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Frédérique Vézina talks to
Kimberly Barber

‘The writing is on the wall.’ Kimberly Barber’s
lucid words echo in my mind. For years, there have
been rumblings of the need for renewal and reinven-
tion in the world of classical music. After all, opera
and art song are seated on historical monuments
which were once self-sustaining. Now, the viability of
these art forms is constantly threatened both in their
economic sustainability and in their relevance to a
changing world. Music faculties and conservatories
across the country are forced to compete for an ever-
shrinking pool of students to fill their classrooms.
Similarly, symphonies and opera companies struggle
to fill their seats. So where do we go from here?

As Associate Dean, Professor in Voice and Admin-
istrative Coordinator in Opera at Wilfrid Laurier

University, Barber has carefully considered the way
forward. As she slowly leaves her performing days
behind her, Barber increasingly devotes her time
to arts advocacy and the development of the next
generation of singers, bringing her to question the
models in place such as the antiquated master-pupil
dynamic which historically prevailed in the music
world. The cornerstone of her teaching is inquiry-
based and student-centred. She explains that lessons
are now peppered with questions like: “How is this
new element for you? What is your experience with
that? How would you like to proceed? What are you
noticing? What would you like to improve here? How
can I help?” Barber suggests, as many of the good
educators I have had the pleasure of speaking with,
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sentation skills for our whole voice area, and then
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Creating these rare intersections between the
professional world and the students is truly at the
heart of this project. Putting aside all economic

“There are

considerations, there are inarguable benefits to
exposing young artists Lo such high performance
standards and mentorship opportunities. In my
opinion, there is no better way to learn than to be
plunged in the core of the action. If we go by the
adage of 'less talking, more listening, then students
also expand their knowledge by closing their books,
and taking in the sights and sounds around them.

Perhaps thinking outside the box could be the
key to ensuring prosperity for our arts organiza-
tions and music schools. Letting in fresh air and
new voices into a world far too dominated by the
status quo seems like the road ahead. Music schools
have participated in a natural shift in recent years,
making representation/diversity in the repertoire
that is taught and performed an important foun-

dational pillar.
| do believe that Verdi, Debussy, Mozart and the
like will remain brilliant stars in a vast and colourful

sky, but there is more. More to say and more to share.
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In my opinion, there is no better way
to learn than to be plunged in the core
of the action.”
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— KIMBERLY BARBER

Artists and audiences alike want to see themselves
reflected in art. Our times are shining a light on cre-
ators of all types now: women, LGBTQ2S+, people
of colour and historically overlooked composers
and poets are finally being embraced by an era that
is finally rising up to meet them. Young students
clamour for repertoire that is alive and inclusive.
And so we, educators, companies, and music lovers,
must join the new generation on the path they are
walking. Only then will we be able to safeguard our
equally important classical traditions. CI9
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FREDERIQUE VEZINA is a Canadian operatic soprano
and voice teacher, currently teaching at the University
of Toronto.
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