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Pennsbury singers will be performing at the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts on Jan. 19. 

Local voices will soon join hundreds of singers in one of New York City's most prestigious venues. 

For the first time, Pennsbury students and community members have been invited to perform on Jan. 19 at Avery Fisher Hall in Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. The center is a leading site of professional theater, ballet and musical performances, where celebrity artists have performed for 2,000 people at a time. 

For the 95 members of the Pennsbury High School Concert Choir and the 70 Pennsbury Community Chorus members, sharing that space is both exhilarating and intimidating. 

The fact that they will perform in Latin adds to the tension. 

"The music is super difficult and unusual," said Hannah Kwagh, a senior in the high school's concert choir, one of the six choirs at the high school. 

Senior Jessica Williams said the music of one of the pieces reminds her of a movie theme whose changing emotions are challenging to express. 

The Pennsbury groups will perform in the U.S. premieres of two songs by British composer Karl Jenkins, "Stabat Mater" and "Te Deum." Both are based on European sacred music that dates back to the Renaissance period, but Jenkins has added Arabic and Aramaic sections to the music, said James Moyer, the lead Pennsbury High School choral director and founder of the community chorus. 

Jenkins was voted most popular living composer for the past five years by listeners on BBC Classical Radio One, according to Distinguished Concerts International New York, which is producing the New York concert. 

About 600 people in choirs from across the U.S., Hawaii and England will perform "Stabat Mater." Pennsbury choir members will sing three of the 12 movements in that song. They will perform "Te Deum" alone. 

Cindy Cappa, the community chorus board president, said she is very nervous about singing in such a prestigious venue. Though she's performed as a community chorus member for five years, she has worked hard to prepare. 

"We have MP3 files for some of the pieces and I've been going over those with music scores and practicing," the Lower Makefield resident said. "We're trying to put the words together with the notes. Some of the Latin is more difficult than some Latin I've done in the past. It all requires a lot of practice." 

Advertisement  Jonathan Griffith, Concerts International's artistic director and principal conductor, will conduct the New York performance. On Monday, he visited the high school campus to rehearse with the high school and community choirs in their first practice together. 

Cappa said Griffith taught her a great deal about performance. 

"He was so exuberant in giving us instruction," she said. "He came in with so much enthusiasm and treated us with respect and instilled in all of us a real enthusiasm for the piece. He really taught us a lot about how music can be so theatrical and so exciting for the audience." 

Moyer was unfamiliar with the musical pieces when his choirs were first invited to perform. 

"I thought, 'Is this something we can handle?' There was a lot of anxiety and stress in the initial stages. Then I accepted it," he said. 

He has worked on the music with the students and community chorus since mid-November. The students are members of the top mixed (boys and girls) ensemble at the high school and have developed a strong foundation after years in Pennsbury's music department, said Moyer, who is also the district's music curriculum coordinator. 

"I tell the students how important it is to be serious about this," said Moyer. "It creates opportunities for later students." 

On Sunday, the Pennsbury contingent will join the other choirs and the full orchestra in Avery Fisher Hall for the first of two rehearsals before the big night. 

Concert choir member and junior Ian Monahan has seen Avery Fisher Hall before and can't believe he's going to be on stage there. "It's absolutely incredible," he said. 

Jessica said she can't wait to perform in Lincoln Center.  "I want to be an opera singer, so this is a dream come true," she said. "I feel I'm getting closer and closer to what I want to do."

