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D RAWN TO QUEBEC

St. Matthew’s bells 
Bethann G. merKle  
Bethann@qctonline.com

For over 130 years, the 
spire of St. Matthew’s 
Anglican Church has 

pierced the air above St. 
Matthew’s cemetery. During 
that time, much has changed 
beneath and around it, but 
little has changed within.*

Designed by Wil l iam 
Tutin Thomas to house a 
set of change-ringing bells, 
the tower has presided over 
Rue Saint-Jean since 1882. 
Countless ringers from the 
far corners of the world have 
rung St. Matthew’s eight bells 
since J. Warner and Sons first 
installed them in 1888. 

Ringers today use the same 
techniques and vocabulary as 
in the 1800s. English-style 
change ringing involves a 
group of ringers standing 
in a circle, looking into the 
centre, while each pulls on 
the end of a rope attached 
to a bell weighing between 
500 and 1,000 pounds. When 
ringing a “method,” such as 
Plain Bob Doubles, each bell 
is rung in a specified pattern. 
Collectively, the patterns 
produce what is effectively 
a tonal algorithm – one in 
which the same sequence of 
bells is never rung twice. 

Those bells, together, 
weigh several tonnes. Imagine 
the momentum produced 

Donna McEwen stands alongside the “seven” – St. 
Matthew’s second-heaviest bell.

St. Matthew’s bell tower is operated by the Ville de 
Québec, while the Bibliothèque Saint-Jean (which now 
occupies the nave of the former church) is operated 
separately by the public library system. 
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when they are all swinging 
simultaneously. How does 
an old stone tower hold up 
to such stress? “There are 
towers in England that have 
been rung since the 1600s 
and they sway all the time – 
no problems. Then, there are 
towers that sway for only a 
couple of years, and have to 
be totally repaired,” explains 
local ringer Douglas Kitson.

Fel low r inger Donna 
McEwen elaborated, saying 
the stress of ringing wears 
out a number of components. 
For this reason, the bearings 
on which the bells swing 
must be oiled frequently. The 

“brake” on a bell – called a 
stay – prevents a bell from 
overturning (swinging more 
than 360 degrees). Occasion-
ally, these stays break, as did 
one for the tenor, the eighth 
and largest bell, last year. 
Repairing the stay requires 
wriggling into the astonish-
ingly snug space near the 
bell, in order to remove and 
replace its stay. Conveniently, 
local ringer Esperanza Rada 
is also a woodworker. Rada 
spliced the broken stay to-
gether, then created a new 
one based on its dimensions. 
This May, visiting master 
ringers from England made 
minor adjustments, and  the 
number eight bell is now back 
in ringing shape. 

A break of another kind 

poses a greater challenge. 
A crack on the inside of the 
tower wall has been under 
observation – complete with 
a scale that measures its 
expansion – for a number 
of years. Kitson notes, “The 
stone walls are from two to 
three feet thick and, at the 
moment, the City deems the 
crack not to be a concern.” 
Predictably, though, local 
ringers hope for more than 
data collection. If the Ville 

de Québec, which now owns 
the building, invests in re-
storing the tower, McEwen 
would prefer that the tower 
receive the same upgrade as 
that of the Cathedral of the 
Holy Trinity. In 2007, while its 
bells were being refurbished 
in England, the Cathedral's 
change-ringing tower had 
a metal frame installed in 
place of its original wooden 
beams. Doing the same in the 
St. Matthew’s tower should 

Chamber music concerts this summer on Île d’Orléans

Ph
ot

o 
by

 S
hi

rle
y 

N
ad

ea
u

shirley nadeau  
shirley@qctonline.com

Take a mere 15-minute 
drive from downtown 
Quebec City along the 

Du f fer i n -Montmorenc y 
highway (440), over the 
bridge just before Montmor-
ency Falls, and you’ll find 
yourself on the bucolic Île 
d’Orleans. Turn right at 
the first (and only!) traffic 
light on the island and, after 
driving by farmers’ fields, 

Six musicians of the Violons du Roy gave a stunning performance at Église Sainte-
Pétronille on Île d’Orleans last Thursday evening. 

orchards  and vineyards, 
you will come to the village 
of Sainte-Pétronille. Every 
summer for the past 31 years, 
chamber music concerts have 
been held here in the church 
of the same name. 

The first concert of the 
season, sponsored by La 
Maison Simons, was held last 
Thursday evening, June 26. 
By 7:30 p.m. quite a crowd 
had already gathered on the 
front steps of the church in 

antcipation of the 8:00 p.m. 
performance. 

A sextet of musicians from 
the famed Violons du Roy – 
violinists Pascal Giguère and 
Véronique Vychytil, violists 
Isaac Chalk and Jean-Louis 
Blouin, and cellists Benoit 
Loiselle and Raphaël Dubé 

– performed an unusual 
program starting with the 

“Divertimento” (Echo) in E 
flat major by Joseph Haydn. 
Only three musicians – one 
violinist, one violist and one 
cellist – were visible to the 
audience. The other three 
were just out of sight behind 
the altar, playing an “echo” 
of what the first three had 
played. 

After the three musicians 
came out of hiding, they all 
settled down to play the 
overture for string sextet 
from Richard Strauss’s opera 
Capriccio, Opus 85, subtitled 

“A Conversation Piece for 
Music.” The dramatic piece 
was played with flare and 
passion that brought enthu-
siastic applause from the 
appreciative audience. 

A well-deserved pause 
gave the audience a chance to 
step outside to socialize and 
enjoy the summer evening, 
after which the musicians 
presented the final selection 

of the evening, “Souvenir de 
Florence” in D minor, by Pyotr 
Ilyich Tchaikovsky. The work, 
in traditional four-movement 
form, was so titled because 
Tchaikovsky composed one of 
the work’s principal themes 
while visiting Florence, Italy. 
The brilliantly performed 
dramatic work contains dis-
tinctly Russian and folk-like 
melodies and rhythms.  

There are five more con-
certs in the chamber music 
series at Église Sainte-

Pétronille, scheduled for 
July 10, 17, August 7, 14 and 
21. For information, visit the 
website at www.musiquede-
chambre.ca 

If you’re planning on 
attending a concert at Sainte-
Pétronille, you might like to 
start the day early, with a 
leisurely drive around the 
island to visit some of the 
many historic churches, 
manoirs and art galleries. A 
meal at any of the local res-
taurants before the concert 

will keep you fortified for 
the evening. One of this 
writer’s favourite spots is the 
Goéliche restaurant, on the 
very tip of the island, with a 
magnificent view of the river 
and the city in the distance. If 
lighter fare is what you have 
in mind, the Auberge Saint-
Antoine’s Panache Mobile, 
located at the Vignoble de 
Sainte-Pétronille vineyard, 
provides an exciting new take 
on fine dining. 

ensure adequate structural 
support for both the bells and 
the historic tower itself.

Through it all, the Guilde 
des Sonneurs de Québec/
Quebec City Guild of Change 
Ringers rings twice a week 
at the Cathedral of the Holy 
Trinity, and at least once a 
month at St. Matthew’s. They 
also ring for special occa-
sions, and will ring for the 
Fête de la Ville de Québec 
on July 3rd. 

For details about change 
ringing in Quebec City, or to 
arrange a tour of a change-
ringing tower, visit http://

www.cathedral.ca/history/
the-bells/.

*Notes: In 1910, clockmaker 
James William Benson’s 
clock was installed in the 
same tower. The tower of 
the former St. Matthew’s 
Anglican Church , now 
known as the Bibliothèque 
Saint-Jean, is still called 
the St. Matthew’s bell tower. 
Incidentally, the Ville de 
Québec retained this oh-
so-Anglo name for both the 
tower and the cemetery, 
wherein the QCT’s founder 
William Brown is said to 
be buried. 


