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HILLARY CLINTON APPLAUDS BYCI 
In one of our most thrilling concert appearances 

yet, the Brooklyn Youth Chorus performed before First 
Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton in the New York Hilton's 
Grand Ballroom at a gala reception presented by The 
Partnership For A Drug-Free America. 

Held on Tuesday evening, May 24th, before an 
enthusiastic audience of hundreds of the City's top cre­
ative professionals, the event was a "thank you" to honor 
the participating advertising agencies ' contributions to 
the fight against illegal drugs. The Brooklyn Youth Cho­
rus presented an inspirational program that reflected 
the Partnership's hope for the future: "Amazing Grace," 
"From A Distance" and our all-time favorite, "When I 
S
. ,, 
mg. 

While shaking the hand of 
each and every chorister. 

Mrs. Clinton graciously 
turned to the standing 

audience and said with a 
smile, "This is going to take a 

few minutes!" 

Choristers not only 
got autographs from 
the star. they were 
celebrities 
themselves, signing 
programs for 
enthusiasts in the 

"We were just thrilled at the Brooklyn Youth Chorus 
performance and we want to thank you for all you 
did to make our 'Thank You' event a success. We 
hope you were as pleased as we were and hope that 
we can work together again in the future." 
-- Gloria Lorenza-Bajo, Vice President, Communication, 

Partnership for a Drug-Free Amerio 

At the invitation of the U.S. Postal Service, the 
Brooklyn Youth Chorus joined world-famous enter­
tainer Ben Vereen and Postmaster General Marvin 
Runyon on the stage of the Lincoln Center 
Bandshell in Darnrosch Park to celebrate the First 
Day of Issue for a new series of commemorative 
stamps, the Popular Singers series. At the Septem­
ber l event, the BYC provided musical tributes to 
the five singers honored by the new stamps: Al 
Jolson, "Baby Face"; Ethel Waters: "Sometimes I 
Feel Like A Motherless Child"; Bing Crosby, 
"Swingin' on a Star"; Ethel Merman, "Friendship"; 
and Nat "King" Cole, "Smile" -which Mr. Vereen 
rehearsed and then sang and danced with the BYC, 
giving them professional performance tips that de­
lighted the choristers! 

For the musical finale, Vereen and the other 
guests joined the Chorus in singing "I've Got 
Rhythm" - and everyone agreed that he did/II 

Sheneka Home gets 
a big hug from Ben 
Vereen after the 
show! 
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Charting a 
New ~horns 
By Micah Fink 

- 've had ic wi<h dice orgmiz.ations." 
says Di,rnne Berkun , <he 29-year-

l 
old founder and direccor of the 

Brooklyn Yauch Chorus, as she 

glances down at <he program of <he 
1995 lnurnacional Children's 

Choral Festival in Des Moines, low,. "Out 

of all the chorus,,s at <he festival , including 

rwo from South Africa, we were the only 

one chat was racially m.iX<d." 
Bcrkun, looking primly Victorian wi<h 

her Laura Ashley dress, shoulder-length 

blond hair and bright blue eyes, may seem 

an unlikdy spokesperson for diversity, but 

the group she dir«u includes children 

from every corner of Brooklyn . And the 

chorus, whose repertoire ranges from Bach 

to BiUie Holiday, h..s quickly evolved into 

a world-class ensemble that now holds iu 

own against some of <he bcst·CSlablishcd 

children's groups in Europe and America. 

"There's a particular sound you look for 

in a youth chorus, a very pure sound chat 

is a m.ixtw-t of innocence and C"XC.itcmcnt," 
say. Brue,: Adolphe, education director of 

the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln 
Center, who invited the group co >ppcar at 

Manhattan's Merion Hall next March . 

"They dc6ni1dy have it.• 
The fact dm Berkun and her kids have 

come so fu in such a shon period of time is 

a minor minclc by choral-mwic scandards: 

four )'Ql"S ago <hey were jwt gemng started. 

Lan scuon the group sang for Hillary 

Clinton at a reception for the Pannership 

for a Drug-Free America, performed for 

Mayor Giuliani a1 Gracie Mansion, cut a 

ape: for Paul Simon's new Broad=y mwi­

c.al C.pn,u,n and sang with the Brooklyn 

Philhumonic Orchcsin at the Brooklyn 

Academy ofMwic. 

Jlacl: in 1989, when Berkun was first 

hired to teach music and lead a chorus at 

the Brooklyn Friends School, all this 

might have scemed inconceivable. "We 
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could only practice during school hours," 

she recalls. "There were administrative 

rcsnainu and the pool of voices to draw 

on for the chorw was very limited by the 

population of a single school.• Bcrkun 

eventually began thinking about starting 

her own community singing group. "I was 

amned to learn there was no children's 

chorus thac I knew of tbac represented all 

of Brooklyn." she says . The borough 

seemed a gianc repository of untapped cal­

cnt, an opporrunity co test her ideas abouc 

teaching with a diverse gioup of children . 
Helped by a small gront for supplies 

from Brooklyn Union, Berkun began co 

advcrcisc and hold auditions in 1992. She 

includes over 120 members who range in 

age from 6 10 16, practice one 10 four 

hows each week during the school year. 

Bcrkun maintains thar their phenome­

nal achievements arc che result of those 

pracricc sessions-along wicb rigorous 
uaining and arcnsive exposure :ic venues 

such as the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, cbc 

Brooklyn Children's Museum and the pub­

lic library. "We've had success in making 

concaccs in the local communiry," she 

cxpla.ins. "But all chis suppon is meaning• 
I= unless you have a prnduct. I have high 
standa.rds and I've given ,he children the 

skills to achieve those Standards . The kids 

also have a sense that they arc earning whac 
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All TOC£ntER NOW: The 8,-ooklyn Youth 0.oNS at • reheanal on Piem:ponl St,-L 

qwclcly gathered 45 untrained but cager th~c learned, and chis makes them wane 

young voices from cvr:ry sector of the com- 10 srrivc for more." 

muniry. Rehearsals were initially held ac Mose of the children don't have any 

the Brooklyn Friends School, thco moved mwical training when chcy sigo up and a 

co the YWCA on Aclancic Avenue; the few arc weeded out during a brief ten· 

group recently found a pennancnt home in minucc audition . But for chc most part, 

a trim brownstone belonging 10 Saint Ann Bcrkun says,"II they can pass the audiuoo 

aod the Holy Trinity Church on Pierre· and attend the classes regularly, nobody is 

pont Street, where weekly practices arc excluded.• Yearly tuition is $ I 50 to $250 

now hdd in a lavish Louis IV-scylc drawing and schola.rships arc available 10 students 

room decorated with gold-uimmcd mir• with financial need; chc majority of the 
rors, molded plasccr ceilings and a gilded funding, however, comes from pctfor­

chandclicr. The chorus, which oow mancc rcccipu and granu from corpora· 
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,ions such as Independence and Crossland 

banks, Con Edison and NYNEX. 
Bcrkun' s teaching srylc mix.cs firm cfuc.i. 

plinc with a scnsicivity 10 detail and an 

obvious affcccion for the children . She 

seems as comfortable making c~ chorus 

rcpeac a phrase a half--<loun times as she is 

jumping rope with chc children after 

rehearsal. "Since Mcl.is.sa joined chc chorus, 

aU she docs is sing." says Anna Mayo, whose 

d.lur.htcr became a member a year ago. "She 
sings cla.uic.al and ja.n. all over chc house . 
She goes 10 a mostly white school. The 

other kids in the chorus come from schools 

that arc diffcrcnc cultures. Herc they get a 

chance co sociafu.c and mix and interact." 
"Dianne pushes us because she reall y 

wants us co be good." explains Shcncka 

Horne, a tall I I-year-old from Bcdford­

Stuyvcsan1 wich red burcucs in her hair 

and a soft Jamaican patois. "We don'c care 

what language the songs arc in . If the song 

has a nice, interesting melody, we like it." 
Bcrkun stresses that <he kids arc primed 

co linen and have learned how co hear the 

sounds of the language and 10 master the 
vowel sounds of each word . This craining 

c:uric.s over ro vocalizing in foreign Ian • 
guagcs: the children arc as comforiable 

singing Nae IGng Cole's "Smile" as they arc 
performing Vivaldi's "Laudamus Tc" in 

Latin or Dvoralc's "Vcncckck" in Cuch. 

This pa.sr June. Berkun resigned from 

her reaching posicion to devote all her 

energy co the chorus (she recently s1ar1td 

taking a small salary) . And she has jusc 

accepted an invitation for the group 10 be 

the guest artisu in residence ac the lnccrna• 

tional Choral Music Experience lnnitucc 

in Canterbury, England, next summer. In 

<he meantime, there's work co do--gcmng 
ready for a special winter holiday recital on 

December 15 at the Old First Church in 

Park Slope and a performance the ncxc 

evening wich che Brooklyn Heights 

Orchcsua at Saint Ann and the Holy Trin­

ity Church. And, come March, there's the 

show at Lincoln Center. 

"It's a real honor to perform wich che 

Chamber Music Society," says Berkun. "It 
means we're being taken scriowly and not 

being viewed as some kiddie chorus or 

jus1 a cute group of black and white kid, . 

We're being respceted as a musical erucm· 

blc, and this is whar we have scrivcd for 

since the beginning.• • 
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TIie Broottyn Youth Chorus sings Friday at ·s1. Ann and the Holy Trinity Churth. 

Diverse Voices in Unison 
Variety is the hallmark of Brooklyn's Youth Chorus 
By John Simerman 
STAPF WRITER 

l
MID THE CLANKING of chairs, the falling of 

food crumbs and the rowdy banter of a roomful 
of school children, Dianne Berkun claps loudly. 
Suddenly, the relative chaos turns to near-si­
lence, and then to a single, angelic tone -

young voices in unison . 
No big deal for the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, maybe. 

But this rehearsal is in Brooklyn, and the kids singing 
Vivaldi as one are a diverse lot from all over the borough . 
Berkun is the founding director of the Brooklyn Youth 
Chorus, an independent group of 80 children ages 8 to 16. 

Just three years old. the chorus - with a repertoire 
from Bach to Billie Holiday - already has garnered star­
like attention. Earlier this year, it sang for Hillary Clin­
ton at a gala reception benefitting The Partnership for a 
Drug-Free America ("She kissed everybody on the cheek. 
and she was pretty," says Michael Foy, age 121 and for 
Mayor Giuliani at Gracie Mansion (no kissesl. It has also 
performed with Ben Vereen at Lincoln Center and with 
lhe Brooklyn Philharmonic Orchestra. Recently, musi­
cian I songwriter Paul Simon stopped by a rehearsal; he 
plans to use some of the choristers in a stage production 
he's developing, Berkun says. 

The chorus - which is split into a SO-member concert 
chorus and a prep chorus for newcomers - covers a wide 
range of material. from Bach to spirituals to Ethel Mer­
man. This Friday. it will put on 1ts annual winter benefit 
concert at St. Ann ana The Holv Trinitv Church in Brook­
lyn Heights. where a full plate of Christmas music is on 
tap. 

Berkun, a 28-year-old music director at the Brooklyn 
Friends School. says she started the chorus to provide 
upper-«helon music instruction to a borough that has 
precious little of it. The chorus is open to kids of all levels 
of musical experience. The only requirements are baeic 
pitch and dedication. 

.. Everybody knows that arts education in schools is 
etrained, and when it's something you're serious about. 
you reach a frustration level," she eays. "I wanted to cre­
ate for myself and my kids the highest quality musical 
program with no restrictions on what they could 
achieve." 

The ethnic diversity of the chorus is its hallmark. Near­
ly half of the choruters are black, and the group draws its 
membership from 50 private and public schools in Brook­
lyn. Tuition is easily affordable, and for thoee unable to 
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pay, scholarships are available. The chorus relies heavily 
on corporate and private donations. 

Berkun is adament about the need to take from all 
segments of the borough. and on road trips to choral festi­
vals and other engagements the group has become some­
thing of a collective ambassador. 

"When you look around at choruses, so often you find 
the makeup is not representative of the geographic area." 
Berkun says. "This chorus is the Brooklyn Youth Chorus. 
For us to say that, we had better represent our borough." 

At the same time, Berkun 1s quick to ofTer up that the 
quality of the music. more than the group's racial make­
up. has been the ticket to its success so far. 

" People can say, ' Look at th is wonderful group of di ­
verse people - black. white, green, purple. · But if .vou 
can 't perform, that 's it." she sa~·s. " When there's a good 
thmg going, people get you the connections." 

Berkun, who studied music education at New York Uni­
versity , focuses her teaching on creating challenges 
through perfonnance. Her method is modeled after the 
philosophy of Hungarian composer Zoltan Kodaly, who 
thought that a child was never too young to learn music 
education , even in the womb. 

Berkun 's biggest reward is watching her students take 
pleasure in music they might never have come in contact 
with otherwise, and in their own voices. "It's music histo­
ry without the lecture," she says. "They know the ele­
ments. It's like, 'Wow. look at that neat contrapunto"" 

Berkun pushes the children hard . with two fast-paced 
rehearsals a week and no patience for inattention or 
horseplay . And they seem to like it. "You gotta make sure 
your voice is in tune. Sometimes my voice doesn 't want to 
sing," says Lateefa Shaw, 13. "She's tough. but I can live 
with it." 

Sharon Hayes, whose 11-year-old daughter Sarah sings 
in the chorus, eays the twice-a-week rehearsals can be a 
strain but the rewards are many. "What has been best for 
her is the intermingling with kids from all over." says 
Hayes. "And they love the hype. " 

The Brooklyn Youth Chorus will be performing Friday 
night at 7:30 at St. Ann and The Holy Trinity Church, on 
the corner of Montague and Clinton Streets. Seating is 
limited and tickets are $10 for adults and S5 for children, 
at the door. Auditions for the chorua are open to any child 
in the city between 8 and 16; no training is required. For 
information, call (718J 243-9447. ■ 
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HILLARY CLINTON APPLAUDS BYC! 

In one of our most thrilling concert appearances 
yet, the Brooklyn Youth Chorus perfonned before First 
Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton in the New York Hilton's 
Grand Ballroom at a gala reception presented by The 
Partnership For A Drug-Free America. 

Held on Tuesday evening, May 24th, before an 
enthusiastic audience of hundreds of the City's top cre­
ative professionals, the event was a "thank you" to honor 
the participating advertising agencies' contributions to 
the fight against illegal drugs. The Brooklyn Youth Cho­
rus presented an inspirational program that reflected 
the Partnership's hope for the future: "Amazing Grace," 
"From A Distance" and our all-time favorite, "When I 
Sing." 

While shaking the hand of 
each and every chorister, 

Mrs. Clinton graciously 
turned to the standing 

audience and said with a 
smile, 'This is going to take a 

few minutes!" 

Choristers not only 
got autographs from 
the star, they were 
celebrities 
themselves, signing 
programs for 
enthusiasts in the 

"We were just thrilled at the Brooklyn Youth Chorus 
performance and we want to thank you for all you 
did to make our 'Thank You' event a success. We 
hope you were as pleased as we were and hope that 
we can work together again in the future." 
-- Gloria Lorenr.a-Bajo, Vice President, Communication, 

Parlnership for a Drug-Free Ameria 

At the invitation of the U.S. Postal Service, the 
Brooklyn Youth Chorus joined world-famous enter­
tainer Ben Vereen and Postmaster General Marvin 
Runyon on the stage of the Lincoln Center 
Bandshell in Damrosch Park to celebrate the First 
Day of Issue for a new series of commemorative 
stamps, the Popular Singers series. At the Septem­
ber I event, the BYC provided musical tributes to 
the five singers honored by the new stamps: Al 
Jolson, "Baby Face"; Ethel Waters: "Sometimes I 
Feel Like A Motherless Child"; Bing Crosby, 
"Swingin' ona Star"; Ethel Merman, "Friendship"; 
and Nat "King" Cole, "Smile" -which Mr. Vereen 
rehearsed and then sang and danced with the BYC, 
giving them professional perfonnance tips that de­
lighted the choristers! 

For the musical finale, Vereen and the other 
guests joined the Chorus in singing "I've Got 
Rhythm" - and everyone agreed that he did/ I I 

Sheneka Horne gets 
a big hug from Ben 
Vereen after the 
show! 



,~ 
\J 

,..,.w, 
Charting a 
New C~orus 
By Mic,h Fink 

- 've had ir with clire organiutions," 
says Dia.one Berkun, the 29-year-

l old founder and director of rhc 
Brooklyn Yourh Chorus, a, she 

glances down at the program of the 
1995 lnrcrnaciona.l Children's 

O.ora.l Fcst.iva.l in Dcs Moines, Iowa . "Out 
of all the choruses at the fmiva.l, including 
two from South Africa, we were the only 
ooe chat was racia.lly rnmd." 

Bcrkuo, looking primly Vi«oria.n with 
her Laura .A.hlcy dress, shoulder-length 
blond hair and bright blue cyc.s, may seem 
an uolikc.Iy spokesperson for diversity, but 
the group she directs includes children 
from every corner of Brooklyn. And the 
chorus, whose repertoire ranges from Bach 
10 BiUic Holiday, hilS quickly evolved into 
a world-class ensemble ,hac now holds irs 

own against some of the best-established 
children's groups in Europe and America. 

"There's a puticular sound you look for 

in a youth chorus, a very pure sound that 
is a minun: of innocence a.nd cu:i1emen1," 

says Bruce Adolphe, educ::uion director of 
the Chamber Music Sociery of Lincoln 

Ccoru, who invited the group to appear at 
Manhauan's Merlcin Hall next March . 
"Tbq de6nitdy have it.• 

The fact that Berkun and her kids have 
come so far in such a short period of time is 
a minor mine.le by chonl-mwic S<andards: 
fow- )'Q1S ago they were jwt getting started. 
Last sea.on the group sang for Hillary 

Ointon at a reception for the Panncrship 
for a Drug-Free America, performed for 
Mayor Giuliani at Gracie Mansion, cut a 

ape for P:aul Simon's ocw Broadway mwi­
al C.,n,,11n and sang with the Brooklyn 

Philharmonic Orchema at the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music. 

Back in 1989, when Berkun was firsr 
hittd to teach music and lead a chorus at 

the Brooklyn Friends School, all this 
might have seemed inconceivable. "We 
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could only practice during school hours," 
she recalls . "There were administrative 

restraints and the pool of voices to draw 
on for the chorus was very limited by the 

population of a single school.• Bcrkun 

eventually began thinking about starting 

her own communiry singing group. "I wa.s 
amazed to learn there wa.s no children's 

chorus that I knew of that represented a.JI 

of Brooklyn," she says . The borough 
seemed a giant repository of unaippcd ta.l­
ent, a.n opporrunity to rest her idca.s abour 

teaching with a diverse group of children . 
Helped by a srna.ll grant for supplies 

from Brooklyn Union, Bcrkun began 10 
advertise and hold auditions in 1992. She 

includes over 120 members who range in 
age from 6 ro 16, practice one to four 

hours each week during the school year. 

Bcrkun maintains thar their phenomc: 
nal achievements arc rhc result of those 

pracricc sess ions-along with rigorous 
uaining and cxrcnsivc ex.posurc at venues 
such a.s the Brooklyn Bota.nic Garden, the 

Brooklyn Children's Mwcum and the pub­
lic library. "We've had success in making 

contacts in chc local communiry/ she 
explains. "But all this support is rocaning-
1<55 unless you have a product . I have high 
sta.ndards and I've given ,he children the 

sir.ills ro ach ieve those standards . The Ir.ids 
also have a sense that they arc earning what 

.. • · .,. 

AU TOGETIIER NOW: The Brooklyn Youth ChoNs at a reheanal on Pien-eponl SlrHI. 

quiclr.ly gathered 45 untrained but cager th'+• learned, and this makes them wanr 
young voices from ~cry sector of the com- to srrivc for more: 
muniry. Rehearsals were initially held at Most of the children don't have any 
the Brooklyn Friends School. thee moved mwica.l training when they sigo up and a 
to rhc YWCA on Atlantic Avenue; the few arc weeded out during a brief ten ­

group recently found a permanent home in minurc audition . But for the most part, 

a trim brownstone belonging 10 Saint Ann Bcrkun says."lf they can pass the audition 
aod the Holy Triniry Church on Pierre- and mend the classes regularly, nobody is 

pont Smet, where weekly practices arc excluded." Yearly ruition is $150 10 $250 
now he.Id in a lavish Louis IV-style drawing and scholarships arc available to studcnrs 
room decorated with gold-ui.mmcd rnir- with financial need; the majoriry of the 
rors, molded planer ceilings and a gilded funding, however, comes from pcrfor­

chandclicr. The chorus, which now ma.nee receipts and grants from corpora-
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rions such as Jndcpcnd<:ncc and Crossland 

banks, Con Edison and NYNEX. 

Bcrkun' s teaching srylc mixes firm disci­

pl ine with a sensi,ivir y 10 detail and an 

obvious affection for the children . She 
seems as comfortable making ,he chorus 

repeat a phra.sc a h:Jf-<lozcn timcs a.s she is 

jumping rope wi,h the children afrer 
rchc:arsal. "Since Melissa joined the chorus, 

all she docs is sing," says Anna Mayo, whose 
daug_htcr became a member a year ago. "She 
sings classic.al and jan all over ,he house . 
She goes ,o a mostly whire school. The 
other kids in the chorus come from schools 

that arc different culturcs. Herc they gc< a 

chance 10 socialiu: and mix and imcna. • 
"Dianne pushes us because she rea.lly 

wants us to be good," explains Sheneka 
Horne, a tall ] ]-year-old from Bcdford­

Sruyvcsanc with red ba.rrtucs in her ha ir 
and a soft Jamaican patois. "We don't care 

what language the songs arc in . If the song 
has a nice, interesting melody, we Ii.kc ir. • 

Berkun stresses that the kids arc primed 
ro listen and have learned how ro hear the 
sounds of the language and to ma.stcr rhc 
vowel sounds of each word. This training 

c:irrics over to vocalizing in foreign lan­
guages: the children arc as comfortable 
sing;ng Nat J<ing Cole's "Smile" a.s they are 
performing Vivaldi ", " Laudamus Tc" in 

Latin or Dvonk's "Vencckck" in Cuch. 

This past June. Berkun resigned from 

her teaching position 10 devote all her 
energy ro the chorus (she recently started 

taking a small salary) . And she has juS[ 
accepted an invitation for chc group to be 
the guest anises in residence ac the Intern.a.• 
,iona.l Choral Music Experience lnS<icutc 
in Canterbury, England, next summer. In 

the meantime, there's work ro d°'1cning 
ready for a spccia.l winter holiday tcciw on 
December 15 at ,he Old Fim Church in 

Park Slope and a performance the next 
evening with ,he Brooklyn He ighrs 
Orchcsua ll Saint Ann and the Holy Trin ­
iry Church. And. come March, there's the 

show at Lincoln untcr. 

"It's a rc2l honor to perform with the 
Chamber Music Society," says Bcrkun. "It 
means we're being uken scriowly and no, 
being viewed as 1omc kiddie chorus or 

jwt a cute group of bl2clr. and white Ir.ids. 
We're being respected as a mwical ensem­
ble, and this is what we have strived for 
since the bcgiMing." • 
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TIie lrootlyn Youth Chorus sings Friday 11 ·s1. Ann Ind the Holy Trinity Church. 

Diverse Voices in Unison 
Variety is the hallmark of Brooklyn's Youth Chorus 
By John Simerman 
STAPF WIUTER 

A
MID THE CLANKING of chairs, the falling of 

food crumbs and the rowdy banter of a roomful 
of school children. Dianne Berkun claps loudly. 
Suddenly, the relative chaos turns to near-si­
lence, and then to a single, angelic tone -

young voices in unison. 
No big deal for the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, maybe. 

But this rehearsal is in Brooklyn, and the kids singing 
Vivaldi as one are a diverse lot from all over the borough . 
Berkun is the found ing director of the Brooklyn Youth 
Chorus, an independent group of 80 children ages 8 to 16. 

JW1t three years old . the chorus - with a repertoire 
from Bach to Billie Holiday - already has garnered star­
like attention . Earlier this year, it sang for Hillary Clin­
ton at a gala reception benefitting The Partnership for a 
Drug-Free America 1 "She kissed everybody on the cheek. 
and she was pretty," says Michael Foy, age 12J and for 
Mayor Giuliani al Gracie Mansion !no kisses) . It has also 
performed with Ben Vereen at Lincoln Center and with 
the Brooklyn Philharmonic Orchestra. Recently, musi­
cian / songwriter Paul Simon stopped by a rehearsal; he 
plans to use some of the choristers in a stage production 
he's developing, Berkun says. 

The chorus - which is split into a 50-member concert 
chorus and a prep chorus for newcomers - covers a wide 
range of material. from Bach lo spirituals to Ethel Mer­
man. This Friday. it will put on its annual winter benefit 
concert at St. Ann an<l The Holy Trinity Church in Brook­
lyn Heights, where a full plate of Christmas music is on 
tap. 

Berkun. a 28-year-old music director at the Brooklyn 
Friends School. says she started the chorus to provide 
upper-echelon music instruction to a borough that has 
precious little of it. The chorus is open to kids of all levels 
of musical experience. The only requirements are basic 
pitch and dedication. 

" Everybody knows that arts education in schools is 
strained, and when it's something you' re serious about. 
you reach a frustration level," she says. "I wanted to cre­
ate for myaelf and my kids the highest quality musical 
program with no restrictions on what they could 
achieve." 

The ethnic diversity of the chorus is its hallmark. Near­
ly half or the choristers are black. and the group draws its 
membership from 50 private and public schools in Brook­
lyn. Tuition is easily affordable, and for thoae unable to 

pay, scholarships are available. The chorus relies heavily 
on corporate and private donations. 

Berkun is adamenl about the need to take from all 
segments of the borough. and on road trips to choral festi­
vals and other engagements the group has become some­
thing of a collective ambassador. 

" When you look around at choruses, so often you find 
the makeup is not representative of the geographic area," 
Berkun says. "This chorus is the Brooklyn Youth Chorus. 
For us to say that. we had better represent our borough." 

At the same time, Berkun is quick to offer up that the 
quality of the music. more than the group's racial make­
up. has been the ticket to its success 90 far . 

" People can say, 'Look at this wonderful group of di ­
verse people - black. white. green, purple.· But if you 
can ' t perform, that 's it." she sa_vs. "When there's a good 
thing going, people get you the connections." 

Berkun. who studied music education at New York Uni­
versity, focuses her teaching on creating challenges 
through performance. Her method is modeled after the 
philosophy of Hungarian composer Zoltan Kodaly, who 
thought that a child was never too young to learn music 
education. even in the womb. 

Berkun 's biggest reward is watching her students take 
pleasure in music they might never have come in contact 
with otherwise, and in their own voices. "It's music histo­
ry without the lecture," she savs. "Thev know the ele­
..;,ents. It's like, 'Wow. look at that neat contrapunto" " 

Berkun pushes the children hard . with two fast-paced 
rehearsals a week and no patience for inattention or 
horseplay . And they seem to like it. "You gotta make aure 
your voice is in lune. Sometimes my voice doesn 't want to 
sing," says Lateefa Shaw, 13. "She's tough. but I can live 
with it ." 

Sharorl Hayes, whose 11-year-old daughter Sarah sings 
in the chorus, says the twice-a-week rehearsals can be a 
strain but the rewards are many. "What has been best for 
her is the intermingling with kids from all over." says 
Hayes. "And they love the hype." 

The Brooklyn Youth Chorus will be performing Friday 
night al 7:30 at St. Ann and The Holy Trinity Church, on 
the corner of Montague and Clinton Streets. Seating is 
limited and tickets are $10 for adults and S5 for children. 
al the door. Auditions for the chorus are open to any child 
in the city between 8 and 16; no training is required. For 
information, call (718J 243-9447. ■ 
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August I 3, 1996 

Dionne Berkvn Ms. Ann Stock 
Artistic/Executive Director Social Secretary 

The White House 
AUG I 6 1900 

122 Pierrepont St. 

Brooklyn NY 11 201 

718-243-9447 

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue N.W. 
East Wing, Suite 200 
Washington, DC 20500 

Dear Ms. Stock, 

Since the founding of the Broukiyn Youth Chorus five years ago, it has been 
our dream to sing at the White House. Two years ago, we had the honor of singing 
for Mrs. Clinton in New York at the annuai gala of the Partnership for A Drug Fret 
America. After Mrs. Clinton shook the hand of each and every chorister on stage 
(whiie a standing crowd applauded patiently), several pledged tor.ever wash their 
hands again. 

This past week. the Chorus re: turned home from their first'oversea ::; tutir lo 
Canterbury, England. Chosen to be the i 996 Artists in Residence for the -prestigic,us 
CME Institute for Choral Teacher Education, 50 inner city children from Brooklyn 
had the tremendous privilege of representing the U.S. in Englano. 

Founded in 1992, it is the Chorus' mission to provide children of diverse 
abilities and backgrounds with a ur.ique program of music education c1nd choral 
perfonnance that seeks to fulfill each child's musical and personal poteritial , while 
creating a model of artistic excellence and harmony that enriches our commur,ity. The 
150 girls and boys enrol!ed in the Chorus program are drawn from ove;_· 65 puhlic il1~J 

private schools and reflect the broJd social , economic and ethnic divusity r,f New 
Y1")rk City. 

The Chorus ha~, received two invitations for the ccming year to perform in 
W ctshington DC. If there would be an opportunity for the Brooklyn Youth Chorus to 
perform at the White House, or for an upcoming special event, this would truly be~ 
dream come for our Brooklyn youngsters. 

! have enclosed so:ue press materials for your perusal ~nd a c<1<;~,::~~e tape or 
our concert. i thank you for your attention, and I hope to heur from you :,oon. 

}2
y respectfully yours, 

'~ 
nne Berkun 
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CHROME 
120 µs EQ 

Ello Filzgerold, orr. David Elliot 
Henry Purcell 
NurrtHi~ 
Leonard Bernstein 
Nils Vigelond 

orr. Donald Polriquin 

Savory, Sage, Rosemary and Thyme 
Hey Nonny No! from Four Engrrsh Songs 
Clop Yo' Hands 

orr. Donald Patriquin 
(rysf ol lo Poinl Kowakki 
George Gershwin, orr. Peter King 
orr. Barbaro Boker 

The Slorm 11 Pos~ng Over 
When I Sing 
Amazing Groce Bill Hendersoo, arr. David Elliott 

orr. Francisco J. Nunez 

founded in 1992, the BY( provides inner-city children of diverse abilities 
and ethnic backgrounds wirh a unique program of music education and choral 
performance rhar seeks 10 fulfill each child"s musical and personal potential, while 
creating a model of artistic excellence and harmony rhar enriches our community. 

Over 125 boys and girls ages six through sixteen, representing over 65 public 
and private schools, make up the Chorus' three ensembles •· Concert Chorus, Junior 
Chorus and Preparatory Division. The Chorus offers students the opportunity 10 
develop musicianship skills and to !ludy a repertoire of diverse musical styles and 
periods, while developing their own natural insrrumen~ the singing voice. 

Chorus members have performed for a variety of audiences and evenu, 
induding: first lady Hillary Clinton, Mayor Giuliani and the Congressional Arts 
Caucus, with Ben Vereen ar Lincoln Center, the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln 
Center ar Merkin Hall, the Brooklyn Philharmonic Orchestra ar Brooklyn Academy of 
Music, the United Nations, City Hall and Walt Disney World in Florida. The BYC 
has appeared on NBC's "Today Show," and WNYC Radio, and recorded a public 
service television commercial for the Partnership for A Drug free America. In 1995 
the Chorus competed in the Des Moines International Children's Choral festival, and 
this summer the Chorus will be the featured Artim in Residence ar the 1996 Choral 
Music Experience Institute with Dr. Doreen Rao in Canterbury. England. 

Organized as a SOl(c)(J) not-for-profit corporation, the Chorus is funded by 
a combination of corporate, foundation, government and individual contributions. 

BYCI 996 

Dianne Berkun, Founder 
and Artistic Director 
Matthew Brady, Piano 

Anne Schelleng, Rule 
Re(Ordedby 

(hrislopher Greenleaf, Westerly RI 
01 Old Flrst Reformed Church, 

Brooklyn 1996 

Pholo: Tom Collen 

BROOKLYN YOUTH CHORUS 
122 PIERREPONT STREET, 
BROOKLYN, NY 11201. 

(718)243-9447. 
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HILLARY CLINTON APPLAUDS BYC! 

In one of our most thrilling concert appearances 
yet, the Brooklyn Youth Chorus performed before First 
Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton in the New York Hilton's 
Grand Ballroom at a gala reception presented by The 
Partnership For A Drug-Free America. 

Held on Tuesday evening, May 24th, before an 
enthusiastic audience of hundreds of the City's top cre­
ative professionals, the event was a "thank you" to honor 
the participating advertising agencies' contributions to 
the fight against illegal drugs. The Brooklyn Youth Cho­
rus presented an inspirational program that reflected 
the Partnership's hope for the future: "Amazing Grace," 
"From A Distance" and our all-time favorite, "When I 
Sing." 

While shaking the hand of 
each and every chorister, 

Mrs. Clinton graciously 
turned to the standing 

audience and said with a 
smile, "This is going to take a 

few minutes!" 

Choristers not only 
got autographs from 
the star, they were 
celebrities 
themselves, signing 
programs for 
enthusiasts in the 

"We were just thrilled at the Brooklyn Youth Chorus 
performance and we want to thank you for all you 
did to make our 'Thank You' event a success. We 
hope you were as pleased as we were and hope that 
we can work together again in the future." 
-- Gloria Lorenza-Bajo, Vice President, Communication , 

Partnership for a Drug-Free Ameria 

At the invitation of the U.S. Postal Service, the 
Brooklyn Youth Chorus joined world-famous enter­
tainer Ben Vereen and Postmaster General Marvin 
Runyon on the stage of the Lincoln Center 
Bandshell in Darnrosch Park to celebrate the First 
Day of Issue for a new series of commemorative 
stamps, the Popular Singers series. At the Septem­
ber l event, the BYC provided musical tributes to 
the five singers honored by the new stamps : Al 
Jolson, "Baby Face"; Ethel Waters: "Sometimes I 
Feel Like A Motherless Child"; Bing Crosby, 
"Swingin' on a Star"; Ethel Merman, "Friendship"; 
and Nat "King" Cole, "Smile" --which Mr. Vereen 
rehearsed and then sang and danced with the BYC, 
giving them professional performance tips that de­
lighted the choristers! 

For the musical finale, Vereen and the other 
guests joined the Chorus in singing "I've Got 
Rhythm" -- and everyone agreed that he did! I I 

Sheneka Horne gets 
a big hug from Ben 
Vereen after the 
show! 
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A R T S & E N T E R T A N M E N T 

The Brooklyn Youth Chorus sings Friday at"St. Ann and the Holy Trinity Church. 

Diverse Voices in Unison 
Variety is the hallmark of Brooklyn's Youth Chorus 
By John Simerman 
STAPF WRJTER 

i
MID THE CLANKING of chairs, the falling of 

food crumbs and the rowdy banter of a roomful 
of school children, Dianne Berkun claps loudly. 
Suddenly, the relative chaos turns to near-si­
lence, and then to a single, angelic tone -

young voices in unison. 
No big deal for the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, maybe. 

But this rehearsal is in Brooklyn, and the kids singing 
Vivaldi as one are a diverse lot from all over the borough. 
Berkun is the founding director of the Brooklyn Youth 
Chorus, an independent group of 80 children ages 8 to 16. 

Just three years old, the chorus - with a repertoire 
from Bach to Billie Holiday - already has garnered star­
like attention . Earlier this year, it sang for Hillary Clin ­
ton at a gala reception benefitting The Partnership for a 
Drug-Free America ("She kissed everybody on the cheek. 
and she was pretty," says Michael Foy, age 12) and for 
Mayor Giuliani at Gracie Mansion tno kisses!. It has also 
performed with Ben Vereen at Lincoln Center and with 
the Brooklyn Philharmonic Orchestra. Recently, musi­
cian I songwriter Paul Simon stopped by a rehearsal; he 
plans to use some of the choristers in a stage production 
he's developing, Berkun says. 

The chorus - which is split into a 50-member concert 
chorus and a prep chorus for newcomers - covers a wide 
range of material, from Bach to spirituals to Ethel Mer­
man. This Friday. it will put on its annual winter benefit 
concert at St. Ann ancl The Holy Trinity Church in Brook­
lyn Heights, where a full plate of Christmas music is on 
tap. 

Berkun, a 28-year-old music director at the Brooklyn 
Friends School. says she started the chorus to provide 
upper-echelon music instruction to a borough that has 
precious little of it. The chorus is open to kids of all levels 
of musical experience. The only requirements are basic 
pitch and dedication. 

"Everybody knows that arts education in schools is 
strained, end when it's something you' re serious about. 
you reach a frustration level," she says. "I wanted to cre­
ate for myself and my kids the highest quality musical 
program with no restrictions on whet they could 
achieve." 

The ethnic diversity of the chorus is its hallmark. Near­
ly half of the choristers are black, and the group draws its 
membership from 50 private end public schools in Brook­
lyn. Tuition is easily affordable, and for those unable to 

I,, . I 
;, '' I 6, Ii 1, 6,i,. .... •i'-;;,., ,-,,~;,~~'°'°'' 

pay, scholarships are available. The chorus relies heavily 
on corporate and private donations. 

Berkun is adement about the need to take from all 
segments of the borough, and on road trips to choral festi­
vals and other engagements the group hes become some­
thing of a collective ambassador. 

" When you look around at choruses, so often you find 
the makeup is not representative of the geographic area." 
Berkun says. "This chorus is the Brooklyn Youth Chorus. 
For us to say that. we had better represent our borough." 

At the same time. Berkun is quick to offer up that the 
quality of the music. more than the group's racial make­
up. has been the ticket to its success so far . 

" People can say, 'Look at this wonderful group of di­
verse people - black. white. green, purple.' But if _vou 
can 't perform, that's it." she sa:,s. " When there 's a good 
thing going, people get you the connections." 

Berkun, who studied music education at New York Uni­
versity, focuses her teaching on creating challenges 
through performance. Her method is modeled after the 
philosophy of Hungarian composer Zoltan Kodaly, who 
thought that a child was never too young to learn music 
education. even in the womb. 

Berkun's biggest reward is watching her students take 
pleasure in music they might never have come in contact 
with otherwise, and in their own voices. "It's music histo­
ry without the lecture," she says. "They know the ele­
ments. It's like, 'Wow. look at that neat contrapunto! ' " 

Berkun pushes the children hard, with two fast-paced 
rehearsals a week and no patience for inattention or 
horseplay. And they seem to like it. "You gotta make sure 
your voice is in tune. Sometimes my voice doesn't want to 
sing," says Lateefa Shaw, 13. "She's tough . but I can live 
with it." 

Sharar! Hayes, whose 11-year-old daughter Sarah sings 
in the chorus, says the twice-a-week rehearsals can be a 
strain but the rewards are many. "What has been best for 
her is the intermingling with kids from all over," says 
Hayes. "And they love the hype.'' 

The Brooklyn Youth Chorus will be performing Friday 
night at 7:30 at St. Ann and The Holy Trinity Church, on 
the corner of Montague and Clinton Streets. Seating is 
limited and tickets are $10 for adults and $5 for children, 
at the door. Auditions for the chorus are open to any child 
in the city between 8 and 16; no training is required. For 
information, call (718) 243-9447. ■ 
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Making Music at Gracie Mansion 

BYC Sings for Mayor Giuliani and The Congressional Arts Caucus 

A three-van escort with all the drama 
of a secret government mission - complete 
with walkie-talkie communication and ID 
badges -- was how it began, Our Recital 
at Gracie Mansion! 

. 

11" 

"On behalf of our 
Congressional Arts Cat,cus 
Members, please extehd our 
sincerest thanks to ah of the 
Chorus members who 
performed so extr ordinarily at 
Gracie Mansion 'during ~l 
trip to New Yor . The /;:J~~•..,, 

"-it, ..,_li;,,';fo 
per/ or ma nee l as a peifc{!~""'~,•,,,,, 
to a wonder/! l weekeyaJ_ ,qn'it,,. 

-, ··~· ..,,Oq 
left our Members inspii;;J,:ii!ft!,c.. 

t,~J~~t 
~ !,.~jf~ co,.,0 ,t,;, ~,.;· 

lifss,o,v ..., 

II- /J.s. c ~l ◄ 11,s 
◄s,,,,.,o,/"'011,,ss c◄ ucus 

"'• O.c 
· <os,

5 '1p,.,.,~ 'as• 

• /s dr-.,,._ )l, d,,,,.~ tJ,, ~-fi /1 e d with ong!" __,,~ .. ,.,..,,.,..,. ~ • ..,.~,,,,,~.,,,.c. 

The event was a brunch on April 17th hosted by Mayor 
and Mrs. Rudy Giuliani for the Congressional Arts Cau­
cus during that group's meeting in New York City, and the 
Brooklyn Youth Chorus was invited to be the entertain­
ment. The audience, which represented both politics and 
the arts (guests included Kitty Carlisle Hart and NYC Com­
missioner of Cultural Affairs Schuyler Chapin), found the 
performance wonderful and moving, and gave them a long, 
standing ovation. Jeanne M. Stafford, Deputy Director of 
the Mayor's Office of Special Projects and Events, wrote 
this to us : "As I am sure you heard many times over, the 
Brooklyn Youth Chorus was a hit! The Mayor and Mrs. 
Giuliani, each of the congressmen and congresswomen, 
members of the arts community and friends of the 
Giuliani s all wanted to know where you came from. Aside 
from having extraordinary voices, the children were very 
well behaved. . . . Thank you for being such a beautiful 
part of the day." 

~,.,~ -1.lao: ~ 44d c1':C. • to N • .., ~,_ ..,~~• l.f. 
~~.:,' ~ ""i:,.,~ 0,-4_ aA,~;.::,.., Pl 

Louise 1\tiSlaughte•r~ - Ia~oM 'J'iJ/iJrd&,, ..,.,::,~:' '-•• ( · ot:;7"-"·t •,y"1 ·"'tfi0 °1.1.,, 

M ember 1 Congress- ,;,~ JJ,,.S. ¾,.n"rnfi"1- ,,, ,.. •-..... ""1,. 
;p~ -<-?'~ o,_..,, '6 ... I 

Congression"li•«~_N$,,.,. .r_14s '· ""••,, _ 'II ,., 
"~c~~ ., "...-., .,,, 

/J:tf:s /Ir. _-!_r. /7 -

BYC Welcomes New Choristers 
New recruits and "graduates" from the Prepara­

tory Division to the Concert Chorus are adding new 
vitality to our ranks this season. So far 24 new mem­
bers have joined the Chorus - 13 in Prep and 11 in 
Concert -- and four students have moved up from Prep 
to the more rigorous demands of the Concert group. 

Here are comments from some choristers: 
"Chorus is fun and it's different from the music you 

normally sing - not too easy and not too hard. I made a lot 
of friends. The kids in the chorus are very interesting be­
cause they've been places I have only dreamed about and 
IMng to people I have only seen on TV." Tanisha Blab (CC, 
gr. 8) 

"You get to do concerts and meet different stars The 

Prep Chorus was a good way to begin because you taught 
us how to make sounds and shape them and different songs. " 
Sheneka Horne (CC, grade 5) 

"/ yelled and yelled when I got into the Concert Cho­
rus .. . . Chorus is just my favorite thing to do. " MoHie 
Ashford (CC, gr. 4) 

"This is for people who want to sing so we get things 
done. Alot of it is challenging. I play the clarinet which 
helps me learn about music too. I like that you get to meet 
new people and make new friends outside of school." 
Amanda Lui (CC, gr. 6) 

"/ have been in the Chorus for two years now, and I 
consider it a great experience. Making friends as well as 
improving my singing voice has been really fun and I have 
learned a lot. I hope we can take more trips in the future. " 
Katherine Ambia (CC, gr. 6) 

"In tht Chorus, 
people, however 
different they may be, 
can unite under ont 
common cause, to sing 
to express ourstlvts as 
ont vo.ict. In my three 
years hut I havt 
watched the Chorus 
grow and develop to 
wh at iJ is now. If eel iJ 
is part of mt. " Jenny 
Kelaher (CC, gr. 7) 



Borough President Proclaims May 25, 1994 
"Brooklyn Youth Chorus Day in Brooklyn" 

At a Reception hosted by Brooklyn Union at the 
Heights Casino on May 25th for BYC corporate spon­
sors and special guests, Deputy Borough President 
Jeannette Gadsden read a Proclamation by Borough 
President Howard Golden naming that day "Brooklyn 
Youth Chorus Day in Brooklyn." 

The text of the Proclamation was: 

o F FICE OF 1HE pRes10eN1 
•onoua ~ o, •"0011.\.1" 
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Whereas, Music is the univer­
sal language and throughout the 
centuries it has lifted the spirit 
of humankind and brought joy 
and happiness into all our lives; 
and 

Whereas the Brooklyn 
Youth Chorus, under the lead­
ership of its Director, Dianne 
Berkun, has established itself 
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as a dynamic force in New 
York City s arts and cultural 
community, and it is most 
fitting that we celebrate the 
talents and achievements 
of this outstanding chorus 
and its dedicated Direc­
tor; and 

Whereas, the 

BYC Performs at NYC Events- We were featured 
perfonners at two important events in NYC the Hands on 
Promoting Excellence (HOPE) for New York Awards Ceremony 
at the CUNY Graduate Center on May 19 (shown above); and 
on June 17 a program of multi-cultural music at the Tri­
Institutional Noon Recital, which is an ongoing concert series 
at the Rockefeller University, presented by Rockefeller 
University, Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, and the 
New York Hospital-Cornell University Medical College. 

Brooklyn Youth Chorus unites children from differ­
ent backgrounds through their commen interest in 
music and nurtures the members' musicianship and 
vocal talent through study, training and exposure to 
a diverse repertoire of choral music; and 

Whereas, the Brooklyn Youth Chorus represents 
the promise and talent of our young people and pro­
vides a musical context/or fostering a spirit of learn­
ing and cooperation as a means to a greater end; 
and 

Whereas, on behalf of the People of Brooklyn, I 
congratulate the members of the Brooklyn Youth Cho­
rus for their outstanding work, and thank its Direc­
tor Dianne Berkun for her commitment to discover­
ing and nurturing the musical talent of our young 
people; and 

Now, therefore, I, Howard Golden, President of 
the Borough of Brooklyn, do hereby proclaim May 25, 
1994, as 

Brooklyn Youth Chorus Day in Brooklyn 

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my h 
and caused the Seal of the Borough of Brooklyn to 
affixed this 25th Day of May, 1994. 

Howard Golden 
President, Borough of Brooklyn 

New Chorus Members 
Concert Chorus 
Amy Advocat (I.S. 239, gr. 7); Jessica Advocat (P.S. 193, 
gr. S); Molly Ashford* (Brooklyn New School, gr. S); 
Tanasha Blake (LS. 240, gr. 8); Sheneka Horne* (Packer 
Collegiate, gr. S); Jonathan Juarbe (St. Francis Xavier, gr. 
4); Amanda Lui (St. Ann's, gr. 6); Alicia Lopez (East Side 
Middle School, gr. 8); Melissa Mayo (St. Agnus! Seminar, 
gr. S); Mervyn Mercano* (St. Francis Xavier, gr. 4); Lyn 
Muhleisen (P.S. 8, gr. 4); Victoria Restler (Packer 
Collegiate, gr. 9); Kristin Solomon* (Phillipa Schuyler, gr. 
6); Stephanie Weiner (P.S. 230, gr. S); Jaclyn Rochez 
(James Reynolds School, gr. 8) 

•Graduate from Prep Chorus 

Preparatory Division 
Kenny Advocat (P.S. 193, gr. 3); Victoria Bryant (P.S. 
279, gr. 2); Jamila Hunter (P.S. 119, gr. 2); Julie Notwicz 
(P.S. 204, gr. 2), Michelle Oliveri (P.S. 230, gr. 2); 
Elizabeth Alspector (Brooklyn Friends, gr. 3); Raymond 
Pank (Good Shepherd, gr. 3); Elisa Panek (Good 
Shepherd, gr. 5); Deena Lopez (P.S. 8, gr. 4); ; Ayisha 
Duncan (P.S. 149, gr.S); Tanisha Perry (St. Marks 
Lutheran, gr. 6); Janelle Reid (J.H.S. SI, gr. 8); Keith 
Morancie, P.S. 279, gr. 3). 
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~narting a 
New ~norus 
By Mic2 b Fink 

- 'vc had ir with dire organizacions," 
says Dianne Berkun, the 29-year-

l old fo under and director of the 
Brooklyn Youch Chorus , as she 

glances down ar the program of the 
1995 lncernaciona.l Children's 

Chora.l Fesciva.l in Des Moines, Iowa. "Out 
of all the choruses ar the fesuva.l, including 
two from Souch Africa, we were the only 
one r.hat was racially mixed." 

Berkun, looking primly Victorian with 

her Laura Ashley dress , shoulder-length 
hlond hair and brighc blue eyes, may seem 

an unlikcly spokesperson for diversity, but 
the group sbe dircccs includes children 
from every corner of Brooklyn. And che 
chorus, whose repertoire ranges from Bach 
ro Billie Holiday, h.i.s quickly evolved inco 
a world-class ensemble chat now holds ics 

own againsc some of the bcsc-cstablished 
children's grou ps in Europe and America. 

"There's a particular sound you look for 
in a youth chorus, a very pu,e sound thar 
is a mixru.rr: of innocence. and excitement," 
say, Bruce Adolphe, educacion dircaor of 
the Chamber Music Socicry of Lincoln 

Ccnrcr, who inviced the group co appear at 
Manhattan's Merkin Ha.II next March . 
"They definitely have it.• 

The fact that Berkun and her kids have 
come so far in such a sho1t period of time is 
a minor miracle by choral-music standards: 

fou, years ago they were just getting started. 
Last season rhc group sang for H illary 

Clinton at a reception for the Partnership 
for a Drug-Free America, performed for 

Mayor Giuliani at Gracie Mansion, cut a 

tape for Paul Simon's new Broadway musi­

cal Capnnan and sang wirh the Brooklyn 
Philharmon ic Orchcsrra at the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music. 

Back in 1989, when Bcrkun was first 
hired to teach music and lead a chorus at 
the Brooklyn Friends School, all this 
might have seemed inconceivable. "We 
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could only praccicc during school hours," 
she recalls. "There were admin istrative 

restraints and the pool of vo ices co draw 

on for the chorus was very limited by the 

population of a single school.• Berkun 
evcntua.lly began thinking abour starring 

her own communiry singing group. "I was 

amazed co learn th ere was no children's 

chorus that I knew of thac represcnccd a.II 
of Brookly n ." she says. The bo rough 

seemed a gianc reposiro ry of uncapped tal­
ent , an o pportW1i ty to test her ideas abou r 

reaching with a diverse group of children . 
Helped by a sm:ill gra nt for sup plies 

from Brooklyn Uni on, Berkun began co 

advertise and hold audicions in 1992. She 

includes over 120 membe rs who range in 

age from 6 to 16, practice one to four 

hours each week during the school year. 
Berkun maintains that their phenome­

na.I achievements are the result of those 

pracricc sess ions-along wicb rigorous 

training and cxrcnsivc exposure ac venues 

such as the Brooklyn Bo1anic Garden, the 

Brooklyn Child ren's Museum and the pub­
lic library. "We've had success in making 
co n tacts in chc: local co mmun iry," she: 

explai ns. "Bue all this supporr is meaning­
less unless you h~vc a produa. I have high 
sc2ndards 2.nd I'v e: given the ch ildren che 
skills co achieve those scandards. The kids 

also have a sense that they are =ing what 

All TOGETHER NOW: The Brooklyn Youth Chorus at • rehears.al on Pienepont Street. 

quickly gathered 45 untrained but cager th~e learned, and this makes them want 
young voices from ~cry sector of the com- co strive for more." 

munity. Rchearsa.ls were initia.lly held at Most of rhc children don't have any 
the Brooklyn Friends School, theo moved musica.l rro.ining when chcy sign up and a 

to rhe YWCA on Adanric Avenue; the few are weeded out during a brief ten­
group rccendy found a permanent home in minute audition . Bu t for the most pa.rt, 

a trim brownstone belonging 10 Saint Ann Berkun says, "If they can pass the audition 
and the Holy Triniry Church on Pierre- and attend the classes regularly, nobody is 

pont Street, where weekly practices arc excluded." Yearly tuition is $150 to $250 
now hdd in a l.vish Louis IV-srylc drawing and scholarships arc avail able to students 
room decorared with gold-rrimmcd mir- wich financia.l need; the majoriry of the 
rors, molded plaster ceilings and a gilded funding , however, comes from perfor­
chandclier. The chorus , which now mancc rcccipcs and grants from corpora-
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tions such as Independence and C rossland 
banks, Con Edison and NYNEX. 

Bcrkun' s teaching scyle mixes firm disci­

pline with a scns itivicy 10 derail and an 
obvious affection for the ch ildren . She 

seems as comforrable making the chorus 
repeat a phrase a half-dozen times as she is 

jumping rope with the children after 
rehearsal. "Since Melissa joined the chorus, 

all she does is sing." says Anna Mayo, whose 

daughter became a member a year ago. "She 
sings classical and jazz all over the house. 
She goes co a mostly whi ce schoo l. The 
other kids in the chorus come from schools 
chat are diffcrcnc cultures. Herc they get a 
chance m socializ.c and mix and inceraa." 

"Dianne pushes us because she rea.ll y 
wanes us to be good," explains Shcneka 
Horne, a call 1 I -year-old from Bedford­
Stuyvesant with red barrerrcs in her hair 
and a sofr Jamaican patois . "We don't care 

what language the songs are in . If the song 
has a nice, incercsting melody, we like ic." 

Berkun stresses that the kids are primed 
ro listen and have learned how co hear the 
sounds of the l,rnguagc and to mascer the' 

vowel sounds of each word . This training 
carries over co vocalizing in foreign Ian• 
guagcs: che children arc as comfortable 
singi ng Nat King Cole's "Smile as they are 

performing Vivaldi's "Laudamus Te" in 
Latin or Dvorak's "Vcneckck" in Czech. 

This past June, Bcrkun resigned from 
her teaching pos ition to devo ce all her 

energy co the chorus (she recently scarted 
caking a small salary) . And she has jusc 
accepted an invitation for the group co be 
the guest artists in residence at the lncerna• 
ciona.l Chara.I Music Experience lnscitutc 
in Canterbury, England, next summer. In 

the meantime, there's work ro do---i;erting 
rody for a special winter holiday recica.l on 
December 15 at the Old Fim Church in 

Park Slope and a performance the next 
evening with the Brooklyn Heighcs 

Orchestra at Sa.int Ann and the Holy Trin­
ity Church. And. come March, there's the 
show at Lincoln Center. 

"lt's a real honor ro perform with the 
Chamber Music Society." says Bcrkun. "le 
means we're being taken seriously and not 
being viewed as some kiddie chorus or 
just a cute group of black and white kids. 
We're being rapcctcd as a musical ensem­
ble, and this is what we have strived for 
since the beginning." • 



She New Bork SimttJ 

The CiQ 
M A K 

Let Children Sing 
Dianne Berkun Unites the Voices of Young Brooklyn; 

Only the Tru.ly Tone-Deaf Don't Make the Grade 

By ALEX ROSS 

[

E one weekday afternoon, Dianne Ber­
kun was standing before a fidgety 
crowd of schoolchildren in a dusty 
chamber of the downtown Brooklyn 

Y. W.C.A. She was trying to get them to sing 
Vivaldi's "Laudamus Te," music from the 
Baroque era that has no Immediately appar­
ent connection to their lives. 

"Do you remember what t~e main quality 
of Baroque music Is?" she patiently asked. 

"Dancing," severa l children replied. 
"Yes, this music must be dancelike. I want · 

It to be very lively, but I don't want it to sound 
like It's getting away from you." In the end, 
miraculously, the Vivaldi had the proper 
nimble lilt. 

Ms. Berkun, a 27-year-old music teacher at 
the Brooklyn Friends School, set herself a 
fairly epic challenge iwo years ago. She 
made plans to form a children's chorus not 
quite like any other In Brooklyn. Its mem­
bers, aged 8 to 16, would be drawn from 
'schools all over the borough, yet It would 
remain independent of any one Institution. lls 
repertory would address a wide array of 
traditions, yet It would concentrate on essen­
tial skills of musicianship. 

Starting only with a donation of stationery 
supplies from Brooklyn Union Gas, Ms. Ber­
kun's SO-voice Brooklyn Youth Chorus Is do­
Ing prelly well. Earlier this month, the group 
traveled to Disney World in Orlando, Fla., as 
one of nine choirs from around the country 
Invited to participate In the first Children's 
Holiday Choral Festival. Beginning on Tues-

day, through Dec. 23, the chorus will perform 
"The Waltz of lhe Snowflakes" in the Brook­
lyn Academy of Music's production of "The 
Hard Nut," Mark Morris's topsy-turvy ver­
sion of "The Nutcracker." The chorus land­
ed this last engagement after appearing at 
the academy's commemoration or Martin 
Luther King Jr. Day last January. 

"We ail just sat up and said, 'That 's the 
children's chorus for next season/ " saic;I 
Lynn Moffat, associate general manage r of 
the Brooklyn Academy of Mus!c. 

How has Ms. Berkun done It? The story, 
oddly enough, begins In Hungary. Studying 
music education at New York University and 
the University of Calgary, Ms. Berkun spe­
cialized in a teaching method devised early 
this century by . the Hung,rlan composer 
Zoltan Kodaly that has proved particularly 
successful among children. Vocal tra ining at 
an early age was the best way for children to 
learn music, Kodaly always insisted. His 
paragon was the 600-year~ld choral tradition 
In the British Isles, to this day the foundation 
of Brita in's exceptionally active musical cul­
ture. 

In this country, by contrast, musical train­
Ing of any sophistication Is Increasingly 
scarce. Classical music, one of many kinds of 
music that Ms. Berkun teaches to the chil­
dren, has to cross an enormous cultural gap. 
There are also the social gaps among the 
children themselves. White, black, Asian, 
Hispanic, rich and poor, attending 40 differ­
ent Brooklyn schools, they are a model of the 
teeming diversity that has made musical 
education such a challenge. 
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Auditions are not demanding ; Ms. Berkun 
!screens out only the hopelessly tone-deaf. 
:This Is in accordance with Kodaly's stricture 
' that a children's chorus does not require 
abundant or Innate musical ability. Al the 
same · time, however, Kodaly Insisted that 
musical s tandards be maintained. And in a 
recent two-hour rehearsal at the Y.W.C.A., 
the group's current home, Ms. Berkun gave a 
performance of which Kodaly would un­
doubtedly have approved. She was patient, 
but a lso musically demanding. 

' "ohh fui- I lw Nr"'' Yo1 lit I IIUl "!i 

Dianne Berkun, a 27-year-old music teacher, con<!_uctini: the Brooklyn Youth Chorus, which she founded last year . · · .• 
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Required Tone: 
Enthusiastic 
Children from 810 16, from any 
borough, can audition for the Brooklyn 
Youth Chorus. No preparation or 
training Is required to try out for either 
the Preparatory Division or the more 
advanced Concert Chorus. Both levels 
perform. There is no ceiling on the 
number of singers accepted. "I'm 
looking for musical potential, the 
ability to ma tch pilch, and 
enthusiasm," says the director, Dianne 
Berkun. Information Is available by 
calling (212) 674-0522. 

Most noticeably, she does not talk down lo 
the chi ldren. Rehearsing the Vivaldi piece, 
she makes free use of technical terms : "How 
many limes have I told you we need a long 
crescendo here? " On the next try, a smooth 
crescendo magically appears. Detours on 
mailers like Baroque style are an important 
part of the program; Ms. Berkun regularly 
throws in morsels of music history, along 
with Instruction on basic music theory and 
notation. Her equally patient accompanist , 
Alfred Ayres, gives piano lessons to many or 
1hc s1 11dcnts on the side. 

The program being rehearsed on this day 
balanced classical pieces with mullicultural 
select ions, lnclndlng spirituals and gospel 

hymns, along with Christmas ravorii cs. Even 
in "Have Yoursclr a Merry Utile Chrisl ­
m as," however, M s. Berkun kept up musical 
demands. Noticing a lack of enthusiasm, she 
asked, "ls Christmas a depressing holiday 
fo r you?" Unexpectedly, there were a few 
subversive murmurs of a!--senl. From this 
she drew an important lesson or public pcr­
formance : "Well, even if you don 't feel hap­
py, you have to sound happy in this song, 
because that's what the song is communicat­
ing." 

Afterward, as the child ren meed around 
having their permission rorms complc1 cd for 
the Disney World trip, Ms. Berkun talked nol 
on ly about lhe musica l cha llenges of leaching 
the group bttt also the logislical challenges or 

, holding it 1oge1hcr. 
"ll's .i re-at in it seH 10 have lhrse kids 

lngcthcr In one sp~cc," she sa id. " Ir there arc 
problems, ir one child docsn'I wan1 tu sit ncxl 
to anolher, then I just have- lhcm ta lk II 0111. 

f-or 11lC' mosl parl, 1hr issues lh<.•y drn l wilh 

out there arc. never issues her('. The children 
l>C'come friends, and so have some of 1hr 
parr.n ts when they c:ar-pool together." · 

Elaine Unkcless of Park Slope, whose 12-
year-old daughter, Vanessa, has been in the 
group since it swrtcd, sinp. lcs ou1 Ms. Bcr-
kun 's inlense devotion as a teacher. , 

"She's gol a real desire 10 help tho kids 
learn crnd perrorm in a professional man­
ner," she sa id. " My daughter sings a ll the 
time now ; she somt'limcs sings her selr to 
sleep. It is a rea l commitment. that's the one 
problem : it l akes a lot of time and enC'rgy. It 
can bC' 10ugh whe11 1hcy come home 1ired and 
s1i ll have homework 10 do." 

As Ms. Bcrkun scr.s it , the children have 
round in the choir "something new and chal­
lenging that they love." 

" The mosl impnrtnnl gir1 you ran p.ivc a 
child is srlr-c-slct•m," shf' said. "I lravr n lot 
or responsibilily to them . They have to tc-11 
me H they can' t com<' to a rehcars:11 and Aivc 
Inf' a good rxrusc. No rhild is arraid 10 romr 

up lo me. They're always ca fling me at home. 
I can't expect maturity and sc- lr-discipline, 
but I love lhis job more than anything else 
I've done in my life." 

The job is not an easy one. Ms. Bcrkun has 
yet to draw a salnry ror any of 1he work she 
has done over the last year nnd a hair, and 
resources arc at a minimum. She charges 
$80 lo cover some expenses, a llhough she has 
arranged scholarships with Brooklyn spon­
sors like the Independence Savings Bank. Sl1e 
spends more time than she would like raising 
money for such necessi ties.as uniforms and 
chorus r ise rs. 

But Ms. Berkun sees limitless possibilitiCs 
for her fledgling enterprise. She has hcc;n 
able to start a preparatory division for 
younger children, and her hope is to evcn1ua1-
ly starl an independen t choir school. 
. A c-om mcnl from one- s1udrn1 ~rem s IO suni 
up the group's pr·omisc : " U I wasn ' t in thl~ 
chorus, I cou ld bl' watching TV, hut I'd r;o1h,ir 
he si ngini:." 




