By Kit Almy

Betsy
Start
Just
Won’t
Stop
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Betsy Start performs at
a Rush Hour concert,
one of a series of free,
30-minute concerts at
St. James Cathedral
in Chicago.

Betsy Start, Director of
the Michigan Festival
of Sacred Music, which
is celebrating a 10-year
presence in Kalamazoo
this November 9-20.
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High-energy
from the beginning,
this musician makes
living fun.

ALAMAZOO NATIVE Elizabeth Start, also known as Betsy, is aptly named,
because any one term used to describe her is just the beginning of who she
is. She is not only a professional cellist with a busy performance schedule but
a prolific composer as well. She enjoys playing and composing traditional
orchestral music, and she has also worked in jazz, rock, and electronic music.
She directs the Michigan Festival of Sacred Music, where she’s responsible for
finding sacred music performers from various cultures, faiths, and musical
traditions, and she enjoys any opportunity to work with secular music, too.
The list of experience on her resume also includes work as a recording engineer,
math teacher, grant writer, and orchestra librarian. On top of that, she is talented in
visual art forms and she is almost as comfortable with a fly-fishing rod in her hands as
she is with a bow.
Betsy’s musical career began in the third grade with piano lessons. After taking up the
violin for a while—“I simply hated it,” she says—she switched to her father’s instrument,
the cello. Lester Start, a Kalamazoo College philosophy professor, was a talented cellist and
frequently played in the home with a string quartet, whose members included Voldemars
Rushevics, the concertmaster of the Kalamazoo Symphony Orchestra at the time.
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and the Elgin (Illinois) Symphony, and
she makes solo appearances in a variety of
venues. These days Betsy primarily plays
orchestral music, but as a free-lance musician, she has played in bars and coffeehouses with singer-songwriters and has
played back-up with rock bands and jazz
groups. She also plays the viola da gamba
and the electric cello.
This musical variety has fed into

on a Princeton, N.J., radio station and
streamed worldwide during a 24-hour
marathon on September 11. Betsy created
the music in memory of the victims of the
2001 attacks. Entitled “How It Comes,”
the piece accompanies text written and
read by Kalamazoo College English professor and writer Gail Griffin.
When Betsy first became interested
in writing music to accompany words, she
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Betsy continued playing throughout
her school years and was a member of the
Junior Symphony by the time she was in
the ninth grade, but she had self-doubts.
As a high school senior, she remembers thinking, “Here I am third-chair
cello in the Kalamazoo Junior Symphony;
why would I go into music?” Being good
in math, she received a Heyl Scholarship
and a National Merit Scholarship to attend Kalamazoo College, and she began
studying math there.
After a while, Betsy realized that
what she really wanted was to be playing
cello. She transferred to Oberlin College
and Conservatory where she finished her
bachelor’s degree in mathematics and
earned a degree in cello performance at
the same time.
Betsy started composing while
attending a graduate program in cello
at Northern Illinois University (NIU).
Initially, she took it up to avoid taking
the final exam for a class on 20th-century
compositional techniques. In lieu of the
exam, students could submit a composition of their own each week. “I thought,
‘I don’t have to be good, I just have to
show I understand the techniques,’” she
says. But after a few weeks, her professor
suggested she really ought to be studying
composition.
Betsy earned a master’s degree from
NIU in cello and theory/composition,
and then earned a doctorate in composition from the University of Chicago. She
spent the next 10 years in the Chicago
area as a free-lance cellist, composer, and
teacher. In addition to cello and composition, she has taught music history, theory,
and appreciation; acoustics; and basic
mathematics. While in Illinois she taught
at several area colleges, universities, and
music schools. She has also taught at Kalamazoo College and Grand Valley State
University.
In 2001 Betsy moved back to Kalamazoo, and in 2004 she took the position of executive director for the Michigan
Festival of Sacred Music. She currently
performs with the Kalamazoo Symphony
Orchestra, the Chicago Philharmonic,

Music is always on Betsy’s mind, even when she is tending her small vegetable garden and enjoying
some of the results in BLTs every other day in the summer’s peak season.

Betsy’s work as a composer. “I draw so
much on the music I know—that I know
because I’ve played all different styles of
music,” she says, explaining that performing and composing have always been
interrelated for her.
She always composes with some sort
of purpose in mind, either for a commission or a specific occasion or in tribute
to someone important in her life. “For
me music is so much a living entity,” she
says. “Unless I know I’m writing it for this
group (or) for this reason … it just doesn’t
feel like it has a life to me.”
Recently, a cello composition of
Betsy’s was selected to be broadcast

thought, “I know it’s tricky to get rights
to poetry, so who do I know?” The first
person who came to mind was local poet
Conrad Hilberry, a colleague of Betsy’s
father at Kalamazoo College as well as a
family friend and neighbor whom Betsy
had known most of her life. His house
was on her route when she was one of
the first girls to deliver newspapers in
Kalamazoo.
“I find his poetry just incredibly
evocative, and when I read one of his
poems, it gives me musical images,” she
says. “A word or a phrase can have so
many connotations, and your mind just
(continued on page 10)
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Celebrating 10 Years of Sacred Music
THE BIENNIAL Michigan Festival of
Sacred Music (MFSM), which runs this
year from November 10–20, is intended
to expose local audiences to sacred music
from different faiths and cultural traditions and to promote understanding and
respect of these different traditions.
Another primary goal of the festival
is to make this music accessible to all
segments of the population. The festival
reaches out to Ministry With Community, the Ecumenical Senior Center, and
the Commission for the Blind, as well as
many other local organizations, to provide comp tickets to their constituencies,
people who might not come to performances otherwise.
Elizabeth (Betsy) Start, executive
director of the festival, said, “One of the
things that’s very special about it is that
we seem to be able to connect a lot of our
programs with different organizations
and groups in town. So not only is it …
a sampling of world music in different
faiths, but it’s also tying back into the
community in different ways.”
She said this year’s opening performance by the MusicAEterna trio
epitomizes the festival’s mission because
it merges spiritual traditions and world
philosophies. “They’ve drawn music from
different sources as well as original music
to represent these different ideas.”
The festival will feature appearances
by several artists who have performed
here before or who have local connections. The all-female vocal quartet
Tapestry has become an audience favorite

in Kalamazoo, having performed here
several times. Tapestry is making its third
MFSM appearance with a new piece based
on Tibetan folklore and music.
Another festival veteran is Yale
Strom, an expert in Jewish klezmer music. He will present a piece he composed
based on hand-written fragments of
music he found in an abandoned building, used as a synagogue in the 1930s,
in Romania. He will introduce the piece
and play and sing the original fragments
on which it is based, and the Kalamazoo
Symphony Orchestra’s Burdick-Thorne
String Quartet will perform his composition. “(It’s) nice to have artists … who’ve
established a following, coming back and
doing something different,” Start said.
Some performers have even stronger
ties to Kalamazoo. Kalamazoo native Rohan Krishnamurthy is a virtuoso on the
South Indian mridangam, known as one
of the world’s most complex drums. He
will perform with South Indian musician
and vocalist Chitravina Ravikiran.
Noted Baroque violinist Edith Hines
grew up in Kalamazoo and was performing with the Kalamazoo Symphony Orchestra by age 9. Now with the Wisconsin
Chamber Orchestra, she will perform
twice during the festival. The second of
the two concerts in which she will appear,
with Western Michigan University’s Collegium Musicum, will also include the
premiere of a new work for viol consort
composed by Elizabeth Start.
The festival will feature performances by current local musicians as well, and,

What became of this major Kalamazoo manufacturer
once located at the corner of Factory and Reed streets?

(Answer on page 44)
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The Kalamazoo Symphony Orchestra’s Burdick
Thorne String Quartet will perform a new work
by Yale Strom, based on music he discovered
in an abandoned synagogue in Eastern Europe.
Pictured clockwise from top: David Peshlakai,
cello; Lisa A. Williams, violin; Julia Stoltie
Neckermann, violin; and Grace Byrd, viola.

Start added, “As a composer I should not
overlook that we commissioned a piece
from David Colson (WMU School of Music director) to be premiered by a graduate
ensemble over there, ‘Birds on a Wire.’” At
the same concert, Start herself will play
new pieces by two female composers.
Other highlights include appearances
by co-founder of the Indigo Girls, Emily
Saliers, with her father, a church musician
and theologian. They will explore the
crossover between the sacred and secular
in music. A concert of sacred jazz by vocalist and pianist Deanna Witkowski and
her trio will be held at the Union Cabaret.
In addition to concerts, the festival
includes many free events, such as talks
and workshops by performers. Some artists will also visit local schools to perform
for and work with students.
The origins of the festival date
back to 1998, when the congregation of
the First Baptist Church of Kalamazoo
wanted to explore the desirability and
feasibility of holding a festival of sacred
music in the Kalamazoo area. With
input from area religious and community
leaders, a survey funded by the Irving
S. Gilmore and Kalamazoo Community
Foundations had a positive response, and
planning began in 2000, with the first
Michigan Festival of Sacred Music occurring in November 2001.
The festival is observing its 10th
anniversary this year, and Start said,
“We want to make sure that we’re really
celebrating that we’ve been around for 10

LISZT BICENTENNIAL
Friday, November 11, 2011 · 8 PM
Dalton Center Recital Hall, WMU
$35, $25, $15 ADVANCE STUDENT

Kalamazoo native Rohan Krishnamurthy,
virtuoso on the South Indian mridangam, will
perform with South Indian musician and vocalist
Chitravina Ravikiran.

WHITE NIGHTS

years and that it is a fun event.”
Initially the festival took place
over one long weekend, with about four
ticketed events. It has grown greatly in
that time, and now it is spread over two
weekends, allowing more people to find
at least one performance they can attend.
The biennial festival is not silent during the off years, although it was initially.
Start said, “When I came in 2004 the mood
was we should be doing something in the
off years so that people remember us.”
One event was held that year, and
each subsequent season a few more have
been added, including an annual Messiah Sing in collaboration with the First
Congregational Church of Kalamazoo.
The 2010–11 season featured five events,
two of which were planned on the spur
of the moment, including a fundraiser
for Pakistani flood relief. “One nice thing
about our organization—we’re kind of
small and nimble,” Start said.
She said awareness of the festival
is getting stronger all the time. “I think
there can be an issue with the name—
that people at first glance think, ‘Well,
that’s Sunday morning;’ but it’s so much
more than that, and I think people are
beginning to notice that.”
Occupying the small niche of sacred
music festivals, the MFSM is drawing attention from around the world, and musicians are starting to seek it out, including
two of this year’s acts: Iraqi oud player
and composer Rahim AlHaj and Kurdish
tanbur player AliAkbar Moradi.
As the festival is becoming better
known, the board of directors is starting
strategic planning and looking into fund
development for further expansion. “We’re
poised for more growth,” Start said.
For more information, visit the
Michigan Festival of Sacred Music on the
Web at www.mfsm.us.

$30 general admission, $15 ADVANCE STUDENT

Friday, December 9, 2011 · 7:30 PM
Wellspring Theater, Epic Center

THE BAD PLUS
Saturday, January 28, 2012 · 8 PM
Dalton Center Recital Hall, WMU
$30 general admission, $15 ADVANCE STUDENT

FONTANACHAMBERARTS.ORG
269/382-7774

With support
from NATIONAL
ENDOWMENT
FOR THE ARTS
and MICHIGAN
COUNCIL FOR
ARTS AND
CULTURAL AFFAIRS

Caring & Friendship
Need a little extra help during the holidays?
Call us or stop in to learn how

Adult Day Services at Oakland Centre
can help you care for your loved one
at this busy time of year.
Providing professional care and loving
companionship for adults who need assistance
or supervision during the day, in a home-like
setting where friendships blossom.
2255 W. Centre Avenue at Oakland Drive, Portage

(269)373-3200 | www.oaklandcentre.org
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Start
(continued from page 7)
goes off in these different areas. Also, how
he structures a poem gives a sense to me
of how to structure the music.”
Although Betsy has composed several
pieces based on Hilberry’s existing poetry,
some works have been collaborative. After
hearing the Kalamazoo Mandolin and
Guitar Orchestra rehearsing, Hilberry
was moved to write a series of poems he
called “Water Music,” which he intended
to be set to Betsy’s music.
Betsy recalls noticing the rhythm,
contour, and inflection of the first poem,
and as she started to translate that into
music, she realized it was a French overture. And since Handel’s “Water Music” is
a suite of dances with a French overture,
she decided all the other movements
would be dances. “They all fit into some
sort of dance form to me, and, of course,
I’m not following strict dance forms, but
the mood or rhythms,” she explains.
Betsy has had numerous commissions. Over 100 of her works have been
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performed across the United States and
abroad. She has received a Creative Artist
Grant from ArtServe Michigan, a Gilmore
Emerging Artist Grant, and an Arts
Outreach Grant from the Arts Council of
Greater Kalamazoo. The Arts Council has
also awarded her two Artist Development
Initiative grants—the first to compose
works for the Kalamazoo Mandolin and
Guitar Orchestra and the second a concerto for Italian mandolin virtuoso Carlo
Aonzo.
The current grant enabled Betsy to
attend Oberlin Baroque Performance
Institute and to write two compositions
she is working on now: a viol consort
piece and a work for bass viola da gamba
and keyboard, which will be premiered at
Western Michigan University on an organ
that resided in the Start family’s attic
when Betsy was growing up.
“My family was always interested in
interesting treasures,” she says, so when
they found an organ discarded outside a
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recently sold house, they got the family
station wagon and brought the instrument
home in several trips. Bill Mollema, who
restored the State Theatre organ, taught
her father how to put the organ together.
When WMU was building the Dalton
Center, the Starts decided they wanted
to get the organ out of the attic, so they
donated it to the university. The organ
was restored, and, “It turns out it’s a fairly
significantly interesting musical instrument,” she says. “I just thought it would
be really cool to write a piece and use that
organ.”
Much of Betsy’s time is spent on her
work as director of the biennial Michigan
Festival of Sacred Music. It is technically
a half-time job, but she spends far more
time than that in festival years. “I write
all the grants; I contact the artists. We
do have committees, but a lot of the nitty
gritty is me—the planning, finding venues, and doing most of the contracts and
overseeing the marketing,” she says.

Fly-fishing in a pristine setting is one of
Betsy’s newest passions, saying the rod
has the rhythm of the (cello) bow. The Au
Sable River near Grayling is her favorite
place for this pastime.

Betsy loves the way the festival connects her to the local community and the
larger world. When she was “just being a
cellist” early on in her career, she felt she
occupied a rather narrow segment of society. Now, by bringing diverse acts from

around the world to Kalamazoo
and introducing them to diverse
audiences, she feels more connected. “To find that what I do
musically does reach out into
the whole world is really neat,”
she says.
Betsy also connects to the
community by serving on the
boards of the Stulberg International String Competition and
the Kalamazoo New Year’s Fest,
which she especially enjoys
because it gives her the opportunity to book interesting secular musical
acts.
Betsy’s artistic ability extends beyond
music to the visual arts. While at Northern Illinois University, she took classes
in film and slide montage. One of her

favorite assignments was “three minutes
of reality” for which she made a silent
film of the wheels of a passing freight
train. When she crouched next to the
tracks, it turned out the train was coming on a nearer track than she expected.
“I’m lucky to be alive,” she says. “But the
image is incredible, and you don’t know
what it is immediately because you’re just
seeing this rush of stuff coming by, and
it was very rhythmic.” In addition, the
gaps between train cars created breaks in
the rhythm, and the rush of air from the
train caused camera movement. “By the
end of this film you think you’re hearing
something,” she says.
Betsy also got up close to see things
from an unusual perspective in a piece
called “Landscrapes.” She filmed a cello
and a piano using a macro focus, so that
the subject matter became almost unrecognizable—even a pianist didn’t realize
the monoliths he was watching were
piano keys.

People’s Food Co-Op

Bell’s Brewery

1029 Portage Street | Kalamazoo, MI | 269.345.3561

miller-davis.com

Kalamazoo Loaves & Fishes
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For the past few years, Betsy has
been making fused-glass jewelry, a skill
she learned from a class at the Kalamazoo
Institute of Arts. Her pieces have been
sold in the Elgin Symphony gift shop, and
she has made thank-you pins for Michigan Festival of Sacred Music volunteers.
She has even tried her hand at flytying, receiving praise from her instructor
that with a few more lessons she could
tie flies professionally. This came about
because Betsy has recently taken up fly
fishing with her boyfriend, Pete, who lives
in Illinois.
As soon as Pete introduced Betsy
to the sport, she was—pun intended—
hooked. “I could be in a stream for
six hours, and I’m not hungry, I’m not
thirsty,” she says. “It’s so absorbing.” The
movement of the sport fascinates her as
well. “There’s just something about the
casting itself and how the line behaves;
it’s almost like ballet. It’s just such a
calm, graceful thing.” She adds, “I think

Totally breaking the image of a classical musician, Betsy has also taken up motorcycling with her
boyfriend, Pete, who owns multiple bikes, one of which is this BMW. Always having been interested in
sports and the outdoors, she was a high jumper and track standout at Kalamazoo Central in high school
during the early 70s, excelling in long-distance running — even competing on the boys’ cross-country
team at first because there wasn’t a girls’ team.

because as a cellist I’m used to feeling the
behavior of a piece of wood, of a stick, to
me it just feels right. You can tell when it’s
time to move.”
Betsy and Pete also ride his motorcycles and attend rallies for aficionados
of the Italian Moto Guzzi brand. So far,
Betsy has gone along for the ride, but she
plans to take a motorcycle safety class so
she can drive, too.

Saturday, December 10
2 pm and 7 pm

Sunday, December 11
2 pm
Chenery Auditorium s Kalamazoo MI
with the

She treasures these activities, which
force her to set her work aside for a
while. “It’s great to have something like
that because there’ve been many years
when I really wouldn’t do anything
recreational because I just always had
something to do. And still I always have
something to do, but now fishing draws
me. It makes me find a few days here and
there,” she says.

Ballet Arts
Ensemble
Cathleen Huling
Artistic Director

Featuring
Guest Professional Dancers
Kalamazoo Children’s Chorus
Reserved Seats $12 to $20
Tickets available at Miller Auditorium
box office (269.387.2300) or
online at <balletartsensemble.org>.

Dr. Barry Ross
Conductor

Special ticket rates for groups of
20 or more are available.

Fresh flower bouquets by Seivert’s Floral available at the door.
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