
ABSTRACT
For my ARIA project, I assisted McGill’s Visual Arts Collection (VAC) with its 
Bicentennial exhibition, Texture, Rhythm, Rhyme. A series of short, 
thematic videos, the exhibition will illustrate the diverse ways in which 
McGill and its community have contributed to the cultural landscape of the 
city.

INTRO
For part of my project, I conducted primary research, found relevant visual 
material, secured copyright permissions, and composed the text for the 
video highlighting aspects of McGill’s musical past.  Drafting the script 
required that I hone my writing skills in order to convey complex 
descriptions of this history in a succinct manner.

RESEARCH METHODS
As most of my research involved online archives, I gained a 
broader understanding of the ways in which digitized 
collections are organized and catalogued.  My search was 
complex, leading me to either dead ends or surprising 
discoveries.  I pieced together information from a variety of 
sources, including:

• Digitized newspapers, photographic collections, concert 
programs, Old McGill Yearbooks, and personal 
correspondence 

• Email exchanges with archivists, as well as friends and 
family of the research subjects
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FINDINGS
While there have been many outstanding Music graduates and faculty 
members from McGill, we chose to focus on lesser-known stories of several 
remarkable female alumni, Ellen Ballon, Ethel Stark, Violet Grant States and 
Daisy Sweeney.

Violet Grant States, accepted into the MWSO as clarinetist in 1943, was the first 
black member of a major Canadian orchestra.  Crediting the experience with 
reinforcing her confidence, States graduated from McGill in 1968 with degrees 
in both Arts and Education.  She became a public-school music teacher, 
instructing over one thousand students a week. 

CONCLUSION
This research process afforded me the opportunity to uncover the stories of McGill 
alumni who each initiated significant change in the field of classical music, 
demonstrating to the city – and to the world – the potential of Canadians and 
female musicians. 

Being able to play in that orchestra was, I would say, was the 
highlight of my life – Violet Grant States.
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Accepted into the McGill Conservatory at fourteen, Ethel Stark was a trailblazer who 
raised the status of female instrumentalists.  As the first Canadian awarded a 
scholarship to Philadelphia’s Curtis Institute, she was also the first woman accepted 
into its conducting program.  In 1940, Stark founded the Montreal Women’s Symphony 
Orchestra – the first Canadian orchestra composed exclusively of women.  In 1947, the 
MWSO was the first Canadian ensemble of any kind to perform at Carnegie Hall.   

A musical prodigy, Ellen Ballon began studying piano with Clara 
Lichtenstein at the McGill Conservatorium the year it was 
established, in 1904 – she was just six.  By twelve, she had her 
debut with the New York Symphony and would go on to have an 
illustrious career as a soloist on the international stage.  She 
maintained significant ties with McGill throughout her life. 
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Daisy Peterson Sweeney, who earned a music diploma from McGill in 1945, was an 
accomplished pianist and beloved teacher.  Many of her students would become
prominent musicians, her younger brother, jazz great Oscar Peterson among them.  
She is recognized for her commitment to providing underrepresented children in 
her Saint-Henri community with the opportunity to learn music.
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