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Van Nuys High choir

wrote and will sing an
homage to 1968’s East
L.A. school protests.

BY Dorany PINEDA

With a wave of choral di-
rector Brianne Arevalo's
hands and her body's mo-
tioning, the students inside
Room 425 at Van Nuys High

School take a breath before -

song pours from their
mouths.

“Walkout, walkout, walk-
out,” the teenagers belt out
in unison like a palpitating
heartbeat. Composer Saun-
der.Choi pummels ominous
chords from an old, scratch-
ed-up grand piano.

“What do we want?
Equality,” half the students
sing, stretching  the last
word out. Others repeat the
foreboding “walkout.”

“When do we want it?
Now!” they demand.

Adfter several stanzas, the
piano slows to feathery sin-
gle notes. Soprano Jessica
Turclos, I7, rises from her
seat inthe back of the room.

“J see the way my teach-
erslookme. AsthoughIam
small and insignificant be-
cause of my race,” she sings
solemnly. “Ifeel T amlessof a
person, not fit for education,
not fit for anything other
than physicallabor.”

The setting is Garfield
High School in 1968, and
‘Turcios, a senior, sings the
part of Paula Crisostomo, &
leader of the East Los Ange-
les student walkouts that
helped to spark the Chicano
power movement. The
Brown Berets and Sal
Castro, a teacher and activ-
ist who played a leading role
in the rebelion, are also fea-
tured characters in the
piece. :

Turcios, her choir mates
and Arevalo are rehearsing
“Walkout: Past, Present, Re-
peat,” an oratoric written
and composed by Van Nuys
High School's choir studenis
and produced by the L.A.
Master Chorale’s Voices
Within Oratorio Project.
This year's oratorio re-
counts the events of May b,
1968, and the generations of
student activists who fol-
lowed.

On that day more than 50
years ago, hundreds from
East Los Angeles high
schools walked out of their
classrooms to protest dilapi-
dated campuses, a lack of
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CHORAL director Brianne Arevalo leads her students in song as Saunder Choi plays the piano in rehearsal.

STUDENTS in the Van Nuys High School choir re-
hearse their piece “Walkout: Past, Present, Repeat.”

eollege-preparatory classes
and teachers accused of be-
ing unqualified, indifferent
to students’ needs or out-
right racist toward the pre-

dominantly Latinoe stu-
dents. :
At the height of the pro-

tests a week later, about

22,000 from high schools in-
cluding Garfield, Lincoln

and Roosevelt had marched

out of c¢lassrooms and
changed history.

On Friday, 85 choir stu-
dents and I student instru-
mentalists will premiere for
classmates the 10-move-
ment oratorio alongside
professional singers and
musicians. On Saturday, the

performance will opento the
public. The concert will be
accornpanied by projections
of historical images fromthe
walkout, provided by the
UCLA Chicano Studies Re-
search Center.

The production will be
the culmination of six
months of training, rehears-
als and research. For 19-
vear-old Rafael Alejandro
Gémez Garcia, participa-
tingin this project washisin-
troduction to the historic
walkouts.

“Honestly, I didn't know
anything abouf the walk-
outs,” the senior tenor said.
“But I thought it was really
interesting to learn about

DARIAN CALDERON sings the part of teacher and
activist Sal Castro in a solo during rehearsal Monday.

people from where I come
from unify to lift themselves
from social injusiices. That
was really inspiring to me.”
About four years 4ago,
Gomez moved to the U.S.
from Jalisco, Mexico. He
kmnew no English but eredits
music and the choir for help-
ing him learn the language
quickly. “I come from that
culture, so it’s easier to feel

‘empathy for those stu-

dents,” he said.

In rehearsing “We Rise,
We Walk,” professional sing-
er Alice Kirwan Murray
urges students to put them-
selvesinthe story. “You're ali
immigrants in this scene,”
she reminds them. The woe-

ful song narrates the experi-
ences of three “immigrants”
walking across the desert.

“We were lost. Still not
knowing what to do. We walk
for the dream of America. ...
We do our best. We try to sur-
vive. Qur futures are not set
in stone,” the choir sings,
dragging the last word.

The lyrics are personal to
Gomez. Although he was

fortungte enough to come

into the country legally, he
knows many are not. “Some
of my family rnembers really

struggled with that,” he said, -

noting how nervous he is
about the upcoming per-
formance, “I want to do it
well ... and I really want to

‘and

personify those people, to
give them voice,”

" Giving voice to these sto-
ries is also important to
Genevieve Rochblatt.

“I think especially in cur-
rent times ... problems with
racial equality aren't gone
and they’re not fixed yet. If
people stop talking about
them, then nothing’s ever
going to change, and aslong
aswe continue the conversa-
tion and keep bringing
awareness to people, that’s
how things get done,” the I¥-
year-old soprano said, who
performed inlast year's proj-
ect about the history of
women's rights.

When students and
teaching assistants brain-
stormed subjects for this
year's oratorio; they kmew
the story had to be epic.

“Tronically, we settled on
this,” said Lesili Beard, L.A.
Master Chorale’s education
director and executive pro-
ducer of the Oratoric Proj-
ect. “Who knew thaf Stone-
man Douglas and all of these
school shootings and things
that incited activism today
would be so relevant?” she
added.

Movement eight of the
oratorio, titled “When Wil
‘We Learn?,” pays homage to
the student victims and ac-
tivists of last year’s Park-

“land, Fla., shooting that

killed 17 people.

The setting is Washing-
ton, D.C., 2018, during the
March for Our Lives rally,
which mobilized thousands
of people across the U.5. and
around the world in support
of gun control.

It wasthe movement that
Rochblatt and several other
choir members were as-
signed to writelyricsfor.

“It was a lot,” she said
about scripting the piece. “It
was very emotional because
school shootings are some-
thing that happen alt over,
shootings happen
nearby. ... Ithink it's scary to -
think about how close that
can be, and it’s important
that things need to change.
And 1think being the group
that wrote about that ... we
really had tounderstanditin
writing.” ’

The song goes: “We are
not a statistic. It happened
to us. A normal school day. 1
saw it all happen. I hid inthe
auditorium. Silent witness.”

Writing thatlastlyric, she
said, was “areally big feeling
to try tounderstand.” :

But these stories, she
sald, are ones she wants to_
honor.

THE 99-SEAT BEAT

By DaryL H. MILLER

Call it navel-gazing or, if you're feeling poetic, peering into the soul’s depths. At L.A’s small
theaters this weekend, Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina does it. So too, in her way, does inquisiiive
“Mamma Mia!” bride-to-be Sophie. Also the characters in Nicky Silver’s showbiz dramedy
“Too Much Sun” and the Miranda July stories of “How We're Different From Animals.”

‘Mamma Mial” at
Cupcake Studios

“the craziest audiences in
L.A.,” he exclaimed as he
fired up the crowd before a
recent performance.
Details: Cupcake Stu-
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insightful L.A. work includes
“Occeupant” last winter at

‘the Garry Marshall Theatre.

Both Levin and Anna are
trying to find their purpose
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