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When Two Plus Two is More Than Four:
A Saga of Collaborations

Carol Ann Weaver

In this house I could walk a whole day and never find where I started.
– Shari Wagner, from Houses

The middle of three sisters, I was born collaborating with them on our
imaginary worlds – extended families, paper doll sisters, music schools and
colleges, island countries in the Atlantic. Never enough hours in the day for
all the fantasy places, people, and dramas we created together. I knew my
inner world had to be vast enough for me to get lost.

As a child, my friend Kathy Stoltzfus (Fairfield) and I co-wrote and co-
directed the drama Susannah the Pioneer Cow, and my sister Kathie
(Kathleen Weaver Kurtz) and I embarked upon a vocal/piano opera based on
the fairy tale princess who slept on a pea, The Real Princess. Sometime in my
teens, I dragged my younger sister Dorothy Jean (Weaver) into writing a
libretto for yet another opera, God Can Work Miracles, based on New
Testament Peter’s being released from prison by an angel, performed by a
children’s choir at our rural Mt. Clinton Mennonite Church.

In Eastern Mennonite High School I collaborated with teachers and
students in creating multi-media dramas which served as training ground for
my later projects. Standing on stage in my black fashion-statement boots,
singing with my favorite friend a polyphonic duo I had composed, Happily
We All Shoot at the Moon, I felt Robert Lewis Stevenson wrote his text just
for us. Collaboration was a free shot towards the moon.

From early on, artistic collaborations have been a way of life for me.
Over the years my many collaborations have ranged from projects involving
dozens of contributors/actors/planners to my exchanges with a single poet,
dancer, artist, or musician. While collaboration is redefined with each new
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project, a common thread throughout is the synchronicity, trust, and energy
which creates a life of its own. When I set poetry, I listen for the words to give
me song. When I merge musical styles with another performer, I let my music
go for a walk in the sonic space between us, often finding it surprising where
the music comes out.

Multi-media collaborations

As a university professor I found collaborative creation of multi-media
projects to be more educationally effective than mere lecturing. At Eastern
Mennonite University I wrote pieces for my students to be sung from cat-
walks above the auditorium, for pianists playing as their pianos were wheeled
into the hall, for dancers crawling out of cabinets on stage, for players im-
provising avant-garde jazz, for choirs singing as they moved in and out of
sight, my compositions often interwoven with those of students. One par-
ticularly exciting challenge was working collaboratively with dramatist Barbra
Graber to produce live, improvised choral music as part of a Sophocles drama,
invoking the spirit of the ancient Greek chorus. Another collaborative gem
resulted from working with artist Jerry Lapp, creating a slide production to
accompany my piano performance of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibi-
tion.

At Concord College in Winnipeg I worked collaboratively with
students such as Randolph Peters, Bruce Duggan, and Bonnie Brett, each
now a well-established Canadian composer, film-maker, and jazz singer
respectively. Always, the planning was as much fun as performance – noisy
ideas, scrambling conversations, make-shift light tables to view slide
sequences. From rock band to classical piano to avant-garde choral to
electroacoustic, these multi-media pieces were unified by theme and theater.
A major collaborative project with James Pankratz as photographer involved
a slide production accompanying a live-performed chamber piece of mine,
City Primeval, for which urban slides from around the world were projected.
At the University of Waterloo, I was co-organizer of its premiere multi-
media, multiple arts event, Trickster (1987), for which well-known Canadian
writer Sean Virgo provided literary context. The show absorbed drama,
dance, visuals, and music I composed for choreographer Paula Ravitz’s
dance students. With Greek mythology as our theme, the second UW arts
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festival was to rove from one part of the university to another, and for this I
was composing music, working with dancer Susan Cash. I recall strong
arguments the director had with us, as he lobbied for bass guitar to represent
a menacing phallic image in one of our pieces. His enjoyment in scripting a
rape scene made me uncomfortable. Though this second festival never took
place, I learned what happens if trust is lacking and moral compromise is
requested. Collaboration can become coercive and less than the sum of its
parts.

Already I had started working on a more personal level within my
collaborations, creating pieces with artist friends on mutually important
themes. I remember improvising piano for a free-wheeling dance piece one
Easter Sunday at Erb Street Mennonite Church in Waterloo, working for the
first of many times with dancer Dorothy Bowman and artist Susan Shantz.
God-Bearing, with Susan Shantz’s sculpture and Patricia White’s script and
acting, celebrated women’s fertility, giving room for my first feminist music.
As we created symbols for our visions, our rehearsals felt like rituals in which
spells were woven by a spirit beyond us.

Judith Miller collaborations

After seeing an apocalyptic movie about nuclear holocaust, I went to two
contrasting poets – Judith Miller (of Gaelic/Canadian roots) and David
Waltner-Toews (of Russian Mennonite roots) – for text. Afterday was born,
with David’s striking war images spoken and Judith’s gentle peace images
sung. I again turned to Susan Shantz for visuals – evocative, lingering multi-
ple slide images of her sculpture. Afterday, scored for singer, reader,
electroacoustic tape, keyboards, and projectionist, was premiered at Wilfrid
Laurier University, and traveled from Kitchener-Waterloo to Hamilton to
Toronto, culminating in an international electroacoustic festival perform-
ance in Montreal. This project came from all of us, not just me. Judith, par-
ticularly, was invaluable in helping shape the performance.

Now that we had begun working together, Judith Miller and I had
much more to create. When she handed me the thick collection of poems
which was to become Timbrel in Her Hand, I settled into a glass of wine and
let the spirits help choose pieces which could best tell stories of these ancient
Hebrew women the Old Testament often fails to name. Always in a
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collaboration, I find myself choosing the parts of another’s work I can best
meet, sometimes leaving alone their strongest works which I may not be
ready for yet. The sequence I chose included Lot’s “wife” who is turned into
a pillar of salt and Miriam who leads her people with timbrel and dance,
starting with a poem about a harp-playing woman which, afterwards, Judith
told me had been written about me! At times collaborations can reveal more
about ourselves than we intend.

Timbrel, scored for reader/dancer, singer, keyboard player,
mandolinist, and drummer, became a music drama which toured Ontario and
various places in the States, including Sweet Honey in the Rock’s home-base
church in Washington, D.C. The score was published by UW Press, and I
released a tape of the piece as well (1988). Again, Judith had participated in
all aspects of the performance, guiding the piece toward the visions she had
of these Hebrew divas whom she considered more sturdy than Greek
goddesses.

After the birth of my daughter Myra, I once more visited Judith with
collaboration in mind. Sipping ice water on her front lawn, chasing baby
Myra, we dreamed up a piece for which Judith wrote poetry that I set to
music, woven around birth stories I had taped from various mothers and my
midwife, Elsie Cressman. Birthstory, scored for voice, oboe, percussion, and
tape, became the first feature-length piece I knew of to be composed on
woman’s experience of birth-giving. We performed it various times at UW to
full houses; as well, the piece was spectacularly staged and choreographed by
Elmira Secondary School drama director Gord Davis’s Youth Players,
winning a Hart House (University of Toronto) performance in the final stage
of the Sears Drama Festival (1996).

For our most recent collaboration, Judith came to me with an extended
poem on seasons, changes, and journeys for which she wanted some music.
Her images of wild geese, white-tailed deer, ravens, “Yonge and Bloor
[streets] on the first day of spring” got my toe tapping, and instead of setting
the three or four poems she had intended, I set the whole script. Music
wouldn’t stay away. My ethnic instruments seemed to find their way into this
piece, for which Judith had said she wanted “everything” – Kenyan and West
African drums, Zimbabwean mbira, ocarina, and rain stick, along with folk/
jazz singer, electric guitar, bass, and piano. Following performances in
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Canada and the U.S., I Have Been a Traveller is currently being recorded for
my second CD, with Cate Friesen as singer.

Instrumental collaborations

Though it may be easier to talk about collaborations across art forms than
within one art – words, sculpture, dance, music powerfully contrasting each
other – purely musical collaborations have been vital as far back as we know.
Most pre-literate and non-Western societies have developed rich traditions
of instrumental protocol whereby musical patterns are shaped, exchanged,
and improvised, reflecting the skill and style of the players. One thinks of
the sophisticated Indian ragas, African drumming, heterophony in Balinese
gamelans, all of which operate outside written music. Within our highly lit-
erate Western culture with its increased focus on musical notation, improvi-
sation has almost become a lost art. But thanks to African-American jazz and
traditional folk musicians, this ancient, timeless art of musical exchange is
kept alive, with such jazzers as American bassist/band leader Charles Mingus
or the Art Ensemble of Chicago developing whole schools of collective im-
provisation.

Over the years I have played with hundreds of musicians in both
composed and improvised music, sometimes making the rules as we go.
Abstract improvisations develop an architectural shape of their own which
never occurs the same way twice, even when following a chord progression.
Since the early 1980s I have collaborated with mandolinist Lyle Friesen in a
new-grass, jazz fusion duo, Mooncoin, in which we have played everything
from ice-cream parlors in nearby St. Jacobs to a folk/rock festival at Blue
Skies to new music concerts in Montreal, Hamilton, Kitchener-Waterloo,
and Toronto. Within this combo I learned to comp (accompany within a jazz
rhythm), play electric keyboard, create solos from a chord chart, and balance
mandolin and piano. Mennonites that we both are, the musical roots we
sought were Irish and American fiddle tunes, American jazz and bluegrass, as
well as my fusions of new music. Only one Kernlieder inspired composition
(commissioned by the late Canadian Mennonite conductor Ben Horch) and
one hymn – “Lift Your Glad Voices” – got written into my Mooncoin pieces.
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International collaborations

Always interested in African music, I spent 1992-93 in Kenya listening to
and studying popular, traditional, and women’s music. In one session I col-
laborated with African musicians, improvising on piano while drummers from
the Kenyan National Dance Troupe played traditional dances, directed by
my drum teacher, Alfayo Omwandu.

I wanted to compose music in collaboration with Kenyan authors.
After choosing six colorful legends from Kenyan oral literature and re-
versing them in lyric format, I was able to meet with the writer-collectors and
learn about the contexts of their legends. Sitting in a cafe in downtown
Nairobi, I sang my in-progress Maasai-texted songs to Naomi Kipury, who
explained their meanings and nuances. In her crowded office, sandwiched
between international phone calls, feminist writer Wanjiku Kabira not only
interpreted her Luo and Kikuya stories but sang me a Kikuyu tune which
accompanied one of the stories, suggesting I might quote the tune.

Fear of appropriation creeps into the mind of anyone attempting cross-
cultural artistic exchange. However, the Kenyan writers of this oral literature
seemed happy for me to work with their stories, editing my verses and letting
me set to music their treasured, metaphorical legends which remain
challenging even for Kenyans to interpret. Daughter of Olapa for singer and
five players resulted, becoming the centerpiece for my first, same-titled CD.
(“Olapa” means “moon” in the Maa language.) In Canada I placed it on a
concert entitled “How We Hear Africa,” to ensure listeners that my hearing
of African stories is Western but hopefully inspired by African sensibilities.
Collaboration can never promise more. While in Nairobi I gave a workshop
solo-performance of Olapa in which I was briefly assisted by a Maasai man
singing traditional rhythms – a tiny but vital moment of cultural exchange.

Roots collaborations – Finding my pack

Moving from Africa into my own culture became my next challenge. Though
working in a Mennonite context much of my professional life, I have often
gravitated outside for artistic influences, feeling somewhat claustrophobic
in relation to Mennonite art, fearing formulaic prescriptions would deny ar-
tistic authenticity. One foot in, one foot out was my means of surviving
Mennonite culture.
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Yet when I knew a non-Menno composer had been commissioned to
compose the “Mennonite Piano Concerto,” I felt a bit like southern Blacks
whose blues were taken over and commercialized by White folk. Was our
Menno culture so simplistic that a mere pastiche of our tunes could represent
our soul? If so, why were writers – Rudy Wiebe, Di Brandt, Patrick Friesen
– sweating blood to come to terms with our complexities? We have writers,
but where are our composers? I began to wonder if we musicians could learn
something from our writers.

I was asked to compose music for the 1994 Cincinnati Menno Arts
Festival, for which I composed Our Prayer, addressing Mother God, text
collaboratively written with Judith Miller.  On the plane there, I was reading
in Clarissa Pinkola Estes’s Women Who Run With the Wolves that women,
like wolves, need to find their own pack. I felt I had no pack. But on hearing
Swiss Mennonite poet Julia Kasdorf artfully articulate both love for, yet
independence from, her own (and my) background, I began to rediscover my
pack, putting me on the path for a collective howl, which resulted in Quietly
Landed? the following year.

Now that I knew Julia was out there, I was eager to find more such
voices and have them come together in a collaborative, multi-media piece for
the upcoming Quiet in the Land historical conference about Anabaptist
women (Millersville, PA, 1995). Working with collaborators Carol Penner
and Cheryl Nafziger-Leis, we put forth calls for women’s stories all over the
Mennonite world. “As a woman of Mennonite background have you been
silenced? What stories have you never told?” Responses stunned and moved
us – my own mother’s piano being taken away in her childhood, Bonnie
Loewen’s struggle to gain custody of her child, Julia Kasdorf’s Amish
grandmother thrown from a buggy, Di Brandt’s miscarriage, Carol Bauman’s
playing timpani in one hand and holding her baby in the other.

We were eager to capture voices of both professional and non-
professional writers so that “voice” could remain as close to the ground as
possible. With writers’ permissions, we used dozens of stories and poetry as
text for the feature-length drama Quietly Landed? for which I wrote and
played music, beginning with stories of Anabaptist women. Taped voices of
great aunt Elizabeth, midwife Elsie Cressman, and Mennonite and Amish
congregational singing augmented live-performed settings of Di Brandt’s
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poems, Raylene Hinz-Penner’s “Wild Woman on the Oklahoma Panhandle,”
Shari Wagner’s “Inheritance,” Jean Janzen’s “Peaches,” and more. The
dramatic performance, initially directed by Cheryl Nafziger-Leis, employed
up to ten performers, resulting in five sell-out Canadian performances and
two American tours, a third being contemplated when my mother, one of the
readers, died in 1997.

I was haunted by the final song in our show, “Listen to your story,
listen to your voice and let it sing.” I had truly “sung” through other’s stories
and lyrics, hiding behind keyboards and hand drums. This drama was a
collective voice, not a venue for my personal story. At times collaborations
can keep one’s personal voice silent.

Onward

All this was to change while preparing for our last Quietly Landed? tour in
Spring 1997. Canadian singer/songwriter Cate Friesen asked me to join her
on her next concert as a singer/pianist/songwriter. I could no longer hide
from my own voice. In Cate I met another May-born, Menno-born, free-
spirited, passionate composer/performer whose energy could fill a hall.  Both
of us with Di Brandt on our CDs, from preacher families with no dancing
allowed, altos in high school choirs, one of three sisters, homebirth moms
with single children bearing the name Friesen, and mandolin/guitar-playing
partners. Though representing different musical styles, we recognize each
other’s music as being familiar – we come from the same pack.

Our first work session began with a collaborative songwriting venture
in which together we spun out a rhythmic/harmonic sequence to some of her
words – probably the first time I co-composed music with anyone. Though
we didn’t keep this piece we kept the collaborative spirit which shapes and
energizes our music. Performing each other’s music, we have developed a
sound neither of us would have found individually – more punchy than bel
canto/operatic singing; more layered than usual folk music. Also, it was rare
for me to work with a singer who sings with folk/jazz inflections but
understands classical music, who shapes my songs from her own sound-
image. In turn, she has allowed me to create rooms and worlds as wild as I can
imagine within her songs, my favorite of her charts being so minimal and
sketchy as to form a tightrope between bedlam and beauty. But most
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surprising, I have begun to discover my own singing voice. At times
collaborations can lead a person back home.

Our varied musical experiences – folk, rock, classical, avant-garde,
jazz – have put us in dialogue with our shared Mennonite/cultural heritage
and contemporary music, creating a musical stream which will be heard on
my second CD, Journey Begun (to be released early in 1999).

When I met Cate I was in the midst of setting Houses by American poet
Shari Wagner, one of the Quietly Landed? contributors. Her extended poem
appealed to me because it deals with three sisters. Each sister’s house
contains mythical hallways, mirrors, rooms, and endless spaces in which to
breathe. Amish/Swiss Mennonite ancestors and ghosts “quilt the pattern of
[her] life.” As the sisters hide homemade necklaces under their dresses, I
remember things I too have had to hide, with my Mennonite background. The
second sister (symbolically me) “places the necklace in a drawer. . . and when
she takes it out there are rubies . . . no one can take away,” giving me hope that
what I’ve had to hide can also be redeemed. The sisters who “join hands and
arms” to build “a house where we belong” speak for all of us who seek to
create new spaces for ourselves while making peace with our past.

My identity with this poetry led me to compose postmodern, neo-
classic-tinged music in describing the cleanliness and order of tradition, and
funk/jazz/fusion music for the breaking out from this tradition, which Cate
and I premiered at the 1997 Goshen Mennonite Writers’ Conference, head
coverings and safety pin necklaces as stage props.

And back again

Coming full circle, the first Mennonite poet with whom I collaborated, Donna
Carol Burkhart, has re-entered my life in a difficult but beautiful way. Her
early poems, lavish with desire and angst, inspired my most angular, atonal
music for operatic soprano and microtonal clarinet. After the recent tragic
death of her 21-year-old son Christopher, our paths crossed again, and she
gave me a poem she wrote before Chris was born, about the very church yard
in which his ashes are now scattered. In my setting of West Of Brutus where
“Amish, then Mennonites for decades gathered in this gray, now boarded
structure with no steeple,” I found Donna’s words leading me to a simpler
musical style resonant with four-part resolving harmonies from our decade-
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long tradition of a cappella singing that I knew since childhood. In the best
sense of collaboration, her lines circled my music into a refrain, “West of
Brutus, coming home to gather.” Surely when she originally wrote this poem,
she had no sense that Brutus, Michigan would become a gathering place, a
home-coming for others of us.

Even now as I write this I wonder about the nature of collaborations.
Does their appeal stem from my need to connect with others on similar paths?
Do I gravitate toward kindred spirits for the energy they bring? Am I balanced
by others’ voices? If the sum is really greater than the parts, is my own voice
sufficient for what I have to say?

I can only say the best collaborations have come when I have least
expected them, when I most believed in synchronicity and grace. And
strangely enough, they have brought me closer home, giving me infinite room
to discover my own voice. Maybe that’s why I value them so highly, because
in this house “I can walk a whole day and never find where I started.” And yet,
the more I learn about “where I started,” the more house there is to explore!

long tradition of a cappella singing that I knew since childhood. In the best
sense of collaboration, her lines circled my music into a refrain, “West of
Brutus, coming home to gather.” Surely when she originally wrote this poem,
she had no sense that Brutus, Michigan would become a gathering place, a
home-coming for others of us.

Even now as I write this I wonder about the nature of collaborations.
Does their appeal stem from my need to connect with others on similar paths?
Do I gravitate toward kindred spirits for the energy they bring? Am I balanced
by others’ voices? If the sum is really greater than the parts, is my own voice
sufficient for what I have to say?

I can only say the best collaborations have come when I have least
expected them, when I most believed in synchronicity and grace. And
strangely enough, they have brought me closer home, giving me infinite room
to discover my own voice. Maybe that’s why I value them so highly, because
in this house “I can walk a whole day and never find where I started.” And yet,
the more I learn about “where I started,” the more house there is to explore!




