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Dear Friends,

As IFCM is now entering its 35th year, I’m writing to you today simply to say thank you. IFCM has come so far, 
especially in the last six years, and none of this would be possible were it not for generous colleagues like yourselves. 
Your interest, support, and involvement in world-choral music ensures that IFCM can continue its educational and 
artistic efforts for the betterment of a peaceful people.

Whether you are a teacher, project developer, writer, composer, editor, manager, conductor, singer, board member, 
or officer, your active participation sends a very strong message to the world: choral music has more to give than 
just beautiful sounds. It enriches our lives with something more powerful—a means to unify the world’s population 
through song!.

The holiday season is a time to reflect on family, and IFCM is a big one! Given the turmoil happening throughout the 
world, it is important that our family remain interconnected, working together to benefit everyone. 
Thanks for singing so beautifully with our family!
Wishing a happy 2017 to all of you!

Michael J Anderson, President
International Federation for Choral Music
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CANONS FROM THE HEART:
A CLOSER LOOK AT THE COUNTERPOINT 
OF ABBIE BETINIS
PETER STEENBLIK
choral conductor and teacher

ABBIE BURT BETINIS (B. 1980) IS ONE OF THE LEADING COMPOSERS OF 21ST-CENTURY AMERICAN CHORAL 
MUSIC. AT ONLY 36 YEARS OLD, HER COMPOSITIONAL OUTPUT IS WIDE AND VARIED. IT IS CLEAR THAT 
BETINIS IS NOW CREATING HER OWN DISTINCT AND SECURE PLACE IN THE CHORAL REPERTOIRE, AN 
OBSERVATION HIGHLIGHTED IN A 2009 ISSUE OF INTERNATIONAL CHORAL BULLETIN DEDICATED TO THE 
WORK OF YOUNG PEOPLE1.

A two-time McKnight Artist Fellow, Betinis is Adjunct Professor of Composition at Concordia University-St. Paul, is 
composer-in-residence for The Schubert Club (a post she has held for 12 seasons), and has a catalogue spanning over 
60 commissioned works. The New York Times describes her music as “inventive [and] richly melodic.”2 Matthew 
Culloton, director of The Singers, an internationally renowned choral ensemble in Minnesota, has said, “the music 
of Betinis…is worthy of consideration because of its originality, degree of compositional craft, and musical sincerity.” 
She is no longer an “emerging” composer, but one whose career now belongs to the same tradition as Dominick 
Argento, Stephen Paulus, and Libby Larsen.3 
Betinis was raised by a musical family in Amherst Junction, Wisconsin—situated amidst farms and forests about 20 
miles southeast of Stevens Point.4 At the age of three, while singing a canon in the car with her family, she proudly 
held her own part—an event that is fondly remembered as a “coming-of-age” experience in a family abounding in 
musical tradition.5

Partly due to this upbringing, one compositional technique of which Betinis is very fond, and which affects most of 
her repertoire, is canon. The inclusion of canonic devices forms a deep connection between Betinis’s very soul and 
the music she composes. Of one of her compositions she has said:

“I love singing [canons] so much I apparently write them in my sleep! I woke up with this one in my head 
one morning, as the sun streamed into my window on a bright fall day.”6

Her published catalogue includes five stand-alone canons: Be Like the Bird (5-part, 2009), Come In, Come In! 
(4-part, 2011), Lumen (up to 4-part, 2012), Morning Round (4-part, 2013), and Table Grace (up to 8-part, 2007). At 
first glance her canons are quite simple, but further inspection will reveal something more complex; such canons 
can serve as surprisingly moving concert pieces. She encourages performers to explore alternative performance 
designs. One such canon, for example, comes with an assortment of suggested maps. Some direct singers to begin 
two measures apart—as one would perform Row, Row, Row Your Boat. Others allow the piece to build from unison 
to 3-part, to 5-part. Additional recommended maps indicate measures of rest that create a product more akin to 
Steve Reich’s Phase Patterns than what one might expect from a traditional round. In the hands of Betinis, a canon 
is a much more complex and aurally stimulating art form.
In a related discussion, Betinis has acknowledged the canon as a source of strength amidst significant trial. Although 

1  Shekela Wanyama, “Nothing Off-Limits: An interview with composer Abbie Betinis,” International Choral Bulletin 28:2 (2009). 
2 Allan Kozinn, “Romanticism, Tone Paintings and Modern Takes on Folk Tunes,” The New York Times, May 27, 2011 

http://www.nytimes.com/. 
3 Michael Culloton, “Jocelyn Hagen and Timothy Takach: An Introduction to Their Choral Music and a Study of Their Positions Within a 
Lineage of Minnesota-Based Composers” (DMA diss., North Dakota State University, 2013), 79, 96-97, ProQuest (AAT 3557360). 
4 Stanley H. Rothrock, II, “The Choral Music of Abbie Betinis: A Prospectus of the Composer’s Output Through December 31, 2008” 
(DMA diss., University of Minnesota, 2009), 3, Unpublished. 
5 Abbie Betinis, e-mail message to the author, June 12, 2015. 
6 Abbie Betinis, Morning Round, (Abbie Betinis Music Co.: Saint Paul, 2013).
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young, she has survived three bouts of Hodgkin’s lymphoma over the past 19 years, ultimately leading to a complete 
bone-marrow transplant in 2010. It was during this time that she wrote Be Like the Bird, a round based on the Victor 
Hugo text “Be like the bird that, pausing in her flight awhile on boughs too slight, feels them give way beneath her 
– and sings – knowing she hath wings.” Her grandfather was a minister; she found the text couched in one of his 
sermons after his passing. Of the circumstances surrounding this composition, she writes:

“A canon is a melody that is its OWN harmony. You can’t sing a canon by yourself (live, anyway) and hear all 
of its harmonies. You need to sing it with other people to really hear how the melody creates its own support 
system of pitches and rhythms. I thought that was the perfect metaphor for getting through rough times. 
I think we each have our own melody in this life, something unique to us that we can offer the world – but 
sometimes that melody is hard to hear when life gets hard. Sometimes we need our friends to come in, one 
at a time, and sing that melody too, so we can hear how strong it is and it can lift us up. Or – like the words 
say – it can give us wings. 

“I didn’t know that I was going to need Be Like the Bird so much myself when I wrote it. A few friends came 
over to my house and we were singing around the piano and getting all the harmonies just right... We went 
to the local radio station the next morning and recorded it. Three months later I was diagnosed with cancer 
a third time. And that’s when this melody became like a mantra to me... something I could sing whenever 
I felt afraid. I’m healthy now, but…when I’m by myself, I imagine all my friends coming in at their part and 
singing it with me.”7

Betinis’ use of canon does not stop at the five published examples, but can be observed in many of her works. 
For example, Hail, Christmas Day! (SSA or SATB, 2003) begins with a unison verse, progresses into a polyphonic 
section, then launches into a 3-part round. A coda brings the piece to a climactic finish. Similarly, The World Made 
New: Eleanor Roosevelt’s Evening Prayer (SATB, 2012) ends in canon with the instruction given for singers to 
“choose your own adventure.”8 

Other works in Betinis’ catalogue have less obvious examples of canon, but incorporate the form in large episodes. 
The first movement of Carmina mei cordis (SATB, 2004) includes a complex double canon. In this instance, the 
soprano and tenor lines present the same melody two beats apart; while alto and bass lines offer a counter-melody 
that begins on the intermittent beat (EXAMPLE 1). Extended canonic episodes can also be found in Psalm 126: 
A Song of Ascents (SATB, 2003), Bar Xizam (SATB, 2007), Spell of the Elements (SATB, 2007), Chant for Great 
Compassion (SSAA, 2008), and, most recently, Betinis’ exquisite ACDA commission A Blessing of Cranes (SSAA, 
2015) which sets the text “Never a thought of thinking, only this weaving…” and illustrates an elegant theme of 
communal healing.
One of Betinis’ most powerful and well-known works is From Behind the Caravan: Songs of Hâfez (SSAA, 2007). 
Of this work, Betinis stated, “A canon is the perfect compositional technique for a lot of this poetry.”9 In the second 
movement, for example, Betinis uses canon as a way to depart from the structure of the original ghazal text and 
prolong its poetic meaning as a four-voice canon occurs on the text Qam ma-khor, ey del (Suffer no grief, O heart). 
Betinis’ compositional skill is most evident when, even in the middle of this canon, she incorporates a second level 
of departure. A nod to Sufi mysticism, the outer voices utilize a textless sigh, connecting themselves once again 
with the divine power, further deepening a level of grief, while all voices engage simultaneously in thematic material 
not part of the original canon (EXAMPLE 2). At this moment, it is clear that the choir empathetically wraps the 
listener in an aural blanket of comfort—soothing the grieving heart.
Obvious examples aside, canonic-like figures can be found in much of Betinis’ repertoire. Such examples include: 
Songs of Smaller Creatures (SATB, 2005), In the Bleak Midwinter (SATB, 2006), and The Mirthful Heart (SSA, 2012). 
Furthermore, throughout her entire catalogue, one can observe a significant amount of voice-crossing—a side effect 
that stems from such immersive work in canon and canonic-like devices.

“I love manipulating voice-crossings in my melodic ideas…. Some of my most successful writing, I think, 
is just two-part counterpoint that leapfrogs, or three-part counterpoint that, in effect, braids itself across the 
page.”10

7 Abbie Betinis, e-mail message to Jennah Delp, Artistic Director of iSing Silicon Valley, June 04, 2015. 
8 Abbie Betinis, The World Made New: Eleanor Roosevelt’s Evening Prayer, (Abbie Betinis Music Co.: Saint Paul, 2012). 
9 Abbie Betinis, e-mail message to the author, June 12, 2015. 
10 Debra Spurgeon, ed., Conducting Women’s Choirs (Chicago: GIA Publications, 2012), 171.
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Works by Betinis are rife with such instances. A conductor less familiar 
with Betinis’ writing style might be tempted to ignore elements of voice 
crossing and, subsequently, make adjustments to the score. However, one 
must understand that Betinis’ use of voice-crossing is highly intentional. 
While studying on scholarship at the European American Musical Alliance 
in Paris, France, Betinis developed a compositional vocabulary and distinct 
understanding of counterpoint that particularly affects her choices regarding 
voice leading techniques. It is displayed in a style of writing she learned 
there: single-voice counterpoint—the idea that an audience hears in stepwise 
motion, and that any break larger than a major second draws the listener’s 
ear to the beginning of new melodic material. Composing in this manner 
results in frequent, intentional voice-crossings. Such crossings, while they 
may be considered awkward at first, are to be observed whenever possible. 
Betinis, a singer, is deftly conscious of vocal colors that result from tessitura 
and placement.11

Concerning this issue, Dr. Elroy Friesen, Director of Choral Studies at the 
University of Manitoba and a conductor involved in early performances of 
Betinis’ works, has said,

“A composer, especially like Abbie knows darn well what a first 
alto sounds like versus a second soprano in a typical choir. So, I just 
wouldn’t ever mess with that. It’s all a voice-leading thing. I don’t see 
how adjustments would simplify [her writing].”12

With canons, canonic-like devices, and the side-effects of such practices 
replete throughout her repertoire, any singer or conductor approaching 
Betinis’ music must understand the deeper meaning behind such mediums. 
Further discussion concerning the texts in each of these instances is also 
warranted. For now, suffice it to say that Betinis is an inventive composer 
whose use of canon is deliberate, often text driven, and always sincere. 

Edited by Shanae Ennis-Melhado, UK

11 Abbie Betinis, in-person interview with the author, February 26, 2015. 
12 Elroy Friesen, interview with the author, June 2, 2015.
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EXAMPLE 1 – Carmina mei cordis, measures 42-46. An example of double canon (continues through measure 53).
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EXAMPLE 2 – From Behind the Caravan, mvt. 2, measures 37-49. The most extensive episode of canon in the work. 


