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This month‟s report 

is an interview with 

Donna Klimoska. 

For decades, this 

mezzo-soprano has 

mesmerized audi-

ences on several 

continents. She has 

confronted the 

challenges of age-

ism, sexism, (to a 

lesser extent),    

single motherhood, 

and still manages to remain positive, constructive 

and spontaneous. 

My introduction to Donna was a purely auditory ex-

perience. This was in the mid-80‟s when I had volun-

teered to produce one of several concerts for The Ot-

tawa Festival for the Arts. This concert was com-

prised of the music of several local Ottawa compos-

ers. Donna agreed to perform a song that was in the 

process of being completed by one of our composers. 

In 1987, I also became her agent, and she, in turn, 

became my last voice teacher.   

I can still remember having many inspiring conver-

sations with this multi-talented and engaging musi-

cian. Since then, Donna and I have become close 

friends.  

Donna was honored to be interviewed about her 

unique approach to the art of music. What follows is 

her interview for WOTmag: 

 

 

 

Q: When you asked me to be your agent in 1987, you 

told me that I was not the first person you had asked. 

You showed me a letter from an agency in Toronto, 

which did not affirm your worth and dignity as a mu-

sician, and I might add, as a person. What made you 

so determined to broaden your performing base? 

A: I broadened my performing base because I had a 

wealth of untapped knowledge which I felt could be 

used in the interpretation of oratorio, recital and con-

temporary music. There were still some things left 

undone in my life, and I needed to develop a founda-

tion for deeper musical expression.  

 Q: You began your musical career in Massachusetts 

at the age of 14, playing the clarinet. Four years 

later you entered the New England Conservatory 

and became the first woman clarinetist to be admit-

ted to this impressive school. You then decided to 

switch from playing the clarinet to a vocal career. 

What made you decide to take on voice as your main 

course of study? 

A: After two years as a clarinet major, I left the de-

gree program, and continued as a special student in 

clarinet. During this time I became fascinated by the 

prospect of performing and using words and differ-

ent languages on stage. This is what inspired me to 

pursue classical voice training. Up to that time, I had 

summer jobs in Cape Cod where, from ages 19 to 26, 

I performed nightly as a singer. I developed my own 

following of devotees who came back year after year 

to hear me sing. I performed at the Christopher Ry-

der House in Chatham, Ontario and the Wequosset 

Inn, in North Chatham. I also performed with Ken-

neth Manzer, a well known NYC pianist who vaca-

tioned at the Wequosset Inn and performed his own 

arrangement of Broadway medleys.  

VIVO! 
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Q: I believe that you were a very courageous woman 

for choosing to pursue a totally different musical ca-

reer, mid stream and then succeed. 

A: That is not absolutely true. As a clarinettist, I was 

a woman performing in a man‟s world. Although I 

had formidable success as one person among many 

others in an orchestra, I longed to be known for my 

unique talent as a female performer. In other words, 

a woman‟s voice is hers alone and cannot be usurped 

by a man. 

Q: I know you won some prestigious awards at the 

New England Conservatory. Can you tell me about 

these? 

A: Yes, I received a full scholarship for my 2 year 

Master‟s Degree in Voice. I was chosen to perform 

solo operatic arias with the orchestra and was also 

asked to create a half-hour TV show on Boston TV – 

which was the local Arts Channel. I also performed 

many solo recitals at the Isabella Stewart Gardener 

Museum and performed the Messiah with the       

University of Vermont Symphony Orchestra.  

I received a Fellowship to perform contemporary 

music at Tanglewood and for this work I received a 

stipend. While still at Tanglewood, I presented a ra-

dio broadcast performance of Respighi‟s Il Tra-

monto, with String Quartet.  

The year after my graduation, I received a Fellow-

ship for the Dartmouth Congregation of the Arts, 

where I performed Mahler‟s Second Symphony as 

alto soloist. Then, under the baton of Luigi dalla Pic-

cola, I performed his Cinque Framente di  Sappho. 

From there I moved to NYC. 

Q: I understand that after graduation you moved to 

New York City. Then what happened? 

A:  In NYC I made my living as a professional cho-

rister, as a church soloist, and as a regular in a Judaic 

shul. I performed Psalms of Charles Ives and Les 

Paroles de San Paulo with Brass at Columbia Uni-

versity. I also travelled to Milwaukee, where I sang  

sixteen performances in the title role of Orpheus by 

Gluck, at the Skylight Theatre. 

I was the mezzo soloist in the Three – Cornered Hat 

by M. DeFalla, with the City Centre Ballet, under the 

baton of Seymour  Lipkin and performed in a recital 

at the Lincoln Centre Library Auditorium.  

I might add that in the summer of 1969, I was on-

stage for 72 performances of the Sound of Music at 

Jones Beach. This was in an innovative theatrical 

setting situated right on the water where all en-

trances, exits and stage set changes were made by 

boat! The conductor, Guy Lombardo, arrived every 

night by motor boat, stepping directly from the deck 

onto the podium. He always waved at the audience 

as he passed. The lead roles were played by Con-

stance Towers and Christopher Plummer. 

Q: I know that while living in NYC, you had your 

daughter, Anna. How were you able to balance your 

work with motherhood? 

A:  I found a baby-sitter and scheduled my profes-

sional life so that, as much as possible, I could be 

with her.  

Yes, I was an unwed mother at a time when it was 

not in vogue to do so. This was before there was 

something called Mothers‟ Allowance. So I sup-

ported us both, working at the above-mentioned oc-

cupations, except for a couple of short vacations, 

when she was visiting my parents in Massachusetts. 

Q: After you got married, you moved with your hus-

band to South America. Where did you perform, and 

...VIVO! 

► 
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did you perform any of the indigenous music of that 

country’s  composers?   

A:  I met a man that I had known when I was eight-

een, and eventually moved with him to South Amer-

ica. After moving, I married him. I founded the Cho-

ral Society in Quito, Ecuador, where I met the well-

known, Moscow educated soprano, Beatrix Parra. 

She was the daughter of the Ecuadorian Ambassador 

to Russia and was considered the foremost   soprano 

in Russia. Later, she collaborated with me on concert 

tours of the Vivaldi Gloria,  the Pergolesi Stabat Ma-

ter and the Bach Magnificat., all of which we took to 

the famous religious festival in Popayan , Colombia.  

I was at this festival that I met Harold Martina, the 

internationally acclaimed Colombian pianist. To-

gether we designed and staged a concert tour of Co-

lombia, Ecuador, Peru and Uruguay, which was 

sponsored by the US Dept. of State, (USIS).  

I was also privileged to perform the role of the 

mother in Amahl and the Night Visitors by Carlo 

Menotti, at the HCJB International Radio.  Together 

with other members of the cast, we compiled a 

unique Spanish translation of the English text. 

Later on, when I was living in Quebec City, I re-

ceived a phone call from Alvaro Dilla, originally 

from Colombia. He had been a member of the Von 

Trapp Family singers in Vermont. It was in Vermont 

that he met and subsequently married, a woman from 

Philadelphia. The two eventually returned to 

Alvaro‟s hometown of Medellin, where they lived 

with their five talented children. During the Drug 

Lord Wars of the 80‟s, Alvaro was kidnapped and 

although a ransom had been paid, he was never re-

covered.  

Alvaro had been wanting me to return to Colombia, 

to reprise my role in Amahl and the Night Visitors. 

Tragically, this never came to pass and we never saw 

each other again.  

Q: When I met you in Ottawa, I was producing a 

concert which would include the works of Ottawa’s 

contemporary composers. You were one of the few 

professional singers who then gravitated toward 

contemporary vocal music. What was the attraction? 

A: First of all, I could do it! I enjoyed the challenge 

of contemporary music and it filled a need in Ot-

tawa‟s musical community.  

Q: When I first asked you about your background, 

you told me that you had just moved from Quebec 

City a few years before. How was life in Quebec City 

different from life in Ecuador? 

A:  Everything was different. I had a third child, the 

language spoken was French, and I managed to ob-

tain a part time teaching post at Laval University. I 

had twelve university students, some of whom had to 

be prepared for their „Bachelors‟ and Master‟s recit-

als, as well as for various opera performances.  

While I was in Quebec, I was invited to perform on 

the radio series, Melodie. This was a half-hour pro-

gram and featured a concert singer, who could per-

form a program of their own choosing. Opportunities 

like this were unheard of in the U.S., especially for a 

singer of less than universal standing. In total, I cre-

ated 18 programs, running from 1981 though my 

move to Ottawa and continued on into the 1990‟s.  

In Quebec, I performed for the Quebec Opera, in 

Lakme, (Delibes), the Tales of Hoffman, and also 

performed the Alto Rhapsody, (Brahms) with the 

Quebec Symphony. 

When I moved to Ottawa, I was fortunate enough to 

be able to present the premieres of Canadian com-

poser, Denis Shingh, and Five Songs for a Dark 

Voice, by Harry Somers, for the Ottawa Symphony, 

...VIVO! 
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under the direction of David Curry. I was the Alto 

soloist at the 25th Anniversary Concert of the Cen-

tennial Choir, in Handel‟s Judas Macabeus. 

Q: You have been divorced since 1986 and have had 

to help support your three daughters.As if this isn’t 

enough, you have sustained your own performance 

standards, kept your studio updated and, in short, 

reinvented yourself. I have seen this 

with my own eyes. Even though you are 

over seventy, you still provide wonder-

ful vocal performances, using music 

ranging from fairly early genres to con-

temporary. Your musical stylings range 

from art song, to opera, to jazz! Are 

there certain pieces or songs which 

stand out in your mind as having 

greater meaning? Can you give me 

some examples, and the reasons why 

these particular songs or works have 

inspired you? 

A: Yes. Suleika’s Lied 1 &2, 

(Schubert). They are deeply meaningful 

to me, because they represent the fulfillment of hope 

and desire, which is expressed in Goethe‟s poems. 

Also, Samuel Barber‟s last opus, Now I have fed and 

eaten up the Rose, A Green Lowland of Pianos and  

O Boundless, Boundless Evening. (in a translation 

from the Polish poet. Czeslau Miloscz). In addition, 

Mahler‟s 2nd Symphony is very significant to me. 

Add to this list “Urlicht”  (Alto Solo at the end of 

the symphony), Agnus Dei, from  Bach‟s B Minor 

Mass, which is remarkable for its placement in the 

work, coming as it does at the very end, after the 

chorus has performed the Agnus Dei during the 

Mass. The symbolism of the alto solo being the on-

going presence of Christ in the Eucharist is quite 

meaningful. 

Q: You still teach music to young people and from 

1987 to 1992, you were my last vocal teacher. What 

inspires you to keep teaching? 

A:  It is a hands–on vocal experience. Teaching re-

sembles singing and the challenges that face the   

active singer. For instance, I have     recently been 

asked to present a promising young contralto, who 

will be performing Olga’s Aria from 

Eugene Onegin, by Tschaikowsky.  In 

this aria, the character of Olga is de-

picted as a tomboy; a younger sister 

who is disenchanted with social mores 

and simply loves life. First, I will pre-

sent this aria to my young student, by 

teaching her the Russian Alphabet, as 

well as the sound of each letter. From 

there, we will proceed to the definition 

and meaning of the words. Once this is 

launched, I will feel as if I am singing it 

again. 

Q:  If you could live your life over 

again, are there things you might have 

changed? 

A: Reverse period. Change Gears, redirect. Repro-

gram the GPS. Give me another name, and who 

knows what could have happened? 

Q: Your parents lived in the small town of Hadley, 

Massachusetts. Your father had his own fuel delivery 

business and your mother helped him. How did they 

influence your life and career? 

A: They had no influence on my career. But they 

were very encouraging and cooperative, when they 

saw that I had a talent. It meant they had to let me 

go. To help me to advance, they could not hold fast 

to their usual customs which would have kept me in 

our small town, probably for the duration of my life.  

...VIVO! 

Donna Klimoska 

► 
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Q: Do you think there will come a time when you 

will want to retire? How will you know when that 

time comes? 

A:  I think my retirement has already started. It con-

sists of continuing to teach, but with a new attitude, 

which is not overly competitive or overly dependent 

on the whole musical community. Rather, I am fi-

nally able to forge ahead with my own standards, 

using a relaxed attitude in my teaching. At present, I 

have eighteen students. Nine of them will do Royal 

Conservatory exams, another nine were in the Ki-

wanis Music Festival, five will take a summer work-

shop, “Transcending the Vocal Performance Bar-

rier”, created and developed by Denis Boudreault, 

(who was one of my vocal students in Quebec City 

and is now a wonderful soloist and teacher, in his 

own right). I do this as if I am doing nothing. In 

other words, I am relaxed. 

Q: Were you able to continue to speak Spanish and 

your love of  Spanish music after you left Ecuador? 

Yes, in 1977, I travelled from Ecuador to Santiago 

da Compostella in Spain. There, I followed a month 

long course in Spanish Vocal Music, with Dona 

Maria Oran.  

Approximately 20 years later, I met the masterful 

pianist, Barbara Solis. As it turns out, she had been 

living in Madrid, Spain, in the late 70‟s, where she 

studied the inimitable style of Spanish performance 

and dance.  

I decided to pursue a long term course of study with 

her.  This culminated in a performance of  El Amor 

Brujo, complete with my own dance performance in 

ethnic costume. 

Q: One of the first performances I ever heard you 

present, included songs by Kurt Weill.  I was so sur-

prised, I almost exclaimed aloud: “What brought 

that  on?” 

A: In a singer‟s repertoire, you will often find a vast 

array of cabaret styles  and many songs by such  

composers as: Frederick Hollander, Franz Lehar,  

Kurt Weill, etc.. When I reached the Kurt Weill 

Foundation in NYC, on the phone, I tearfully begged 

for the name of a song, for which I knew some of the 

phrases. I sang her the melody, with the German 

words: “Wo Sind Die Tranen die gestern abend. Wo 

sind der Schnee von ferdangenen Jahr?” This is the 

plaintive melody of Nana‟s Lied. I was fortunate that 

the woman who answered the phone knew the work, 

and was able to find the score for me. 

I later contacted the Kurt Weill Foundation in NYC 

again, asking to have access to some of Weill‟s 

lesser known repertoire. From that, I  developed a 

lecture recital of his music  in English and in Ger-

man, following a historical sequence. Weill died 

when he was 50, after having escaped Nazi Germany 

in 1935, and finally ended up in Hollywood! 

The appeal of his melodic tunes have never ceased to 

intrigue me and I performed these in the very first 

days of my restaurant –lounge career, when I sang 

my shifts and which you later heard me sing. 

The interview with my friend, Donna Klimoska con-

tinued over a two-day period. Although, at first 

glance, this report might seem disjointed, placing 

questions which alternate at times, between past and 

present, were simply the manner in which the con-

versation took its spiralling course. weaving around 

and through Donna‟s memories. Much of the mate-

rial a performer sings reveals time as if it were a 

phasal experience. Had I interviewed Donna twenty 

years earlier, my questions and her answers might 

have arranged themselves in a different order. Be-

cause each of us is who we are now, both as indi-

...VIVO! 
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viduals and as women, we interpret memories in dif-

ferent, but equally significant ways.   

This past winter, Donna sang, a selection of her jazz 

repertoire in a local pub with her daughter, Erica. 

The audience could see and hear her singing on those 

bygone shifts she performed in the Cape Cod Inn and 

Hotel. Donna‟s inner beauty was expressed then, as 

it is now, not only when she sings, but  in everything 

she does in life.   ■ 

Diane Stevenson Schmolka 

ddschmolka@rogers.com. 
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