
 

 
 

 
Choir is for everyone 
 

By Janet Still 

 

Singing in choirs has been an essential part of my life since the age of eight 

when I joined my first choir in Halifax, the girls’ choir of All Saints Cathedral. 

I was hooked. Since then I have belonged to various university and community 

choirs with only a brief hiatus for medical internship and a year at home with 

my first baby. I have come full circle and now sing with the choirs of St Matthew’s 

Church in the Glebe. Some 50 years later, I witness the same enthusiasm 

for choir among young girls and boys. 

I asked a few choristers from a variety of choirs why they participate. Doug 

Campbell, like myself, had the advantage of going to school at a time when 

music and the arts were considered a natural part of civilized life, and, schools 

provided instruction and opportunities. He has no idea when he “decided“ to 

sing…it just happened. Barb Riley from the same era was told at school not to 

sing, just to mouth the words. Instead, she took piano lessons, but eventually 

it was choir that opened the world of music to her when, in her 40s, she found 

a sympathetic teacher. She affirms that nobody should write himself or herself 

off as a singer – just about anybody can sing in a choir given the great number 

and types of choirs in the city. 

The common thread among all the choristers I spoke to is the joy of singing 

with a group of people. For Lisa Zanyk, it is the joy of contributing her notso- 

large voice to a collectively large sound – the joy of collaboration. Keldine 

FitzGerald asserts that singing is a part of life, a compulsion, something that 

makes her feel better, heals sore parts, and enlivens the spirit. Doug Campbell 



says it is just the pleasure of music – it’s emotive, expressive and aesthetic. 

Joining a choir may require an audition. For some this is just too scary and 

they opt for a choir that does not use auditions. However, most directors will 

want to listen to your voice to know its range. Others require sight-reading 

and a prepared piece. Likewise choristers have the opportunity to audition 

directors when the current leader moves on. A good director is key to the 

success of the choir and enjoyment of its participants. Lisa Zanyk says “Where 

else will someone infinitely more skilled than me play the piano or organ and 

conduct, and allow me – an inferior musician – to believe that my singing 

is a contribution?” Under a good director your voice improves and musical 

knowledge expands. 

In all the choirs in which I have sung there have been weekly practices with 

more frequent rehearsals scheduled close to a concert. Commitment to attendance 

is essential. Listening and blending as well as learning notes, rhythms and 

words in a variety of languages are the challenges. Learning a new piece has 

become easier in the Internet era with midi-files and YouTube. In the past before 

I had my own piano, I used to sneak into the practice rooms of a residence 

at University of Toronto. I used a neighbour’s piano at my first Glebe apartment 

and I had a xylophone. However, with busy work schedules and travel, 

maintaining the time commitment may be difficult and can be a major reason 

for dropping out of choir. A chore, which most choristers accept reluctantly, 

is the necessity to sell tickets to cover the cost of public performances. We are 

very thankful to have a receptive audience. 

Another advantage of choir is the social aspect, getting to know a diverse 

group of people you would not otherwise have met. I have made some of my 

most enduring friendships through choirs. My current choir has an informal 

wine and cheese after practices. In other choirs, some members go out for tea 

or to the pub. 

In addition, there are opportunities to sing with other choirs, entertain seniors, 

and participate in special events. With one choir I travelled to Scotland, 

with another to France, both for international festivals. A chorister can attend 

choral festivals and summer programs just as an individual. As Keldine 

FitzGerald says, we become part of an international community. I have also 

enjoyed hosting choristers from other countries in my home and helped with 

the organization of some of these events. 

So, if you have never tried a choir but secretly wish to do so, I wholeheartedly 

encourage you and any children you know to give it a try. 

Janet Still, Doug Campbell and Barbara Riley are longtime Glebites. Lisa 

Zanyk used to live in the Glebe and Keldine FitzGerald drives from Stittsville 

to sing in the Glebe. 


