poem freely with rhetorical text repetitions at the end
of each stanza and, most ingeniously, an introduction
and interlude that would gladden the heart of any bird
watcher. | do not want to make extravagant claims, but
I would wager that John’s birdcalls are more authentic
than those of Olivier Messiaen. [excerpt from song 3]

The fourth song is a great favorite with students
and pros alike. The pianist gets to strut time-honoured
burlesque riffs; what | savour in the stride bass I play is
that my vamps are all white key harmonies slightly to
one side of the harmonies you would expect under an
upbeat vaudevillian tune ... that is, until the punchline
in the poem and the Al Jolson portamento where the
cliché harmonies underscore the joke. [song 4 excerpt]

I have said that song five is the heartbeat of the
set. Accordingly it has the richest piano part, which is
characterized by an array of bitonalities. | was reared
on the genial bitonalities found in Milhaud’s Saudades
do Brazil. This song is John’s ‘Der Leiermann’ and the
bitonality realizes another frozen bleakness. Here is the
intro to that concluding song from Schubert’s Winter-
reise, followed by John’s intro. [the two introductions
were played] The point of view of the singer is not the
same, of course, but the emotional region covered by
cummings is closely aligned and the clear-eyed
humanity of cummings’ response in the parenthesis
(‘because my tears are full of eyes’) is perhaps the
emotional climax of the entire cycle.

The last song conveys a sharply-etched poetic
acclamation and is a fitting conclusion to this splendid
song cycle. I want to draw your attention to the vibrancy
of the introduction and interludes; in them the lowly
piano trill is called to serve the defiance and resolution
found in the poem.

Ed. note: There followed a complete and profoundly
moving performance of the song cycle, greeted by a
rapturous standing ovation. Although, as mentioned
above, a recording was not made of this event, the two
artists did indeed record the cycle for the Centrediscs
label; see the Review on p. 24.
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