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DIVERSIFYING THE CHORAL CATALOG
In February, Tracy Wong and Ahmed Anzaldúa sat 

down for a conversation about bringing the music 
of Malaysia and Latin America to a broader choral 
community. 

Tracy Wong  hails from Malaysia and is a choral 
conductor, music educator, vocalist, pianist, and 
composer.  She is currently based in Toronto, Canada, 
where she is the Assistant Professor of Choral Studies 
at Western University. Ahmed Anzaldúa is a Mexican 
choral conductor, classical pianist, and music educator 
of Egyptian descent. He currently lives in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, where he is Director of Music Ministries at 
Unity Church Unitarian, co-editor of the Justice Choir 
Songbook, and Founding Director of Border CrosSing. 

This interview has been edited and condensed for length and 
clarity.

Ahmed Anzaldúa: Tracy, I would love to hear more about 
what prompted you to begin writing arrangements and 
music based on Malaysian music. Where did this come 
from? When did it begin? 

Tracy Wong: When I was working in Malaysia, I was 
teaching both public and private school choirs as a 
contractor, because the schools would never have 
enough money to have a full-time music teacher. 
We started doing more out-of-country festivals and 
invitations for performances, and they were saying 
things like, “We don't want to hear you sing Western art 
music, we want to hear you sing you.” And we thought, 
okay, this is great. No one is going to compare us with 
another choir if we have our own music. 

At that time, unfortunately, the body of choral music 
based on folkloric elements or folk songs was very 
little or none in Malaysia, or at least none that 

were accessible. I thought, “Let's try and figure out 
something that's friendly for children's choir.” Long 
story short, we wrote out of necessity because there 
was no music and we needed music to perform. 

AA: How has your relationship to Malaysian culture or 
music changed or evolved now that you're in Canada? 

TW: The further I am from home, the closer I am to my 
culture. There is a wording for that in Malay: “far from 
vision, but close at heart.” If back home I say, “Sing this 
joyfully,” everyone gets it. We know the tone. But over 
here I have to use the vocal terms like “soft palate,” “in 
front of the face” and “a bright sound, not dark.” So it's 
very different. 

Initially I was asking my mentor, “Where is the Southeast 
Asian choral music in Canada?” And she said, “The music 
is not here if the conductors are not here.”

AA: I had a similar conversation with a Venezuelan 
singer in my choir. We both grew up sort of singing “Te 

Quiero,” which is a really popular song. Every time we 
did it in choir, back home, it's like, “Ugh, here we go 
again.” But whenever we do it in the United States, 
we're tearing up and getting all emotional because it's 
a very different relationship. Is there something about 
Malaysian culture or Malaysian music that you wish the 
rest of the world knew about? 

TW: That one Malaysian piece does not represent every 
Malaysian piece. I think that's the biggest thing, that 
not every song needs to have movements, or not every 
song would sound the same way or a single language. 

Ahmed, what prompted you to do this series, Border 
CrosSing? And how does this align with your big-
picture advocacy and artistic vision? 

AA: It's not just about performance, but especially 
when we're talking about performing music of 
underrepresented groups or minoritized groups, there 
is an element of advocacy. I find that mainstream culture 
in the United States has certain ideas and stereotypes 
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home in Mexico and going through like the conservatory 
system as a pianist, you have all these ideas hammered 
into you about certain music being superior to other 
music. A lot of them are just not true, even historically. 
But I find myself constantly catching myself using 
certain words or taking certain actions that point 
towards some piece of harmful information that was 
fed to me by teachers or mentors or the environment we 
grow up in: about how we perform, about vocal tone, 
or referring to ways of singing as beautiful or correct 
versus other ways of singing. 

I remember when I was working with my first big 
university choir, I had the huge one that had like 150 
students in there, non-auditioned, where it's just 
virtually impossible to know who's doing what. I 
remember a rehearsal where I started having students 
record themselves on their phones while they were 
singing. We would take a phrase and I'd say, “Take your 
phone out. Record yourself singing this passage. Email 
it to me.” I sat down and listened to those individually. 

And I remember realizing how much of the way I 
rehearsed was influenced by me assuming that the 
American students were going to be better than 
the international students, even though I was an 
international student for six, seven years. I was assuming 
that the Asian students, especially the Chinese 
students, were going to struggle with the language, 
or that the American students were going to sing with 
a better vocal tone, 
which was not true at 
all. And I realized that I 
really wasn't listening. 
I was judging people 
on how they looked 
and assumptions I was 
making about what their 
background was. 

That made me realize—if 
I was doing that where 
I was an international 
student, where I went 
through this sort of 
treatment from other 
teachers, then I need to learn to be really sensitive and 
respectful to just how difficult it might be for people 
that are trying to enter into this, and a lot more forgiving 
and open minded. 

If I had to think of that one biggest hurdle—both in 
introducing this music and working through it and 
in acting as some sort of cultural ambassador, even 
though that wasn't ever what I thought I was going to 
be—it's been getting rid of my own ingrained biases 
and preconceptions. 

TW: It makes me think about my experiences teaching 
choirs as well, and how it is a way of connecting. I forget 
that they want to do their best; they don't want to fail 

the teacher. They want to do good by the community 
and the music that they sing. They just need to know 
how. 

If you could reassure conductors about music that 
you have in your series, what would you want them to 
know? 

AA: You know, almost half of our series is early music 
written in the 1500s and the 1600s or 1700s. And if you 
don't know what it's really about, if you blurred out the 
text, you might think it's Vivaldi or Pergolesi. 

When I started doing Border CrosSing, it was really 
important to me that other choral conductors but 
also people like me realize that we have incredible 
choral music going back hundreds of years written 
in these styles, apart from the folk music. This is not 
something that was introduced by an alien party. These 
are pieces that were written by indigenous Mexicans 
and Peruvians. This sort of cultural exchange was 
happening all the time; we're just not taught about it. 
The Chaconne was invented in Peru. The Sarabande 
was invented in Mexico. These three two rhythms were 
going back and forth for centuries. But in Europe, it 
wasn't taught because they regarded us as inferior. 
And in Mexico, it wasn't taught because Mexicans 
didn't want to visit that part of their history that was 
about colonization. So all of a sudden, we're left with 
this weird void. 

Music back then wasn't 
centered around three 
geniuses in Germany and 
France and Italy. It was this 
global thing that we are just 
beginning to understand now. 
I think that so many of these 
really problematic issues—
white supremacy—that are 
in our world, if we're talking 
specifically about classical 
music and choral music, are 
rooted in this idea of European 
superiority and colonization. I 
think it's really important for 

us to start really analyzing it and breaking it down. 

The way we are taught music in school is shameful. 
I mean, I didn't learn in school, in university, about 
music from the Middle East until the very last semester 
of the very last year of my doctorate. Even though, you 
know, the Pythagorean scale was developed in in the 
Middle East. Even though instruments like violins and 
oboes originated in Asia, we don't learn about these 
connections. And I remember just being so struck that 
people with terminal degrees who've been in choral 
music for 40+ years and know so much—they had no 
idea that some of this music even existed. 

TW: I was thinking about the kind of things that I could 

about music, and those very easily translate into ideas 
and stereotypes about people. 

For example, I am Mexican Egyptian, so I've experienced 
the stereotypes that Americans have about Arabs and 
Middle Eastern people and about Latin Americans 
and Mexican people. They're very different sorts of 
stereotypes. Stereotypes about Arabs are that they are 
alien and shifty, or exotic, and somehow they want to 
take over. And the stereotypes about Mexicans/Latin 
Americans are that they don't take things seriously; 
they party all the time. And it translates into the music. 
We think of Mexican music and Latin American music 
as dance music, as bright and colorful, lots of guitars 
and drums, and party music. So there's that very easy 
connection that some people make: “well, maybe 
Mexican people are like that.” Same with Arab music—
there's this idea that it uses these weird scales and 
rhythmic patterns that people just can't grasp. 

I really do believe that representation on stage and in 
the songbooks and in the curriculums translates into 
a better understanding of people, of how we relate to 
each other. And a lot of that was my thought process. I 
was thinking, “Well, which pieces do we include on this 
series initially?” You'll notice, for example, none of the 
pieces in this first run of scores are bright and dance-
like and full of guitars or anything related to the “Latin 
lover” and that sort of thing. It's all sort of dry—early 
music and very emotional songs about death. It does 

influence this idea of: How do people think of us, and 
how do we want them to think of us? 

TW: I totally understand. Although we are very different 
in our lived experiences, from my perspective, being 
in North America as an “outsider,” it does feel as 
if anything that comes out of the community is a 
representation of the community, whether we like it or 
not. And there's all this imposed narrative about who 
we are. 

For me, being an Asian in Canada, I just know that it's 
the stereotype of, “Oh, you're here to take my job.” 
That's it. The immigrant mindset also translates to the 
generation before me. My dad told me to study hard. 
Keep your head low. Don't rock the boat. Don't get 
into trouble. Just do well and do your work and don't 
make anyone upset. That's what my parents grew up 
with; that's what they know. And if anyone in Canada 
is asking me, what does it feel like to be a minority in 
a society? I would say I wouldn't know otherwise. I've 
been a minority back in Malaysia, too. 

What are some of the challenges that you have 
encountered so far when introducing these pieces? 

AA: There are lots of challenges, but I think that the 
biggest challenge, initially, was getting rid of my own 
preconceptions and my own ingrained bigotry that I 
wasn't aware of. It's so ingrained in me because back 

I realized that I really wasn’t 
listening. I was judging 
people on how they looked 
and assumptions I was 
making about what their 
background was.
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advocate for right now. First is to assure composers and 
arrangers that it's okay to write in parallel fourths and 
fifths, if that is representative of the musical culture you 
are celebrating. I once submitted a choral arrangement 
to a publisher who returned it to me and said, “You need 
to study the conventions of part-writing again, because 
this won’t sell.” 

I understand that there is a big barrier to a lot of 
publishers out there and a lot of music distributors as 
well. What is sellable is not necessarily what is helpful, 
in so many levels, to various communities 
who want to do the work or who want to 
learn more, because then you're getting 
a watered-down version of folk music. I 
thought to myself, “I don't need a four-
part harmony of something that I learned 
in unison or in fourths.” So I asked them, 
“With all due respect, could you help me 
understand better why this arrangement 
is not singable?” They said, “Oh, it'll be a 
tuning issue to the singers.” I am thinking, 
“But isn't interval tuning the work of the 
conductor? If the ears are not used to tuning 
parallels, then that is something that would 
be great to learn in a rehearsal setting and to 
work at musicianship and skills.” 

I really hope that composers or arrangers 
who want to write do not fall accidentally 
into the conventions of, “I have to make 
sure I'm doubling my root and doubling my 
fifth, but not the third, you know, seven must 
go to eight and four must go to three.” Things that we 
grew up with. I get it. I understand how beautiful it is 
because we've sung Bach, we've sung Brahms, and it's 
beautiful. But does it correlate to music that I'm familiar 
with outside of that realm? No. 

Something else I think about is ethical consumption of 
goods. When someone puts their money down, where 
does the money go? How much of it goes back to the 
community? How much goes back to the composer 
or arranger, or, if there are learning tracks for it, who 
benefits from the monetary gain of those learning 
tracks? That's my work right now. If I was telling my 

friend, if folks can be so passionate about coffee beans 
and tea leaves, they can be equally passionate about 
being ethical consumers for music that I know about. 

AA: I agree so much. So how has your relationship with 
the Faurés and the Rutters and all that stuff changed? 
Or has it changed at all? 

TW: Not really. It actually becomes a palate cleanser. 
Perhaps having my music from my home not only makes 
there be more practice of the music of my culture, 

which is beautiful and brilliant and a totally 
different tonal color altogether, but it makes 
the Faurés and Rutters look good too. 

It's like the ears can take a deep breath and 
relax, either in my music or in someone 
else's music. If it wasn’t for singing 
John Rutter growing up, I wouldn't have 
known how to write in a choral style. I 
also learned about building voice from 
traditional Western art music. So for me, 
in my situation, I have to decide: When 
does my Western music training become a 
barrier, and when does it actually become a 
trampoline for something that I have to do? 
It's so hard to just say we have to decolonize 
music for my situation, because without 
certain influences, we wouldn't have the 
music that we have. It really depends, from 
one community to the next, what sort of 
work needs to be done at that moment. It is 
such a delicate conversation. 

AA: And it expands your vocabulary, too. You mentioned 
this idea of immigrants having to contend with this 
perception that we're here to take people's jobs. I've 
found that when you start becoming associated with a 
certain specific niche of music, when you become the 
“Latin American music guy,” all of a sudden there's this 
impression that you're trying to take away their Rutter. 
We're not trying to take away this rep, we're trying to 
expand that to build, to complement, to give people a 
wider palette. A wider menu. 

TW: Yeah, there is space for everyone. Honestly, that 

is a great way of looking at it. I had a really honest 
conversation about accessibility with a professor during 
my doctoral studies. I asked, “Is it just me, or do I feel 
like everyone's trying to be so culturally appropriate or 
politically correct to the point of paranoia?” I get emails 
coming in saying, “I'd love to perform your music. 
Would it be offensive if...?” and then fill in the blanks. 
Sometimes I wonder, why are all these questions 
coming in? Should we do research on this? How can I do 
more to assure people? Why is it that the first question 
that comes out is, “Would it be offensive if...?” 

What sort of first questions come at you when people 
are performing your music? 

AA: It's the same one. It's a question that's rooted in 
fear: people are afraid to get canceled, afraid to get 
called out, afraid that that they've been doing the 
wrong thing. And all of a sudden, they're going to have 
to have consequences for it. 

For me, the hardest part was dealing with that in my 
own person and upbringing, because I found myself 
approaching repertoire with kid gloves. “Am I offending? 
Is this offensive? Is this bad?” It's so much easier to do 
the Fauré Requiem because I'm not thinking, “Who am I 
going to offend—French people?” 

That is the number one question, and I find it a lot here 
in Minnesota because as soon as you get out of the 

Twin Cities, schools are overwhelmingly 
white. I'll get messages: “I don't have a 
single black or brown kid in my choir. Is it 
offensive if we sing, ‘Yo ya me voy a morir 
a los desiertos’?” Usually my reply is, “I 
mean, it's even more important that you 
do it, because these kids are growing in a 
community where this might be their only 
exposure to this culture. It's important 
that you do your best to do it right, but I 
really do believe that the value of taking 
that step far outweighs the fear of not 
doing it because you might get it wrong.”

Part of the big problem for me, at least with Latin 
American music, is that it just isn't done at all. It's 
not that it's not done well, but it's just not done. So 
seeing people that are taking that step to do it is really 
satisfying, and I want to help as much as I can. 

TW: Yeah. I'm learning just from chatting with you. I'm 
so glad that we’ve had this opportunity to exchange 
information. 

When someone puts their 
money down, where does the 

money go? How much of it 
goes back to the community? 
How much goes back to the 

composer or arranger, or, if there 
are learning tracks for it, who 

benefits from the monetary gain 
of those learning tracks?
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