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Celebrated cellist returns to Canada for 
Tchaikovsky Festival 
VALERIE HILL, RECORD STAFF  
 
KITCHENER — Being the daughter 
of two university music professors, it’s 
not surprising cellist Denise Djokic 
decided on a career in music, as did 
her brother, Montreal-based violinist 
Marc Djokic. 

Music, said the Halifax-born musician, 
has been a central part of her life 
since birth.  

“Almost every year in Halifax, we get 
together and put on a family concert,” 
said Djokic, who will perform with the 
Kitchener-Waterloo Symphony on 
Sunday, Feb. 24 in a concert 
appealingly entitled Intimate 
Tchaikovsky. The concert is part of 
this weekend’s Tchaikovsky Festival, 
celebrating the 19th-century 
composer’s most beautiful works. 
Djokic will perform Rococo Variations, 
a piece she has played countless 
times, but never tires of its beauty. 

“It’s a beautiful piece, yet also very showy,” said Djokic who recently moved from Boston to Champaign, 
Ill. with her husband, Nelson Lee, violinist with the Jupiter String Quartet, recently named quartet-in-
residence with the University of Illinois’s department of music.  

Djokic moved to the U.S. as a 15-year-old to study music in a conservatory prep program in Cleveland, 
Ohio, where she soon made friends with other young musicians from around the world. Most were away 
from home for the first time and found strength in each other’s companionship.  

“It was a rough first start, being so far from home,” she admitted.  

In her second year, Djokic’s parents decided to take a one-year sabbatical from Dalhousie University in 
Halifax and move to Cleveland, to be close to their daughter and to Marc, who had also entered the music 
program. Djokic admits she wasn’t thrilled at first. After all, here she was a teenager living independently 
and doing quite well on her own.  

But she soon discovered the joys of having the family together again and recalled that year turned out to 
be quite wonderful.  

“It was great to have the whole family there,” she said. “We were lucky to have them around, supporting 
us. It was such a good experience for me.” 

 
Denise Djokic will be performing with the Kitchener-Waterloo Symphony on Sunday in a concert 
called Intimate Tchaikovsky.  
Anna Keenan



EPIC TCHAIKOVSKY 
Feb. 22 & 23, 8 p.m. 
Intimate Tchaikovsky 
Feb. 24, 2:30 p.m. 
All performances at the 
Centre in the Square 
Start at $19, online at 
kwsymphony.ca, or call 
KWS Patron Services at 
519-745-4711, or toll-
free at 1-888-745-4717 

That level of support paid off. Djokic debuted at Carnegie Hall in the 2011-2012 season, playing with the 
Edmonton Symphony, performing a composition by Canadian composer John Estacio, entitled Triple 
Concerto.  

Since starting her musical career, Djokic has three recordings that have caught the public’s attention. 
Following the release of her self-titled debut recording on the Sony Classical label, Djokic was a featured 
performer at the 2002 Grammy Awards and her recording received an East Coast Music Award. The 
following recording, Folklore, was nominated for a Juno and made Billboard charts’ top 15 classical CDs. 
Among her many accolades, Maclean’s magazine named her one of the top 25 Canadians who are 
changing the world.  

The cellist’s career has provided opportunities to perform with several symphonies, chamber orchestras 
and quartets across North America and in festivals, where she has played with her brother.  

Sunday’s concert will be her first performing with the K- W Symphony and her first in Centre in the 
Square, though there is a deep familiarity with the music.  

“I’ve performed the Rococo many, many times, it’s a bit of an old warhorse,” she said with a laugh. “It’s 
unusual in the cello repertoire. It’s not your standard three-movement concerto.” 

What makes the piece even more intriguing is that Tchaikovsky had collaborated with the great cellist and 
professor at Moscow Conservatory, Wilhelm Fitzhagen, who had his own 
strong ideas about what the music should be, from a cellist’s standpoint. 
The collaboration created many surprises: “fire and passion colliding with 
elegant, sophisticated style,” she said. “It’s a very romantic piece, but there 
are constant surprises in the music. 

“You hear Tchaikovsky’s genius, but you can see behind the music, the 
virtuoso cellist wanted the shine.  

“Audiences love this piece. It keeps them on their toes.” 

The festival includes Epic Tchaikovsky, with Moscow-born pianist Yakov 
Kasman performing the rarely heard Piano Concerto No. 2. The concert 
will also feature the grand Fifth Symphony. 

The Tchaikovsky Festival weekend will also feature special events and 
pre-concert talks.  
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