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Isabel:
Do you want to start by introducing yourself and telling us about what you do?

Janelle:

My name is Janelle Lucyk. | live in Montreal and am a classically trained singer, performing
across Canada and abroad. | specialize in early music, which is an umbrella of ancient music that
includes baroque music, renaissance music, and medieval music. I'm also very involved in the
folk song traditions.

| am also the artistic director of Musique Royale," a festival based in Nova Scotia. We present
about 70 concerts a year in historic venues across Nova Scotia. We welcome Canadian artists, as
well as international performers.

The festival is concentrated on early music, and we also present many different concerts of what
would be defined in general terms as classical music. It can be anything from opera, traditional
music, world music ensembles, symphony, chamber choirs, gospel — the door is open. The
organization is able to bring an impressive volume and range of programming across Nova
Scotia thanks to a huge team of players involved: staff, artists, supportive volunteers, our board,
countless partnerships, generous financial donors. They all play a role in what Musique Royale
achieves in any given year.

Isabel:
How long has the festival been going, and how did you get involved with them?

Janelle:

It’s our 40" year. I've been with them since 2018, so a little while. It was founded as a summer
festival, but we also have a year-long series of programming in Lunenburg County, which
includes a whole umbrella of different genres, and that's thanks to Barbara Butler, who's been a
great mentor. She was running Musique Royale before me, and she really sort of expanded and
flourished the mandate of what we do to encompass a whole myriad of different types of
programming and music.

Isabel:
Tell me about Barbara. Did she balance performance and programming like you do?

Janelle:
She's one of the most important Canadian arts presenters. She started what's now Cecilia's
Concerts® in Halifax. She's a distinguished organist and was the director of music at historic St.
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John's Anglican Church in Lunenburg. She's received the Order of Canada, and has been
recognized for her efforts in bringing Canadian musicians into Nova Scotia, contributing
significantly to the musical landscape of the province. She's been a game changer for Canadian
music.

Isabel:
How did you come to start working with her?

Janelle:
She holds the most unbelievable series of concerts at her house, which we call Cecilia's Retreat.
And when | first discovered them, she would host concerts every weekend at her house.

About 70 people would be in attendance. She would cook a beautiful meal for audiences
afterwards. It was the best setting to enjoy music and community together. | remember sitting
at the back of those events and thinking, I've never seen anything like this before in my life.

She recognized that enthusiasm in me, and over time, we worked together very closely. There is
a great openness about her which is reflected in what she’s been able to achieve over her
impressive career. | have learned a great deal from this woman, from her intelligence, her
tenacity, her optimism in the face of difficulty, her great joy for music and her commitment to
our community. Musique Royale is a major artistic organization and she had the enormous
vision to grow it into what we see now. My relationship working with Barbara was a perfect
exchange of knowledge and roles over time.

Isabel:

So much of your work with Musique Royale has been in Nova Scotia, and | know you have deep
roots there. How does it feel to be part of the music scene in Quebec? What is it like here in
Montreal?

Janelle:

The art scene in Quebec is huge and we can find everything we would want to hear and take in
culturally in this province. The arts are very legitimized in Quebec. Artists are well cared for
here. The public really values music and knows the impact that it has on a community. They are
aware of the need for arts and culture in one’s daily life. They come out to concerts. They are
very well informed, cultured and curious. This is all on a local level, and that is key. They want to
talk to artists and have rapport with them. And that translates into funding and the support for
the arts, as well as for the venues. The understanding of the value of the creative arts allows so
much to flourish here.

Isabel:
Outside of your work with Musique Royale, is there one major project that you put your efforts

towards sustaining?

Janelle:



There are several projects that | work with very closely. I’'m the artistic director of a new series
of chamber concerts with vocal ensemble ArtChoral® at Le 9e’s Grande Salle, which is right in
downtown Montreal. It's an incredible restored Art Deco heritage space. The acoustics are
phenomenal. It reopened this year, and it's a major landmark in Montreal. The entrepreneurs
behind the restoration have ensured the venue maintains its world class acoustics and made it
the perfect setting for experiencing the power and beauty of professional ensemble singing.
After concerts, audiences enjoy dinner prepared by renowned chefs Derek Dammann and Liam
Hopkins at Le 9e’s famous lle-de-France restaurant. The chamber concerts are the first Tuesday
of the month at Le 9e. So that's been a huge, exciting new venture.

| also work closely with tenor and lutenist Kerry Bursey through our ensemble, Ménestrel,* and
that continues to be a major part of my artistic output. We’ve been working and performing
together since 2019, and the collaboration has really flourished over time. We perform a mix of
early music from the written tradition, and folk songs which have been kept alive through the
oral traditions. Our project is a reimagination of these songs which in that time wouldn’t have
been heard together. We take all these songs and weave a new story through them.

Isabel:
Have you experimented with Quebec folk music? Has that ever been an interest?

Janelle:

Yes, Ménestrel has a fabulous program that features Quebec traditional songs, “L’Ordre de bon
temps.” It’s inspired by America's first social club in the 1600's started by Samuel de Champlain.
Quebec has a huge heritage of folk songs that's very impressive. There is a lot more to explore
there.

Isabel:

| imagine much of the music programming in Nova Scotia is largely in English. What is it like to
work on music programming and to perform in Quebec? What does it mean to you to work in a
multilingual place?

Janelle:

As singers, we must become comfortable singing in many languages. No language is off limits,
basically. You go ahead and translate the words and develop your own relationship with the
text. Singing is always multilingual.

Beyond that, performing music in someone else’s language opens doors for connection. My
regular collaborator, Kerry Bursey, and | have recently been collaborating a lot with two
musicians, Reza Abaee and Munyakazi Deo, on a show called “Constellation de cordes.””
Munyakazi Deo is from Rwanda, and very renowned there as a phenomenal singer and inanga
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player (a traditional Rwandese instrument). Reza Abaee is originally from Iran and has now lived
in Canada for many years. He brings all the beauty and color of Persian classical music into the
program. Working with him has introduced me to the Persian rhythmic cycles, and Reza’s
creativity and improvisations know no bounds. In that program, | sing in Farsi and in Rwandese.
It’s very special for us all to share this together.

Sure, I'm always worried about how I'm pronouncing things and it’s natural to get absorbed in
the finer details, but this all goes away once we’re in the concert setting. We break the passage
of time, disconnect from our daily ritual and embark on a brief moment of connection together.
In this setting, audiences embrace the opportunity to hear their musical traditions, which
includes songs in their languages. These moments open my mind to the limitlessness of music.

Isabel:
How did you get involved in this particular project?

Janelle:

That collaboration came out of the Centre des musiciens du monde,® which brings music from
all corners of the world to be shared together in Montreal. There are world class musicians who
have arrived in Canada from many different places, having specialized and perfected their
musical traditions, they need somewhere to come together and the Centre des musiciens du
monde is that place. We did a residency there and built this project from scratch. This year,
“Constellations des cordes” was selected to do a CAM en Tournée,” which is another thing that's
unique to Montreal.

It’s an amazing touring program that organizes concerts in all the different boroughs of the city.
It brings some of the best Montreal-based concerts into different communities at their
respective Maisons de la culture around the city.

The CAM en Tournée can be 10 or 11 concerts for any given group. Classical music often tries to
make everything as perfect as possible within the limited time afforded, but often that is all for
one or maybe two concerts. The CAM en Tournée offers us this great opportunity to really let
the music evolve within the live concert setting. The listeners who hear CAM en Tournée
concerts are able to hear a well-lived performance — that’s rare for the kind of music we do.

Isabel:
Do you have any fantasy projects that you imagine for the future? Or do you feel like you're
already living the dream?

Janelle: | get an enormous amount of joy from the musicians that | work with. When we're in
the rehearsal space together, or in the concert setting, | turn my ear to them, | hear what
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they're doing and it gives me so much happiness. | could be the richest person to live
surrounded by this.

We can’t know what we don’t know, and when | was young, | couldn't have imagined that |
would live making music with these performers that | admire — | am very grateful to be part of
the unique and beautiful tapestry of music that exists across Canada today.

In 2024, | performed in all the different provinces and territories of Canada, giving many
concerts and doing outreach in each region | visited. We met hundreds of singers and musicians,
and did a lot of collaborations, workshops, masterclasses and such. It's given me an enormous
sense of optimism for the cultural landscape in Canada. There is a clear and vital need for music,
arts and culture in our world today, especially in how it brings people together and invites us to
be part of something bigger than ourselves. It’s great to be needed for something, and to feel
you are preparing something for others. In my case, this continues to be through music.

Isabel:

Just like other industries, the arts have often been skewed in favour of people who occupy
certain identities and have a pre-existing influence. Do you feel like the environment is more
progressive now? Do you feel like it's more open?

Janelle:
| come from a background of many, many strong women, and the position of women in the arts
industry has always been super present for me.

| think that our idea of what constitutes “classical music” has changed over time as well. There
is a discussion now about what we should be calling classical music — should we be using the
term “classical music,” since it presumes a canon? I'm going to keep using that term, but its
meaning has expanded for me. It has become this dynamic, living thing. As you are exposed to
more voices, more people and more canons, the “classical” canon expands to encompass the
excellence of different musical traditions.

Isabel:
Do you feel like the music programming in Montreal reflects that expansive and expanding
canon?

Janelle:

People have an appetite to discover things. People all listen to music for different reasons, but
we as humans have an appetite for discovery, and that is the case with music too. If we lose that
we’re a little closer to death! Sure, some people really want to hear something very specific, but
then there are other people who come to music to see what they're lacking, to be surprised.
And that’s what I’'m noticing more and more. When you offer something that veers a little bit
away from the expectation, often it's embraced by the public.



In Montreal, you can hear so many concerts. We are intellectually and artistically challenged
here with creation, risk-taking and evolution all happening at a world-class level. As an artist,
I've found that I’'m most inspired by people who are able to release themselves into that
present moment, to get beyond the technical and be fully present. We make ourselves
vulnerable as we gear up to seek the limits of perfection on stage. Sometimes you have to jump
together, and it is exciting and intoxicating in many ways. That is when we get to the totally
dazzling aspects of music.

Isabel:
For you, in the context of the work that you do, what would it mean to be a game changer or to
participate in something that's game changing?

Janelle:

| always try to be useful. | really see who's around me and what people are doing now. | ask
myself, “How can | be useful? What are the best uses of my skills?” We’re all very concerned
with the task of creating beauty within this world. | am incredibly dedicated to these large scale
projects that ensure our artistic ecosystem will be sustainable in future generations too. And
that is reflected on the concert stage, through these little very high moments of connection that
keep me so close to many artists and listeners in these performances we share together.

Isabel:
Thanks so much for your time, Janelle.

Videos of Janelle:

Can she excuse my wrongs? - John Dowland
Lascia ch'io pianga - GF Handel

"Rejoice greatly" from Handel's Messiah



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMeJlprjWFw&ab_channel=M%C3%A9nestrel
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yFHuMp5lp0U&ab_channel=BlaineLucyk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MUI4_M_KrGw&ab_channel=M%C3%A9nestrel

