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“Singing carries 

you across time, 

space, emotion, 

and experience to 

connect your stories 

with those of the 

people around you.”

Join a choir and you’ll do way more 

than just exercise your vocal chords

Words Sandra Mangan Photograph Phil O’Brien

SING?

Above: The Sirens 

work their magic in 

rehearsal.

New York is a living jukebox, with 
earworms at every end and turn. 
The place could have a Spotify 
playlist all its own, tracing the 

city from ‘59th Street Bridge Song,’ through 
‘Chelsea Morning,’ ‘No Sleep ‘Til Brooklyn,’ 
‘New York State of Mind’ … to our very own 
‘42nd Street.’ 

If you find yourself singing along, that’s 
OK. Science has proved singing is good 
for you – it’s an aerobic activity that not 
only increases oxygen in the blood stream 
but also exercises major muscle groups in 
the upper body – even when you’re sitting 
down on the subway. 

It has psychological benefits  
too – reducing stress and creating a  
sense of community, belonging, and  
shared endeavor. But where can I find  
my own voice? Right here in Hell’s Kitchen, 
where two barbershop choruses make 
heavenly music. 

First on the block were the Voices of 
Gotham, a male a cappella chorus. Then 
came the Sirens of Gotham, who formed 
in November 2011. The two are very close 
– never closer than when a member of 
Voices of Gotham proposed to a Siren 
on stage during a joint concert. (She 
accepted!)

The Sirens are an accomplished, 
enthusiastic, friendly bunch (as anyone 
who saw them perform at the W42ST 
holiday party in TurnStyle will attest). 
They’ve appeared on television, performed 
in world-renowned venues, produced 
their own live performances, and hosted 
multiple successful fundraisers.

I follow the dulcet sounds and laughter 
to find them at Metro Ministries, on W40th 

St. Both the Sirens and Voices are deep in 
rehearsals for a joint show and I’m soon 
lost in a world of close harmony.

There are around 35 Sirens, across 
a wide age range, directed by the 
powerhouse that is Sarah Clay Lindvall, a 
former featured performer at Walt Disney 
Resort in Florida who came to NYC to 
study for a Master of Music degree in 
vocal performance at New York University 
and stayed. She’s now director of music 
and dramatic arts at the Notre Dame 
School of Manhattan. Spike-heeled and 
full of sparky confidence, she has the 
chorus in the palm of her hand. 

As for the rest of the women, and their 
reasons for being here …

“Singing is when I feel most vulnerable,” 
says Anna Chelak, “not because of 
nerves or insecurity, but because of the 
profoundly captivating way singing moves 
you emotionally and physically. Singing 
carries you across time, space, emotion, 
and experience to connect your stories 
with those of the people around you, and 

together you embark on a journey  
more visceral than many other art  
forms can achieve.”

“And in barbershop music,” she adds, 
“there comes with this captivation of song 
a sense of community like no other. The 
accessibility of the music is coupled with 
the capacity for brilliant mastery of the craft, 
and it’s the passion and harmony it inspires 
that keeps you there like a warm hug.” 

Gabriella Vega joined Sirens in 2014 
and has never looked back. “I heard there 
was a women’s barbershop chorus in the 
NYC area and, living in Hell’s Kitchen at the 
time, I decided to audition. Having recently 
graduated from college, it was a little 
daunting to find activities to participate 

music, but I can follow it a lot better  
now that notations and musical concepts 
have been explained to me in a way I  
can understand.” 

Hell’s Kitchen resident Vicki Tisch works 
in children’s book marketing. “In 2012, a 
co-worker mentioned that a new women’s 
barbershop chorus was just starting, and 
invited me to a rehearsal. I was hooked, 
and I think I’ve only missed two or three 
rehearsals since then,” she says. “They’re 
a fun and talented group of women who 
enjoy working hard and making beautiful 
music together, and sharing it with others.

“I’m honored to be a charter member 
of Sirens and I continue to be surprised 
at how much more there is to barbershop 

Where to 
sing in NYC
Sirens of Gotham 

(www.sirensofgotham.org)
Voices of Gotham 

(www.voicesofgotham.org)
Empire City Men’s Chorus 

(www.empirecitymenschorus.org)
Britpop Choir 
(www.urbanchoirproject.org/
britpop-choir)
Gotham Rock Choir 
(www.gothamrockchoir.com)
West Village Chorale 

(www.westvillagechorale.org)
Lavender Light 
(www.lavenderlight.com)
And more … Vocal Area Network 

(www.van.org)

Why

in outside of work. Work-life balance has 
a growing importance to me, especially 
living in a city that tends to be fast-paced, 
high-stress, and always buzzing. Joining 
Sirens gave me a creative outlet that I’ve 
come to fully appreciate. And the terrific 
and talented women in the chorus are an 
added bonus.”

She adds: “When I first joined Sirens, I 
couldn’t read music. I had a misconception 
that everyone could read music and I was 
afraid I would fall behind and not learn at 
the same speed as others. The musical 
directors do a really good job of making 
this an inclusive and friendly environment, 
no matter what your learning speed or 
style is. I am still not a ‘pro’ at reading 

than just learning the notes on the 
page. Movement, facial expression, 
interpretation, forward motion … Also, the 
fact that we’re never really ‘done’ with a 
piece – there is always room to tweak  
and improve.”

Recent recruit Erika Ji, a product 
manager at Dropbox, was looking to make 
connections when she moved to NYC just 
over a year ago. She says: “I first found 
out about Sirens through the Vocal Area 
Network website. I actually didn’t know 
much about barbershop at the time, but I 
was looking to sing with a group of talented 
and hardworking musicians. Sirens 
sounded like it fit the bill, and I was thrilled 
when I passed my audition.

“I’ve continued to sing in Sirens because 
I love the community – there are so many 
wonderfully talented musicians with such 
different backgrounds, and everyone is 
enthusiastic, hardworking, supportive, and 
excited to grow musically. It doesn’t hurt 
that, as a classically trained musician, I love 
hearing complex harmonies, so I fell in love 
with the barbershop genre too.”

Still not convinced? Let’s give the 
final word to Anna Chelak: “To share in 
this art form is to share with people the 
deepest and most vibrant corners of 
your soul. You share a musical language 
that comforts you, challenges you, and 
humbles you. You cherish it because 
harmony is a precious thing, and singing 
is quite simply cathartic.”


