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JOAN SZYMKO (b.1957)

Joan Szymko's choral music is regularly performed
at regional, national and international choral
festivals, competitions and conferences. Utilizing

a familiar music vocabulary, she creates works that
are nonetheless fresh and engaging; compelling and
inspiring, her text selections are as notable

as her music. Szymko is widely recognized as a
foremost American composer of exceptional
repertoire for women's choir. The American Choral
Director's Association recognized Szymko's lasting
impact on the choral arts in America by selecting her
as the recipient of the prestigious Raymond

W. Brock Memorial Commission in 2010.

Joan Szymko lives and works in the beautiful Pacific
Northwest. As resident composer she enjoyed a
fruitful collaboration with Portland based Do Jump!
Movement Theater, (1995-2012) creating vocal
underscoring for major touring productions. A
dynamic conductor, she has served on the choral
music faculty of Portland State University (2013-15)
and has led Aurora Chorus as Artistic Director since
1993. As a visiting artist, Szymko workshops her
compositions with choirs in a variety of educational
and festival settings across the country and abroad.
For more info visit www.joanszymko.com.

WORDS

Why do you hate me?

Why do you shun me?

Why do you laugh when | break down and cry?
Why won't you help me

when they're all making fun of me?

Why won't you stick up for me

when they're shouting and whispering

and texting and posting their lies?

"So fat,

so ugly,

so worthless

— so gay.

Hey loser, hey stupid—
you should just go away. "

Words kill. (so mean, so heartless, so cruel)
Words can kill.

I've tried hard

but I can’t will them to stop. I've tried hard,
but my heart and my body are scarred.
And I'm afraid

I've begun to believe what your words

say about me.

Tell me, what do your words

say about you?

PROGRAM NOTES

Having accepted the opportunity provided by
Chorus America to write for young people,

| wanted to compose something that would be
relevant that might have a positive impact on

the lives of those singing this commissioned work.
| elected to focus on bullying, which has reached
epidemic proportions in our schools and on-line
culture. As | researched the real life consequences
of bullying, | vowed to evoke a spirit of empathy,
not with sugar-coated niceties, but with unedited
emotions, real taunts and fears. While searching for
lyrics, | read many heartbreaking poems by young
people who had been bullied. Sadly, most were
much too raw in content to use for this choral
project; and so | opted to write the lyrics myself.

“WORDS" attempts to both reveal and to reach
three distinct groups: the bullied, the bullies, and
the bystanders who enable bullying by doing
nothing. The first and last stanzas come from the
perspective of the bullied, with the first addressing
the bystander, and the last addressing the bully.
The middle stanza is comprised of a bully’s taunts.
The ‘question’ motif returns in the piano at the
ending. But the final question is for the bully: after
hearing the consequences of their cruel words and
actions, the bully is asked to examine themselves,
and how their words reflect their inner being.

STAGING

So as to avoid one set of singers being identified
solely as “BULLY” and others only as “BULLIED”

it is important that the staging provided below be
utilized in performance. This staging is intended to
reinforce identification with all the parties involved,
and hopefully will facilitate an empathetic response
from all who sing and all who listen.

1. Beginning: all singers facing forward, heads bowed.

2. Ms. 4-7: the 2 halves of the chorus raise heads gently in time to
sing their respective lines. Ms. 8-18: all singers are facing forward.
3. Rehearsal B: all singers turn bodies 45° upstage- group split at
center: stage R turn to right / stage Lto left. Small group moves
downstage during Ms.19-20 piano riff in order to deliver the lines
atMs.21-27.

4. M.29: split groups (from risers) move in unison to face forward in
time to sing their respective lines; at M33 remainder of choir moves
s0 as to be facing forward by M33 for tutti. Full choir now the BULLY.

5. M41: still facing forward (original small group having rejoined
group) each singer SLOWLY crosses arms, as if hugging oneself,
hunching slightly. All heads are bowed slightly in a "protective
stance.” Choir has now morphed from BULLY back to BULLIED.

6. M43 on fermata: start release of self-hug. By M48 all singers
standing fully upright, arms at side.
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programs and services of CHORUS AMERICA

ABC BEL CANTO CHOIRS
Sue Fay Allen, Executive Director

CANTABILE CHOIRS OF KINGSTON
Mark Sirett, Artistic Director

CANTABILE YOUTH SINGERS
Elena Sharkova, Artistic Director

CASPER CHILDREN'S CHORALE
Marcia Patton, Artistic Director

CENTENNIAL CHILDREN'S CHORUS
Sheri McKelfresh, Artistic Director

CHILDREN'S CHORUS OF MARYLAND
Susan Bialek, Artistic Director

CHILDREN'S CHORUS OF WASHINGTON
Margaret Nomura Clark, Artistic Director

CINCINNATI YOUTH CHOIR
Robyn Lana, Managing Artistic Director

COASTAL SOUND MUSIC ACADEMY
Diana Clark, Artistic Director

COLORADO CHILDREN'S CHORALE
Deborah DeSantis, Artistic Director

CRESCENDO COMMUNITY CHORUS
Sharon Smith, Artistic Director

GOLD COAST CONCERT CHORUS
Elizabeth Helms, Artistic Director

MCLOUGHLIN MIDDLE SCHOOL TREBLE
CHOIR
Kurtis McFadden, Director

MID-COLUMBIA MASTERSINGERS
Jolyn Glenn, Youth Choir Director

NORTHWEST GIRLCHOIR
Sara Boos, Artistic Director

OREGON REPERTORY SINGERS
Ethan Sperry, Artistic Director
Kimberly Skondin, Artistic Director of ORS Youth
Choirs

PENSACOLA CHILDREN'S CHORUS
Alex Gartner, Artistic & Executive Director

PORTLAND SYMPHONIC GIRLCHOIR
Roberta Q Jackson, Founding Artistic & Executive
Director

RAVENWOOD HIGH SCHOOL TREBLE
CHAMBER CHOIR
Lauren Ramey, Director of Choral Activities

TAPESTRY SINGERS
Jenn Goodner, Artistic Director

THE NORTH SHORE COUNTRY DAY SCHOOL
LOWER SCHOOL CHORUS
Linda Kiracibasi, Lower School Music Teacher

THE SALVATONES
Daniel Brondel, Artistic Director
Stephen Fraser, Young Voices Director

TREVOR DAY SCHOOL MIDDLE SCHOOL
CHOIR
Meg Myette, Middle School Choral Director

TUCSON GIRLS CHORUS
Marcela Molina, Director



