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Preface

When 1 first travelled in Canada for the Royal Conservatory of
Music in the early 1950s, performing musicians, composers, music
teachers, and assorted music lovers almost always asked me, ‘And
how is Sir Ernest?’ I knew that he was the conductor of Toronto’s
two leading musical organizations, the Toronto Symphony Or-
chestra (the TSO, as it was called) and the Toronto Mendelssohn
Choir, but I had no idea that he was so well known, had so many
friends throughout the country, and was so central to Canada’s
musical life. I usually responded that I knew him only slightly and
that to my knowledge he was doing well, thank you very much.

Not long after, I was fortunate to play the clarinet under his
direction and, in the 1960s, to work with him on Canadian Music
Council business. It was a pleasure to hear him speak with insight
and substance on musical matters. I saw him for the last time at
his home in late 1968. We talked about my plans for a sabbatical
leave from the University of Toronto, and he was encouraging
and supportive.

In the late 1980s I began to sense that interest in serious — or
‘classical’ — music in Canada was levelling off, perhaps even de-
clining. There were no new orchestras being formed and some of
the existing ones were in dire financial straits because of shrink-
ing audiences and poor public and private support. Music was
getting short shrift in the elementary and secondary schools,
music schools were struggling to survive, and the CBC’s budget
for live music was decreasing. Only opera and early music were
holding their own or growing in public popularity.
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Concerned about what the future might hold, I decided to look
to the lessons of the past, to the postwar period, to the 1950s and
1960s, to the people who made things happen in those years of
musical growth. This led me inevitably to Sir Ernest (that was how
we always spoke of him) and to his achievements. For over four
decades, he had patiently and unrelentingly led Canadians out of
their musical wilderness.

Sir Ernest MacMillan is twentieth-century Canada’s major musi-
cal figure. He was a conductor, composer, organist, teacher,
examiner, festival adjudicator, arts planner, educational adminis-
trator, ethnomusicologist, speaker, and writer. He conducted the
TSO (1931-56) and the Toronto Mendelssohn Choir (1942-57).
He founded and was first president of the Canadian Music Coun-
cil (1949-66) and was president of the Canadian Music Centre
(1959-70). He was also first president of the Composers, Authors
and Publishers Association of Canada (CAPAC) (1947-69), presi-
dent of Jeunesses Musicales du Canada (1962-4), and a founding
member of the Canada Council (1957-63). And he was principal
of the Toronto (now Royal) Conservatory of Music (1926-42) and
dean of the Faculty of Music of the University of Toronto
(1927-52). Over sixty Sir Ernest MacMillan Fine Arts Clubs flour-
ished in Canadian high schools from 1936 until the late 1960s.

MacMillan conducted every important Canadian orchestra as
well as major orchestras in the United States, Britain, Australia,
and Brazil. As an organist in the 1920s and 1930s, he played
widely in Canada and abroad and many thought he had no equal.
He composed religious music, music for the stage, and music for
orchestra, orchestra and chorus, a cappella choir, voice, keyboard,
and chamber groups, and transcribed and arranged a wealth of
French and English folk tunes and Native music. Throughout his
life he promoted Canadian artists, and, for its first six years
(1959-65), conducted the CBC Talent Festival.

Raised as a Presbyterian — his father was a minister and noted
hymnologist — MacMillan, while still in his teens, committed
himself to serving Canada. This narrative in great part addresses
this commitment. It also tries to come to grips with his underly-
ing ambivalences — how this same sense of service and responsibil-
ity to his country and its people conflicted with his desire to
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develop his own extraordinarily promising artistic career to its
fullest. The end result was a rich and complex life, with Canada
the principal beneficiary.

Coming as it does twenty years after his death, this is, surpris-
ingly, the first full-length biography of Sir Ernest MacMillan. Its
publication follows immediately upon the centenary of his birth.
In recalling our brief encounters, I regret that I did not know
him better, but then I remind myself that being at some distance
may have helped me to view his strengths and weaknesses more
clearly. It is easy indeed to be overwhelmed by Sir Ernest’s accom-
plishments, to write only paeans of praise — much as he may
deserve them - and little else. I hope that I have succeeded in
writing a balanced appraisal, even though I confess to admiring
him even more now than when I first began working on this
account of his life.
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Winnie Ross when she first met Alexander MacMillan. (CPFC)

Alexander MacMillan when Ernest was six. (KMFC)
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The MacMillan family in Scotland in 1883. Alexander is standing left.
(KMFC)

OPPOSITE:

Ernest at seven months and as a precocious three-year-old. (KMFC)



The Reverend Alexander Ross, Ernest MacMillan’s maternal
grandfather, c. 1875. (KMFC)




Seven-year-old Ernest with sisters Dorothy and Jean. (KMFC)



Ernest when he first played the organ at Massey Hall
at age ten. (KMFC)
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The 1910 Knox Presbyterian Church Choir — the youthful conductor
is at the console — in its new building on Spadina Avenue. (KMFC)

OPPOSITE:
A dapper Varsity undergraduate. (KMFC)

bottom: Ernest happily wearing his Oxford hood in 1911. (KMFC)



