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A Funny Thing Happened On The Way To The Orchestra
Tina Ginnopoulos

T
his is the story of how Ian Tanner somehow found himself composing music 
for orchestras mid-way into his music career!

Ian fell in love with music from the beginning. At his childhood home in Woodstock, 
Ontario, he played his family piano for hours on end. When he should have been 
doing homework or learning his actual piano lesson material, Ian would sit at 
WKH�SLDQR�MDPPLQJ�RXW�KLV�IDYRXULWH�%HDWOHV�DQG�(OWRQ�-RKQ�VRQJV��¿JXULQJ�WKHP�
out by ear, and would even make recordings of “simulated” concerts in his living 
room!

When Ian graduated high school, he went on to study Classical music at the 
University of Western Ontario in London. The goal was to either become a 
professional bassist with an orchestra or become a composer. Neither of these 
WKLQJV�KDSSHQHG�EHFDXVH�,DQ�GURSSHG�RXW�DIWHU�KLV�¿UVW�\HDU��+H�IHOW�WKH�FDOOLQJ�WR�
live out his “rock and roll dreams”, to see if his band “The Awakening” could get a 
record deal, and to conquer the world!

What followed next was a lengthy period of Ian’s life, from 1985 to 2000, where his 
“rock and roll dreams” lost their lustre. Two of his bands got signed to American 
record deals, released albums, toured, and tried their best to get further up the 
chain of success, but by the late 1990’s, Ian had decided to put this part of his life 
behind him and to focus on how he could actually make a living being a musician.

+H�EHJDQ�ZRUNLQJ�DV�D�VLGH�PXVLFLDQ�IRU�D�YDULHW\�RI�UHFRUGLQJ�DUWLVWV��PDQ\�LQ�WKH�
Country Music scene of the early 2000’s, such as Jason McCoy, George Fox, and 
'HULF�5XWWDQ��+H�EHFDPH�DQ� LQ�GHPDQG�VHVVLRQ�PXVLFLDQ�� UHFRUGLQJ�KXQGUHGV�
RI�VWXGLR�WUDFNV�DQG�YRFDO�VHVVLRQV��+H�DOVR�EHJDQ�FRPSRVLQJ�PXVLF�IRU�79�DQG�
GRFXPHQWDU\�VHULHV��+H�ZDV�¿QDOO\�PDNLQJ�D�OLYLQJ�IURP�PXVLF�
The biggest step forward for Ian was pairing up with singer/songwriter Jim 
Witter. Jim had been a successful Country Music artist in the 1990’s, but as the 
next Millennium was beginning, he created a very unique nostalgia-based show, 
using multi-media and the music of Billy Joel and Elton John to be a trip back 
in time to the 1970’s. This show, called “The Piano Men”, became a successful 
touring show, with performances all over North America, Mexico, the UK, The
Netherlands, and Dubai. After 22 years with Jim, there are now multiple shows 
and multiple tours; even with Covid’s interruption, there seems to be no end in 
sight for them.

In the early days of “The Piano Men,” Jim Witter was asked to provide orchestral 
arrangements for his show so that he could perform with a full orchestra. Jim 
asked Ian if he would be willing to compose these arrangements. Dropping out 
RI�XQLYHUVLW\�DIWHU�RQH�\HDU�GH¿QLWHO\�KDG� LWV�GUDZEDFNV��+DYLQJ�QHYHU�VWXGLHG�
RUFKHVWUDWLRQ�RU�DUUDQJHPHQW��,DQ�ZDV�VXUH�KH�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�TXDOL¿HG�IRU�WKH�MRE�
$ODV��¿QGLQJ�D�TXDOL¿HG�SHUVRQ�WR�GR�WKLV�MRE��ZKR�ZRXOG�IXOO\�XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW�
Jim was looking for was not going to be realistic. Ian agreed to take on the job, 
and after much last-minute cramming and quick studying, he was able to do a 
modest attempt at being an orchestral arranger. Thankfully, there were many 
more opportunities for Ian to learn the craft, and as a result, Ian composed 

arrangements for half a dozen Jim Witter shows over the next decade. These 
arrangements have been performed by orchestras around North America such 
DV�7KH�3KRHQL[�6\PSKRQ\��7KH�(GPRQWRQ�6\PSKRQ\��7KH�9LFWRULD�6\PSKRQ\��
Symphony Nova Scotia, and many others.

7KH�XSFRPLQJ�SHUIRUPDQFH�ZLWK�WKH�:DWHUORR�&KDPEHU�3OD\HUV�LV�DQRWKHU�¿UVW�
IRU�,DQ�±�KLV�¿UVW� WLPH�EHLQJ�WKH�IURQW�PDQ��SHUIRUPLQJ�KLV�RZQ�DUUDQJHPHQWV�
with an orchestra in his home town. The list of songs spans some of the best 
work he has done for Jim Witter and some of the most loved Pop songs from the 
“age of vinyl”. Ian will also be performing one of his original songs, which he has 
orchestrated just for this performance.

It’s been a long road from University drop-out to orchestral arranger, but it’s been 
a road full of surprises and success.

Great Songs from the Age of Vinyl
Waterloo Chamber Players

Ben Bolt-Martin, Conductor
Ian Tanner, soloist (photo credit:  Roslyn Witter)

Friday August 19, 2022 at 7:00pm
9LFWRULD�3DUN�3DYLOLRQ

80 Schneider Ave, Kitchener, ON N2G 1K9
Tickets at the door: pay-what-you-can 

(suggested donation of $20 per person, charitable tax receipts available
Website: waterloochamberplayers.com Info at 519 208 5508 or 

waterloocp@gmail.com
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W
HOO�DV�HYHU\RQH�NQRZV�LW¶V�EHHQ�SUHWW\�GL̇FXOW�WR�VWDJH�DQ\�NLQG�RI�RUFKHVWUD�FRQFHUWV�WKURXJK�SDQ-
demic. The University of Waterloo orchestra is no exception and for a couple of terms we were doing 
things online with varying degrees of success. We had some chamber music playing on a platform 

FDOOHG�-DPXOXV�ZKLFK��LI�HYHU\RQH¶V�,QWHUQHW�ZDV�FRRSHUDWLQJ�ZH�FRXOG�DFWXDOO\�SOD\�WRJHWKHU�IURP�GL̆HUHQW�
parts of the province or city.  In addition to the internet, we did a strings program last fall. Everyone masked 
EXW�QR�DXGLHQFH��7KHQ�ZH�GLG�D�VKRUWHQHG�FRQFHUW�LQ�WKH�ZLQWHU�DW�.QR[��$OO�%HHWKRYHQ��7KDW�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�
time with audience so we have actually been playing this year.  I’m happy to say that this term the University 
of Waterloo orchestra has been meeting regularly with a healthy contingent of about 40 players. We’ve put 
WRJHWKHU�D�EHDXWLIXO�SURJUDP�RI�0HQGHOVRQµV�,WDOLDQ�V\PSKRQ\��0R]DUW�'RQ�*LRYDQQL�RYHUWXUH��6LEHOLXV�9DOVH�
triste and the pavane by Faure. We’ve had to put the winners of our solo competition on hold because it’s been 
GL̇FXOW�WR�¿HOG�DQ�RUFKHVWUD�ZLWK�HQRXJK�IRUFHV�WR�GR�HLWKHU�5DFKPDQLQR̆�RU�'YRUDN�EXW�KRSHIXOO\�WKLV�ZLOO�
come in the fall. The orchestra sounds great and it’s been an absolute joy to be able to play together in person 
HYHU\�:HGQHVGD\�QLJKW�LQ�WKH�JUHDW�+DOO�DW�&RQUDG�*UHEHO��2XU�XSFRPLQJ�FRQFHUW�DW�.QR[�3UHVE\WHULDQ�ZLOO�
be a beautiful celebration. We hope to see you there.

Orchestra@UWaterloo is Back!
Dan Warren, conductor

For all summer concerts at 
Conrad Grebel, see: 

https://uwaterloo.ca/music/events
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