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IN FOCUS: ROCKY MOUNTAIN ORCHESTRA
CARLOS FOGGIN DIDN’T see 
a live orchestra until he was 25 
years old, but today he conducts 
one. The music director of the 
Rocky Mountain Symphony 
Orchestra (RMSO), Foggin grew 
up on a farm near McGrath in 
southern Alberta. Although 
he took private piano lessons 
in Lethbridge, he says it never 
occurred to him that he could 
become a professional musician 
until he attended a concert in 
Calgary and saw classical music 
performed onstage for the first 
time. That awakening led him 
to switch his university studies 
from sciences to music, earning 
his bachelor of music in organ 
and conducting at the University 
of Calgary in 2016. When his 
plan to take a master’s program 
in orchestral conducting fell 
through, Foggin started his 
own orchestra with a mandate 
to perform in towns outside 
the city. “How many other kids 
in rural Alberta who have the 
musical talent but never saw a 
live orchestra didn’t know that 
this was something they could 
do?” he asks. 

The RMSO is now in its third 
season, performing everything 
from baroque music to movie 
soundtracks in towns such as 
Strathmore, Balzac, Turner 
Valley and others in what Foggin 
calls the 150 km “doughnut” 
around Calgary—plus an 
occasional gig in the city. Most 
of the early concerts were held in 
churches, which cost less to rent, 
but Foggin says the orchestra’s 
40-plus musicians were “spilling 
off the stage.” Now he books 
larger venues such as the 
Memorial Centre in High River 
and the Cochrane RancheHouse. 
“It’s been kind of a treasure 
hunt to find venues,” he says. 
“The ballroom at the Travelodge 
in Strathmore is a great little 

venue—you can put the orchestra 
and about 200 people in there.”

Foggin initially expected 
the audience would be young 
families with children who don’t 
want to make the trip to the 
city. The orchestra has geared its 
concerts toward them, providing 
colouring books, encouraging 
kids to dance and creating family 
“lounge” areas. “Anything to get 
the kids involved in something 
that’s live and acoustic,” he says. 
Those families do attend, but he’s 
been surprised by the diversity 
of the audience, including a core 
group of subscribers in each 
town who dress up and bring 
their adult friends. The concerts 
average about 75 per cent 
capacity in venues that hold 200 
to 300 people, which generates 
enough money for the orchestra 
to cover its costs. “We’re elated,” 
Foggin says. “We’re three years in 
and we haven’t gone bankrupt or 
disappeared.”

The RMSO not only brings 
live music to small towns but 
also gives talented residents a 
chance to perform. For example, 
he says, when a high school 
band teacher from High River 
played bassoon with the RMSO 
in his hometown, his students 
were there to see him. “The big 
presenters always bring in artists 
from elsewhere, or big names, 
to sell tickets, but all these great 
teachers and artists who live 
here, teach our kids, pay taxes, 
support our businesses…. Why 
shouldn’t we give them a chance 
locally to perform?” 

The orchestra’s rotating 
roster of musicians includes 
teachers, lawyers, mechanics, 
music students and others who 
either haven’t made it to the “big 
leagues” or chose other careers. 
“They still want to play at a very 
high level, they just don’t have 
time to commit to a weekly 
thing,” says Foggin, adding that 
the musicians receive a small per 
diem to cover their expenses. 
“They can afford to play for 
the love of it when it’s a short 
commitment per show.”

The RMSO has 11 concerts 
lined up for the 2018–19 season 
so far, including upcoming 
performances with special 
guest James Campbell, an 
internationally renowned clarinet 
player originally from Leduc. 
On October 26 Campbell will 
join the orchestra at Calgary’s 
National Music Centre to 
perform a jazz concerto for 
clarinet by composer Allan 
Gilliland of MacEwan University, 
who wrote it for Campbell 
and the Edmonton Symphony 
Orchestra. This will be the first 
time the concerto has been 
performed in Calgary. A second 
show will be held on October 27 
in High River. 

—Maureen McNamee
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