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Toronto jazz drummer beats her own path 
By ANDY LEVY-AJZENKOPF 
Staff Reporter 
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	Lorie Wolf strikes a pose with a snare drum and sticks. [Jackie Shapiro photo] 


Some people would view getting kicked out of class for incessant pencil-tapping on their desk a bad omen; Lorie Wolf called it providence. 

In the 10 years since graduating from the Community Hebrew Academy of Toronto, where she tapped her way into trouble, she has doggedly followed her musical inclinations and become one of Canada’s emerging jazz drummers. 

“I didn’t choose drums,” she said. “I just always was a drummer. Even before I knew what I was doing.” 

Her abilities have won her acclaim at home and abroad. 

Last January she was tabbed by the International Association for Jazz Education (IAJE) to be the drummer for its prestigious Sisters In Jazz collegiate all-stars performance at its annual conference in New York city. 

That led to a subsequent performance in May at the Mary Lou Williams Jazz Festival in Washington, D.C., where she performed with the Sisters in Jazz for thousands of people at the Kennedy Center. 

Wolf credits that performance as the one that really put her on the jazz-industry map. 

“[That] gig really changed my life,” she said. “It was very encouraging to me. My confidence got put into place. Since then, I’ve been writing [music] like mad.” 

It also inspired her to begin work on a suite of music based on the works of the late Nobel Prize-winning author Isaac Bashevis Singer, she said. 

It’s just one more thing to add to her already full schedule. 

When she’s not teaching for Toronto’s Royal Conservatory of Music’s Learning Through the Arts program, she’s usually busy gigging around town with one of the following four bands: Sisters of Sheynville, a Yiddish-swing ensemble; the Lithuanian Empire, a funk-klezmer outfit; Circa Jazz, a straight-out jazz troupe; and Balagan, a Hebrew-world-music group. 

Music permeated Wolf’s life from childhood on. Her father, Sam, used to play accordion and guitar and sing for her as a child, while her mother, Gisela, loved classical music. 

“I remember when I was seven I would listen to music and say to myself, ‘I can play that,’” she said. “Obviously, I can relate to [Jewish] music, and I read a lot of Jewish literature.” 

Wolf admits that becoming a musician caused some small concern for her traditional parents. But she eventually made believers out of them by playing to their heritage. 

“My mother was not very pleased about my career choice and my instrument choice,” she said. “I started playing klezmer so she could stay happy. She started coming to my concerts, and would enjoy the music I was playing. It was really important to me to convince [her] that playing drums could be a musical thing.” 

The choice proved fruitful and led to numerous job offers. 

“In Toronto, once people find out you have a klezmer band, they want you to play at their parties and weddings… to give it that Jewish feel,” she said. 

“I love working. But I also keep Shabbat. So how many gigs do I miss because of that? Lots!” she said, laughing. “But it’s what I’ve chosen to do. I just want people to call me whenever they need a drummer.” 

The last thing Wolf wants is to become complacent. 

Though she already has two post-secondary degrees, a bachelor of fine arts from York University and a bachelor of education from the University of Toronto, she isn’t content to rest on her laurels. 

She’s been enrolled in Humber College’s School of Creative and Performing Arts advanced diploma program in music since 2004. 

“I’m doing it to better myself as a drummer and be around other musicians, not for the degree,” she said. 

Though she has met and befriended many of her drummer idols, played to audiences across North America and recorded on numerous albums, she is never happier than when she’s learning. 

“It’s like [being] at Hogwarts Academy of Magical Arts,” she said, likening Humber College to the fictional school in the Harry Potter fantasy book series. 

“It’s like all the students are magicians and the teachers are wizards. You walk down the halls and peek into classrooms and there’s amazing stuff going on,” said Wolf. 

Sisters of Sheynville begin work on a new album this month, and Wolf expects to play at the Montreal and Halifax jazz festivals next summer. 

For more information about Lorie Wolf, visit www.loriewolf.com. 

