
In Praise of Song and of Cape Breton 

Sister Rita Clare has spent almost her whole life sharing with young people and adults 
her passion for choral music and her belief in the power of music. In the anniversary 
booklet, A Choral Tapestry: Twenty-Five Years with the Cape Breton Chorale, Allister 
MacGillivray, internationally-known composer of songs such as "Out on the Mira" 
and "We Rise Again," lauded Sister Rita Clare as "a true Cape Breton treasure." The 
citation given by Kaye Pottie for the NSMEA Honourary Life Membership awarded to 
Sister Rita in 1998 celebrated the excellence and inspiration of her years of work in 
music education and the choral art. 

There are so many other awards as well, both from her own Cape Breton community 
and from her province. Over the several months of my research, former students, 
colleagues and members of her choirs joined in acclamation of her dedicated, masterful 
work. They were eager to share their recollections of her and to try to put into words 
how much they had learned from her. 

Sister Rita was someone whom I had always seen at NSMEA conferences and such. I 
had never had the opportunity to sit and chat with her. Thus, I was more than a little 
curious as I climbed the steps of Holy Angels Convent in Sydney during October 2003. 
Sister met me at the door at 11 a.m. as we had agreed, remarking that it has been her 
experience that music teachers are always on time. We walked directly to her music 
studio, a large classroom in the old, high-ceilinged wooden building, and she immedi
ately set about showing me through all the materials that she had meticulously pre
pared for the interview. In the room there were neatly organized shelves of music and 
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teaching materials, photos and scrapbooks, and the piano. At the front was an old 
teacher's desk where we sat for most of the next couple of hours. 

It was a fascinating, focused morning. From down the hall you could hear the sounds 
of choral singing - Rosemary McGhee, music teacher at Holy Angels, was working 
with a high school group. Questions that I had prepared went by the wayside as Sister 
Rita walked me through her more than thirty years of work as choral director and 
music teacher. She spoke of them as years of spreading the good news. Of service in 
and through music driven by "a love - almost a passion" - for choral music, and 
driven by "a belief in what music can do for the individual and for the cultural life of 
the community." I listened, looked at scrapbooks of concert programs, photos and 
newspaper articles, questioned from time to time, and grew ever more aware that I was 
spending precious time with a master teacher and musician around whom, as Paul 
Murray said, "marvellous things happened." I also was fortunate to have a tantalizing 
glimpse of, as Sister Rita put it, "what makes me tick." 

SISTER RITA CLARE GREW UP IN Sydney and took private piano lessons from a young age. 
She was a student at St. Joseph's School and then at Holy Angels High, where she sang 
in choirs directed by Sister Mary Frederick. She studied at St. Francis Xavier University, 
and received her ARCT diploma from the Royal Conservatory of Music. In 1965 she 
received a Bachelor of Science in Music and Music Education from Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Four years later she received her Master of Arts in Music and Music 
Education from the same university. Over the next several summers she participated in 
workshops in choral repertoire and conducting at Indiana University, a Kodaly work
shop at University of Toronto, an Orff workshop at Nova Scotia Summer School at 
Dalhousie University, and studies in vocal pedagogy and Renaissance choral literature at 
Westminster Choir College. Indeed, the curriculum vitae that she provided me gives am
ple evidence of her participation in numerous courses and workshops throughout the 
1970s and into the 1980s. 

When I asked her to reflect on outstanding teachers with whom she had studied, Sister 
Rita identified Catherine Allison, "a truly superb music educator." Catherine, of course, 
taught in Sydney for some time before taking the position at Normal School, and she 
had been head of the Music Department for the Sydney Schools. Sister also acknowl
edges Dr. Harry Robert Wilson, with whom she studied choral conducting at Teachers 
College, Columbia University. "He would say, 'Conduct! Do not beat time! Look like the 
music!' In his rehearsals he never hesitated to speak of allowing one's spirit to be touched 
by great music, by the beauty of words. He talked about the importance of searching out 
and appreciating the spiritual aspect in much sacred music." Testimony from folks who 
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have sung in her choirs makes it clear that these lessons were ones that Sister Rita never 
forgot. 

Early teaching assignments included a year at Holy Angels High (an all-girls school in 
the public school system to the present day) and others in Mabou, Antigonish, Inverness 
and Newcastle, New Brunswick. She joined the staff of Holy Angels High again in 1969. 
It was to be a splendid twenty-plus years that she spent there, shaping a music program 
and building masterfully on the strong tradition of choral music in that community. Her 
Holy Angels Chorale high school girls' choir, became a shining example of that tradition. 
She describes the 1970s and early 1980s as "very active years" for the choir. 

We had annual spring concerts and festivals; we shared concerts with The Men of 
the Deep, the Halifax Schools Symphony Orchestra, the Presentation Glee Club 
from Corner brook, and the choir from New Glasgow High School [ directed by Sr. 
Blanche Gillis]. We participated with the Atlantic Symphony Orchestra in 1972 
and 1976. We did television specials and radio broadcasts, entertained at provin
cial conferences, special dinners for visiting dignitaries, United Appeal shows, 
Canada Day events, Spruce-Up campaigns, etc. We were a choir "on the move." 

Figure 7 .1 Combined voices in Voices of Spring concert 
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Joyce Lively, who teaches music in the Sydney area and who sings in the Cape Breton 
Chorale, recollects that: 

You always heard, when I was growing up, that Sister Rita's choirs were the 
choirs. I grew up here in the North End, a community that fosters fine singing. I 
was at Sacred Heart Church in Shauna Doolan's choir. For me it was not an option 
to go to Sydney Academy because Holy Angels had a music program. It was the 
only school around here that offered music for credit. We did theory, learned 
about staff notation and solfege, and we sang. 

We were high school students who came from working class families - Holy 
Angels was a school of working class families - most of the fathers were steel 
workers from the North End or from "the Pier" [Whitney Pier, site of the infa
mous tar ponds]. 

t\ Tlt\NTIC SYMPHONY ORCH ESTRt\ 
ORCH ESTRE SYMPHONIQUE DE L' t\TLA TIQUE 

M USIC DIR ECTOR · KLt\RO M . MI ZERI T · CHEF D'ORCHESTRE 

GUEST SOLOISTS/ SOLISTES 
-~·,.., ... I K A YE DIMOCK . Soprano 

ELVIRt\ GONNELLt\ , M ezzo-Soprano 

HOLY t\NG ELS CHORt\LE 

ELV IR A GONNELLA, a student of piano In her native Dunoee, Scot land began 
ser ious voice st udy w!t h Ru th D'Arcy Thompson , a !fiend of Eliza beth 
Sch umann : was awa roed a perto1met 's U cen t!a1 e o f the London Royal 
Acaaem y ol Music , represented Scot lan d at 1he Kathleen Ferrier Compe11t lon ln 
London's Festi11al Hall and was glven a Si1 James Ca1rd Scholarship to st udy In 
1t1at cn y with Flora Nielsen . a puplf of Elena Gerhardt . 

Wti en Loue Lehmann, the grea1 laa y of opera. came to London 10 g l>1e Muter 
Cl asses in Wigmore Hall , Elvira Gonn ella was chosen as her demonstrating 
pup, I. Two annual so1o ls1 perfo rmances ol the SI. Mallht!w Passion In Usher 
Hall , Edmborough and two session s w llh Glyndebourne Opera Compa ny 
preceded Miss Gonnella's sell llng into an active performance career In Ha ti lu .. 

KAYE DI MOCK graduated lrom Acadia Universi ty w ith a Bacnelor ol Music 
Degree and has been a very active performer 001h locally and nationall y, A 
w inner ot many music festival compet1lions, sne nas made solo appearances 
wrth Acadia University Chorale, Dalt1ousle Unrve, sity Cho rale, Dalho usie Opera 
Wo1kshop , tne Atlant ic Choir and the At!ant lc Sym phon y Orchestra, With Dr . 
Helen C1e1gn1on , !. he has presented a ser ies o f Nova Scotia fol l,; song concens 
10 aua1ences ac ross Canada. 

Mam ed and motner o l !ou, . sne is presently consu ltanl of Music Curriculum 
for Hali fax city schools Hallla.-.. audiences wi ll remember her enchanting 
performances during lhe A S O Family Chns1mas Concerts two season ago. 

CHOIR D1rec1or SISTER RllA CLARE 

Sopra nos · 
Marlene Annes1y 
fhe1ese A,seneau 
Jean Bake, 
Anna Mar,e Delorenzo 
Ann Oe1urDIOe 
Heather D1lny 
Maqone F1!1eld 
Karen Fo•geron 
Lorna Gay 
Paw c1a Han igan 
Maureen H,ckey 
Jo Anne Keatrng 
Mary i":elly 
Anita Lalh19ee 
Lorraine MacDonald 
Susan Mac Oom1ld 
Joanne Mac Oou gall 

Susan Macisaac 
Rosemary Mac lean 
81enda MacNeil 
Jo,. Anne MacPiie,son 
Catny Martell 
Mau1een Murph y 
Mary Jane Ro~ers 
Sharon Schnelder 
Delores Thoma.s 
Pamela Wall 
Juli a W 1lhston 
Phyllis Young 

Altos : 
Brenda Sallah 
Michelle Conrad 
Marlene Delorenzo 
Cynth ia Farrell 

Ehzabetn Fariel1 
Mk helle Ga!lafll 
Theresa G1lhs 
Suzan.nan LeVaHe 
Carol MacDonald 
Isobel MacDoflato 
Theresa MacDona10 
Gtenoa MacDonnell 
Norma Macisaac 
Judy MacNei l 
Karen MacRury 
Karen Ma,ch 
Deborah Mombou1Que1te 
Jean MombOurqvette 
Mary Ne~11 !e 
Susan o ·callaghan 
Debbie Thomney 
Tt1erosa Urich 

A SHAKESPEARE FESTI VAL 

MENDELSSOHN 

INTERMISSION 

BERLIOZ 

PROKOFIEV 

TCHAIKOVSKY 

A Midsummer Night's o ,eam 
(Complete incidental music) 
Overture 
Scherzo 
Song and fa iry 's chorus 
Intermezzo 
Nocturne 
Wedd ing March 
Dance of clowns 
Finale 

Romeo and Ju l iet , op 17 
The love scene 

Romeo and Ju liet , op . 64 
The Montagues and the Capulets 
Juliet - the li tt le g lrl 
Friar Laurence 
Romeo at Ju liet's grave 

Romeo and Jul iet , Overture-Fantasy 

A1lan!lc Sym phony Inc. w ishes to e•press its s!nce1e appreci at ion for the 
generous thi ancial suppon lrom 1he !ollow ing agencies o r govern meni -
L 'Orct1es1re Symphonlque A1 !an1 ique Inc., es1 prolond6ment recon nalssant au · 
The Canada Council. Pro vince ol New Bru nswick , Province c t Nova Scotia, City 
of Hali fax , Cl1y of Saint John . 

Progra mme :9ut>]ec1 to Change - P1ogramme suject a changement - The use ol 
1ape recoraer, , or an y sound record ing devices, during the pori onn.ince is 
srnct ly prohibited - L ·usage de magnetophone ou de tou1 au ire appareil a 
enreg,strer est ln terd ll pendant le concen 

Figure 7.2 ASO A Midsummer Night's Dream Program with members of Holy Angels Chorale 

SYDNEY. N S 
NOV 12 "\975 
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Concert programs provide ample evidence of the rich and varied repertoire that Sister 
chose for the chorale. There were sacred numbers such as a "Sanctus" by Schubert and 
"Ave Maria" by Kodaly, well-known choral pieces such as "Sumer Is Icumen In" and 
Dow land's "Sweet Love Doth Now Invite," songs from the folk music tradition and from 
Broadway, and songs of Cape Breton, for which Sister Rita has a particular love. Con
certs often featured a guest artist and Sister encouraged her choir members to perform 
instrumental solos as well. Shauna Doolan, whom Sister Rita had "noticed" when Shauna 
was 16, was the choir's accompanist for twenty-two years. She also accompanied Sister 
Rita on choir trips and remembers travelling with her and the girls. 

The first trip we were on with Holy Angels, we were on one of those Allen's 
orange buses which I'm terrified of. They had to build a rack down the middle of 
the bus for the gowns because there were sixty girls and the suitcases were under 
the seats. They would get off the bus and get $3 for lunch. She was always so 
organized. I also remember that, when she and I would stay together on those 
trips, I would open my suitcase, then she would open hers. I would close mine 
again quickly! 

When, in 1985, the Holy Angels Chorale finished, Shauna says that it took her "almost a 
year to get over not playing for the choir. I missed that sound." Cathy MacNeil, Coordi
nator of Fine Arts for the Cape Breton School Board, was also a member of the Holy 
Angels Chorale during these years. She speaks forcefully about what a key musical expe
rience it was for the girls. 

We performed at such a high level and the music was so beautiful that we would 
be singing it on the bus going to school, singing it if we got together on Friday 
night. It just oozed out of us, we loved it so much. We did everything from musi- · 
cals to Pergolesi, Gregorian chant. I remember the very first time we went to 
Halifax and we heard the orchestra tuning up. It was an awesome experience. She 
gave this to a group of girls who had never seen an orchestra before. 

Cathy remembers that the Holy Angels choir room was where she and her fellow choir 
members would go, that "at times Sister was a mentor, a guidance counsellor and people 
would unload their problems." Joyce Lively tells of Sister's guidance and support as well. 

82 

She helped me do my audition tape for Acadia. I had never taken a private voice 
lesson. I had been in church choirs and the Holy Angels Chorale. I told her I needed 
to do an audition tape because we couldn't afford to go down to Acadia to do an 
audition, let alone take an accompanist with us. 

We worked for weeks preparing and one day I went in to rehearse with her and 
she said, "You're just not yourself. What's the problem?" I broke down in tears. 
"My boyfriend and I are fighting. I think it's done." This was the love of my life at 
the time. She sat down next to me and put her arm around me and said, "You can't 
sing today. You can't think about anything else. This tape is one moment of your 
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'Holy Angels 
Chorale joins 
Halifax Schools 
Orchestra in a 
nSalute to 
Music" on 
Friday, May 2nd 
at Holy Angels 

The Hol v Angels Chorale 
will be appearing with the 
Ualifax l'ity Schools Sym
phony Or1.:hestra in a spring 
concert ··s a lult• to :\lusic .. on 
Friday. \lay 2 at 8: 15 p.m . in 
lloly .-\ ngels Audi torium . 

TI1e Chorale will join wi th 
1hc orchE>slr:.i in select ions 
trom \ "aughan Williams Can· 
tata . "Folk SonfJ;s of the Four 
Seaso·ns". ,rntl in Bach's 
" Jcsu .. Joy of ~fan's Desir
ing .. . Scle<·tions from the 
orches tra indude Schubert's 
Symphony in B minor. At • 
\antic Suite h,· A. Tilley 
1,:1ssis'lanl <:ondUc.:tor of the 

orchestra l. Pn1irie Sketches 
hv 1-:rnest ~tc~lullin. &lcc
ti.ons from Olh·er . Holv 
.\ngels Chorale will present 
music of Thumm; Campion. 
:,;t•a rl a tti. \kn de l ss h1rn . 
~ -Imbert . a::: wl'II ~ts popular 
1n,·ori te~ s uch as F'iddlt•r on 
!ht' Hoof !-elt-ct inns. and ;\('ii 
D1amond·s Anth1•m . 

Tht• conc<•rl is seen a ::.. a 
l'Ultural exchange reat urc for 
High School studenls. i\lem
hl'rs or Holy Angl•ls Chorale 
will tnivcl to H;.1 Jifax on April 
w and will ht> heard in con
n•rt with thl' ordtcstra 011 

TI1ursday. ~lay l in St . Pat -

rick '~ Auditorium at 8 p.m . 
The following day the Halifax 
&:hools Orchestra will return 
10 S..-dn{',. for the '.\l;i,· 2 f'on
<·ert. in · Holy Angl·l~ :\udi 
lori um . 

The 77-piece Halifa x 
S<:hools Orchestra i!- under 
thE' direc tion of '.\Ir . <11almers 
l>oam• . :\lusic Su~wn i!--Or fo r 
the Cit ..- ui 11.ilifax. The or· 
dwst ra· has ju:,;t returned 
frum Edmonton where they 
r<'pr e-sl'nted the prol'inc<' of 
'.\'uv;,1 Scotia at the t'arwdian 

Figure 7.3 Newspaperclippingfrom Sister Rita's scrapbook 

Music b:ducators Convention . 
This school orchestra is one of 
the youngest fuJI s ymphony 
orchestras in Canada . 

Til·kets for the conrert may 
be obtained from '.\le Knight's 
'.\tusk Store and Y nWlg·s 
~ight ;,ind Sound. Sydney : Owl 
Drug Ston •. ~orth Sydney : 
C.1rrolrs Drug Store. (:lace 
Hay: and :\lcdical Hall. ~ew 
Watt•rfo rd . 

··~a lute to l\'lusic ' µromi ses 
tu be rm r vening of music for 
;,1II to enjoy. 

life but you have a personal life, too. You need to take care of this. It's probably not 
as bad as you think. Give it a couple of days." Sister heard in my voice how upset 
I was. She got me through that day. 

The day we were to make the tape, my boyfriend's microphone wouldn't work. 
So here we were in her classroom with her AM/FM clock radio. That was the 
microphone. She had gone up to her bedroom, had come down with her clock 
radio, and we did my audition tape on it. When I told her that I had been accepted 
into Acadia she said, "Really? Not that I'm surprised, but with that tape?" 

Aside from her work at Holy Angels, Sister Rita was busy "at the helm" of a developing 
music program in the Sydney School Board where she took over from Mae Cameron as 
department head in 1971. As music teaching positions were created in the early 70s she 
did a lot of searching and would often contact Paul Murray for his recommendations. 
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She also did what was necessary to get a band program started. She remembers working 
with Charles Tourneur and Bruce MacKinley (band teachers for the better part of thirty 
years in the Sydney schools), scrubbing donated instruments in the basement of Park 
Junior High. Her request to the Kinsmen for help in 1972 resulted in a donation of $5,000 
for the purchase of new instruments. She also organized and participated in countless 
concerts for the community that included her own choirs, choirs from other schools, 
bands and guest artists. They were part of celebrations for events such as Canada Day, 
celebrations for The Year of the Child and the Canada Winter Garnes. She spearheaded 
the hiring in 1976 of a music therapist to work with special needs children in the schools, 
the first for Nova Scotia. They were indeed busy times. 

Then, in 1982, came the amalgamation of the former city and county school boards, and 
Sister Rita now had a larger supervisory role, first as Music Consultant and then, in 
1985, as Supervisor of Fine Arts. Eric Favaro, who worked on her staff from 1983 and 
who became supervisor when she retired in 1994, speaks about the tough assignment 
that she had and the results of her determination. 

It wasn't easy for her to bring together the city schools - with the program that 
she had developed - and the county schools. But over the years she really did it 
well. She figured out how to bring people together. In the end she did not compro
mise anything that the Sydney schools had. She was very good in the office at that 
time. They all knew that she would not back off anything. I think that her persist
ence paid off. Often I am given credit for things that were done, but really, without 
her work it wouldn't have been possible. She really set the stage for it all. 

Her staff knew well both her vision of where the program should be going and her 
capable support. Cathy MacNeil explains that it was not unlike being in her choir. "She 
was understanding - she set her goals but yet she was there to be a support. She was an 
excellent administrator. You could come to her if you had a problem and together go 
about solving it. She was extremely fair." That support extended beyond her own staff. 
Janet Sobol, who was just starting her fine choral work at Amherst Regional High in the 
early 70s, remembers fondly that she called Sister Rita when her choir was preparing to 
sing "We Rise Again" for Jubilee celebrations in the town. "Sister gave me a lesson, sent 
me a tape of the song along with suggestions for interpretation, and inspired me." 

As if she didn't already have a dizzying schedule, in 1988 Sister Rita founded the Cape 
Breton Youth Choir, an SATB choir for students aged 14-20 from schools in the Sydney 
area. For ten years, under her superb leadership, the choir rehearsed and performed 
music of an exceptional calibre, both in the local community and further afield. One 
festival adjudicator praised "a magnificent performance," noting that "the clarity of the 
women's sound is breathtaking." Another wrote, "You inspire these young people to 
sing beautiful music. Thank you." Sister Rita gave her best to these students and she 
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Figure 7 .4 Sister Rita directing Cape Breton Youth Choir, June 1989 

made a significant difference to them. Adele Meagher, who teaches elementary music, 
choir and secondary string bass in Dartmouth schools, was one of those choir members. 
The impact of being in that choir, and especially of the rehearsals, stays with her today. 

Tuesdays after school I had band practise and choir that evening so I used to stay 
through and walk an hour from Riverview to Holy Angels to choir practice. Some
times I would get there a little early and Sister would always be there, finishing 
organizing the chairs or putting the music where it was supposed to be or going 
over things with our accompanist. It was my first formal choir and I really en
joyed it. It was very much a group of kids who were into music, it was always a 
very musical place to be. 
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But what I loved the most was rehearsals ... everything she told us and what you 
could learn about the music. I don't remember ever a wasted moment. When I 
starting teaching elementary and had to do a choir of my own I looked back to 
choral experiences I had with her. I suddenly realized how much work you had to 
do for things to run as smoothly as they did with her. It was a great experience for 
me. It was the sheer joy of singing together, creating music out of nothing. I looked 
forward to rehearsals like nothing else. 

Sister Rita's choral work has yet another significant dimension. She formed the Cape 
Breton Chorale, an adult choir that is still active today, more than 30 years and 200 
performances after its first rehearsal on October 4, 1973. The choir is widely renowned for 
its excellence, for a consistency of sound and performance that is Sister's standard, and 
for championing the music of Cape Breton. The choir has performed in both Wales and 
Scotland, has produced several CDs, and has represented the Maritimes in a national 
amateur choir competition. Members and former members include those in the commu
nity who do not read music as well as music teachers like Beth Boudreau, Marjorie 
MacGibbon, Christine Hahn, Debbie Keating, Joyce Lively, Rosemary McGhee, Carol 
Richardson, Melissa MacNeil, Sister Elaine Hawrylak, Sister Simone Abbass, Claire 
Rodgers, Mary Jane Ross and Paula Jane Francis, the choir's accompanist. Marjorie Ball, 
one of the choristers, comments that Sister constantly reinforces fine choral singing, 
emphasizing especially "singing from the heart." In the 25th-anniversary booklet, A Cho
ral Tapestry, one of her choristers writes that each performance "has been planned with 
meticulous care and attention to every detail. Sister Rita might truly be considered a 
'master weaver."' 

The choir has performed often with The Men of the Deep choir. Its director, John C. 
O'Donnell (chairman of the music faculty at St. Francis Xavier), provides this superb 
testimony to the choir and to Sister Rita herself. 

Today, the Cape Breton Chorale is acknowledged as one of the finest choral or
ganizations in Canada. The dedication, the sacrifices and, above all, the musical
ity of its individual members are all a supreme credit to Cape Breton Island and 
most especially to Sister Rita herself. Her unique qualities of professionalism and 
musicianship have been an inspiration to choral conductors and other musicians 
throughout our province and beyond. 

Sister Rita has given so much and the level of community support for her efforts is 
exceptional. That support has included filling the hall for concerts. She remembers viv
idly the overwhelming community support for a performance of Mendelssohn's Elijah in 
St. Andrew's Church. 
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ers and Bill Perrot's Kings Chorale. We gave a performance of Elijah at the Rebecca 
Cohn with Symphony Nova Scotia. It was certainly a highlight for the choir. But 
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when we came home we had put so much work in it that we said, "We are going 
to bring this to our Cape Breton audience." So we gave a performance of the entire 
work at St. Andrew's with our own soloists. It was so well received that people 
who had missed it kept saying, "Are you going to do it again?" Would you believe, 
about three weeks later we gave a second performance? 

We felt so good about participating with the other groups and having the experi
ence with the orchestra and professional soloists, but it seemed to be the icing on 
the cake when we could come home and use our own soloists, chorus and organ
ist, Paula Jane Francis, and give a satisfying performance here. Not only one but 
two. That really stands out. 

H er community has also given her recognition. She was named Woman of the Year by 
the Business and Professional Woman's Club of Sydney (1972), and Honorary Citizen of 
Sydney (1985). The University College of Cape Breton granted her an honourary doctor
ate in June 1991, citing her commitment to excellence, and recognizing her as a "leader in 
the Arts in Cape Breton and a foremost promoter of Music Education in Nova Scotia." 

Throughout her life, Sister Rita has been an active member of associations such as NSMEA, 
CMEA, ISME, the Nova Scotia Choral Federation (which granted her an Honorary Life 
Membership in 1998), and the Association of Canadian Choral Conductors. She was the 
NSMEA president from 1978-80 when the association became affiliated with the NSTU, 
and she treasures the letter that she received from Catherine Allison (in which Catherine 
refers to herself as "the old warhorse"), congratulating her on her leadership in this 
regard at the 1979 Annual General Meeting. 

The final page of the letter from Catherine reads: 

Congratulations on a very professionally conducted business meeting. I was so 
proud of you. It is so heartwarming to see the NSMEA forging ahead - and I am 
convinced it is due to the example of zeal and dedication displayed by the senior 
members. It can't help but make a lasting impression on the new members. I 
know you would have preferred delaying the vote for another year but I am 
rather relieved it was pushed through. You are President for this year and I am 
confident you will come to better terms than a new President could manage. So I 
shall pray you will be given the strength to see them through this first year - and 
that the "old guard" will stand by you. It was a miracle that I was able to be with 
you all - for a memorable visit. It is like a dream to me now. Everyone was so kind 
to the "old war horse." Please give my love to any of the Sisters still in Sydney 
with whom I had such happy times. Seeing as many of those who were my "chil
dren" in Sydney- Sisters Elaine Hawrylak, Simone Abbass, and Janet Sobol, Jean 
Taylor, Sylvia[Dubinsky] - takes me back to those happy though at times hectic 
years. Again - I am so impressed with the work you are doing for NSMEA- God 
grant you another successful year. Much love, Catherine. 
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Figure 7.5 Sister Rita with Folk Group 

At the heart of Sister Rita's musical work over the last thirty-five years lie her dedication, 
her ability to motivate others and her striving for excellence in performance. As Joyce 
Lively says, "She always wants the best sound." Cathy MacNeil thinks back to days in 
the Holy Angels Chorale. 

I remember most her dedication, total dedication. Also very high standards and 
instilling in her students a love for giving your best. That was constantly high
lighted in every rehearsal that we had. She did that in a very trusting environ
ment, very much one where there was a love of music. A sense of musicality was 
totally instilled. All but four or five girls were essentially non-readers and we 
were singing SSA, SSAA. In my Grade 12 year we sang with the Atlantic Sym
phony Orchestra. We only went to school in order to be in choir. 

Incidentally, Cathy also notes that Sister Rita was one of the first in the congregation to 
dispense with the habit. "I remember going for one piano lesson and she was in full garb, 
and then at the next one she was ... wow! 

Also at the heart of Sister Rita's music-making is an uncanny ability to communicate the 
meaning of text to singers and, through them, to listeners. Joyce says, "You can just see 
this glow from her when she's talking about the text of some pieces." Shauna, her accom
panist for so many years, assures me that "Sister is a master at communicating the soul 
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of the text. There's nobody can do that better than herself. You don't just sing a song 
with her. There's a lot of depth to it." Indeed, Sister Rita glows when she speaks of special 
moments when a connection was made with audiences through text in song. 

The Cape Breton Chorale was taking part in the Eisteddfod in Wales in 1973. They 
asked us to sing at the international concert on Friday night, to bring something 
of our own homeland. We had decided to do a section of "She's Called Nova Scotia" 
and then move into "The Working Man." The response was wonderful. You see, 
there are so many miners in Wales and right away they made the association 
with the words and the music we were singing. They applauded, some of them 
even had tears in their eyes. That was really quite a moment. 

We also had that experience in Scotland. I gave a brief introduction to our num
bers and we sang "Bye Bye My Island" arranged by Gary Ewer. The choir said 
that there were people with the tears rolling down their face. They knew what it 
was like to have children, relatives, loved ones move away to find work. They 
could identify with that and they were very touched. It was the same with "We 
Rise Again." They were touched by both numbers but only because we sang from 
our Cape Breton hearts. We had lived through many of these things, we had these 
experiences, we knew first-hand and so we were able to project that and to reach 
other hearts. 

I really feel that that's an extremely important aspect of choral music. That kind of 
communication with your audience. That's the wonderful power that music has 
to unite and to reach out and find the connections among us. The audience be
comes part of the entire concert that you are giving. They are one with it. 

Sister Rita's choristers also attest to her ability to nurture a sense of musicality. Phrasing, 
dynamics and style were always emphasized. Adele explains that a large part of her own 
musicality comes from Sister teaching her how to listen. 

I was an alto, and second sopranos used to complain because they didn't get the 
melody. I remember that she would talk a lot about how each part of the ensemble 
played a certain part. For us altos, that if we had twelve Os in a row it didn't mean 
that you had to sing them all the same way. I explain the same now to my stu
dents who are bass players, that you can make it interesting with what it is. You 
listen and you blend. A lot of that came from her instruction. 

Yet another driving force for Sister Rita has always been "to give our very best to our 
Cape Breton people. To bring them the highest level we can achieve with the limitations 
we have. In doing that, to help them experience the wonderful wealth and richness that's 
in choral music." Thus, for example, a list of the concerts given by her Cape Breton 
Chorale includes not only performances on the road in Halifax, England, Wales and 
Scotland, but also concerts in such towns and villages as Louisdale, Marion Bridge, 
Ingonish, Louisbourg and Baddeck, often in a local church. She is very proud of her 
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Cape Breton home and of bringing the joy of singing to her islanders. She also fondly 
remembers "the warm-hearted people we have met, the joys and sorrows we have shared .. .. 
For many choristers, the choral practice is an oasis in an otherwise busy week. It renews 
body and spirit. In the group one can find valuable support, concern and friendship." It 
would seem that these friendships have been very important for Sister Rita as well. Cathy 
MacNeil provides a glimpse of this as she speaks of the Holy Angels Chorale. 

We had such a special group in my graduating year. Being very close, we were 
upset about leaving high school. At the graduation ceremonies we had to sing, 
Sister conducted us, and many of the girls were crying. During the ceremonies we 
caught a glimpse of Sister outside in the corridor, pacing up and down. I think 
that it was very difficult for her as well to say goodbye. As she had to do year after 
year. 

But, for Sister Rita, it is above all, "the exhilarating experience of making music together, 
of sharing in the joy of song, of realizing we are one with the audience, of hoping that 
for this one performance, people will set aside their worries and will leave the concert 
venue refreshed in spirit." This is, as she says, "what makes me tick." 

Early in life, music spoke to the depths of my being, to my very soul, and once 
music has touched you and you have embraced it, and allowed it to embrace you, 
music will continue to be a force in your life .... There is in me a strong belief that 
the voice is the most personal, the most powerful instrument we have for self
expression, and that we need to treasure it as well as develop it to the best of our 
ability. 

Through the years, Sister Rita Clare has been recognized by various levels of govern
ment for her commitment to excellence and to the cultural life of her community. She 
delights in the knowledge that many former choristers still sing and have children who 
are involved in music. That many are music teachers themselves. She continues to work 
with private piano students and with the Cape Breton Chorale. When we spoke, there 
were plans for the group to travel to Ireland in the summer of 2004. 

Above all, choral music continues to be Sister's way of "spreading the gospel of good 
news." It continues to be her way of helping the young and not so young to, as she says, 
"open their hearts and minds to the message in the music and allow their spirits to be 
touched, strengthened, healed and refreshed." Through her, as one Cape Breton Chorale 
member explained, "many hearts have been touched by the gift of music." 

May her story and her sharing of the joy of singing continue for years to come. 
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