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It is my absolute pleasure to introduce you to Samantha Whelan-Kotkas, an incredible shining
light in the music world who inspires everyone around her with her infectious energy and
imagination. I first met Sam in preparation for our virtual Music Scores program in March 2022:
Wandering with Wonder (more on that in the interview!), and it was electric! I immediately realised
that I was going to learn so much from this artist and I could not wait to create together. Sam
will be returning to Music Scores this November–but this time, LIVE and in person in Parry Sound,
with Mark Limacher and Walter MacDonald White Bear for a completely new program: The Sky
Speaks to Me.

I had the opportunity to chat with Sam about her journey as a musician and artist, her
beautifully unique way of connecting with the world through teaching, music, and storytelling,
and what she has in store for us for our upcoming Music Scores program this November!

Sam! For those in Parry Sound who are meeting you for the first time, please tell us a
little about yourself and your art.

I am a professional trumpet player, storyteller, writer, and teaching artist. I have
just finished writing and producing a multidisciplinary work called Wandering with
Wonder that was released as a film on October 14 by the Red Deer Symphony, my
home orchestra.

Since our spring Music Scores session, I’ve watched your journey with Wandering with
Wonder unfold–and I’m so thrilled the film is being released! 
Your career has many different facets–let’s dive into how you got to where you are
today. Your journey with the trumpet began in Calgary playing with the Calgary
Stampede band. Later your studies brought you to Domaine Forget, the Academy
Program for Young Artists at Mount Royal, and to Houston, TX for your Masters
Degree at the University of Houston. You performed with NYO all over the world, and
eventually began performing and working at the Texas Music Festival as well, where
your first musical stories were performed. You credit a residency at the Banff Centre
as the starting point for your interest in telling stories through music–please tell us
about this transition and how you expanded your work beyond trumpet performance.

I was asked to narrate Carnival of the Animals while I was at the Banff Centre and I
loved it. Hoping to do more of this, I went in search of Canadian works for
narrator and brass quintet. When I couldn’t find any, I decided to write them my-
self. There was an American storyteller/bass player, David Duret, in residence at
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the Banff Centre at the time and he really encouraged me...so off I went. I started
out by collaborating with the French horn player in my brass quintet, Keon Birney,
and that is where my story writing/telling career began.

I think those big entrepreneurial leaps and your courage to share your own voice and
create your own opportunities are very inspiring. You have created many beautiful
projects that have now become household names, like The Rocky Mountain Fairy
Tales, which involve the creativity and participation of such large groups of people–you
collaborate with classrooms of children, orchestras, choreographers, visual artists,
composers–the list is endless. What inspires you to create these works? How do you
begin your creative process?

Great question! The work is always inspired by an idea or a concept that
fascinates me. Sometimes the idea is mine, like Rocky Mountain Fairy Tales or
Wandering with Wonder, and sometimes the idea is someone else’s, like my friend
Ross McIntyre’s idea for From Blue to Red, but the idea is always something that
sparks my imagination and excites me. Once the idea is in place I start to think of
the dream team I would like to surround myself with and then we go from there.

Your collaborators often are students in classrooms around the country. You have
reached thousands of students through your work as a teaching artist with the
National Arts Centre, the Calgary Board of Education, and beyond–tell us about this
term “teaching artist” and how you embody this role in your work. 

A teaching artist is someone who is an active artist whose artistry expands to
include the skills, curiosities, and habits of action of an educator. To me this means
I take what and how I create into the community to excite others so they can find
what sparks their imagination so they are afforded the opportunity to create too.
I am constantly learning from every experience I have. 

You were a teaching artist in our virtual Music Scores program this past spring, which
featured your story Wandering with Wonder. We composed with students in Parry
Sound classrooms to create an entirely new piece of music with Mark Limacher and
Walter MacDonald White Bear. Please tell us about this story and how it has grown
through all of its forms–from live performance to a completely orchestrated movie!



Wandering with Wonder tells the tale of a little girl, Wonder, who loses her song. In
her search to get it back she finds wisdom from a turtle, love from a bear, and joy
from a beaver who eventually brings her back to her own song. Once she finds her
song she meets with an eagle who gives her a feather so she can complete her
transformation. It started out as a land-based multidisciplinary experience
featuring four Canadian composers from different genres (folk/jazz/classical/
choral/Indigenous) and has grown into a fully orchestrated work we just finished
filming in June with the Red Deer Symphony Orchestra. We have persevered
through the pandemic to create this piece and it will be amazing to see the
finished film soon. 

You can watch Wandering with Wonder here!

This November, Parry Sound students will have the incredible opportunity to work with
you, Mark, and Walter again in person through a new program: The Sky Speaks to Me.
Please tell us about this project and what our students can be looking forward to!

Mark, Walter, and I are all really inspired by the new James Webb telescope and
the new images we are seeing from it. These images show us parts of the universe
humans have never seen. When you look at the images you can’t help but be
curious and if you are a musician you can’t help but put the images to music. Even
the scientists working with the telescope have already invited musicians to make
videos using sound with some of the more extraordinary images like the Cosmic
Cliffs in the Carina Nebula. We will be inviting the students in Parry Sound to
create poetry based on these images and then we will be creating a musical
galactic experience with them to share with all the other schools in our final
presentation The Sky Speaks to Me at the Stockey Centre at the end of the
residency.

We are thrilled to be able to welcome artists like Samantha to Music Scores and to
share her passion for music and creativity with our community. Stay tuned and follow
us on Instagram to see what Sam, Mark, and Walter get up to in Parry Sound this
November!
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