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By Jane Whitehead

On the afternoon of Super Bowl Sunday, 
February 7, Cary Hall vibrated with the sound 
of trumpets, the clash of cymbals and the thud 
of basses as Lexington Symphony Orchestra 
(LSO) hosted its biennial Kids’ Workshop and 
Concert.

The two-part program featured hands-
on informal music workshops followed by 
a child-friendly concert starring Lexington-
based pianist George Li. Li, 14, has appeared 
on PBS’s From the Top at Carnegie Hall, and 
performed with major orchestras includ-
ing the Boston Philharmonic, the Miami 
Symphony, and on a recent European tour, the 
Nordic Chamber Orchestra. On the previous 
night, Li had received a standing ovation 
from a packed Cary Hall for his performance 
of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 in C with 
the LSO under Music Director Jonathan 
McPhee.

 	 Before the kids’ concert, LSO 
musicians showed off their instruments, gave 
impromptu lessons and answered questions 
from parents and children at workshops on 

both levels at 
Cary Hall. A long 
line snaked on to 
the stage, where 
Minna Abalian, 7, of Lexington, waited for a 
chance to conduct a string quartet, under the 
eye of McPhee. Minna plays piano, and “likes 
to conduct music in the car with a pencil,” 
according to her dad, Varujan Abalian.

Emilie LaPointe, 4, conducted with 
aplomb before being lifted down from the 
stage by her mother Ana-Maria LaPointe.  
Emilie paused in her post-performance twirl-
ing long enough to tell a journalist that she 
has already started violin lessons. If she sticks 
with it, she will be the sixth generation in 
her family to play, said her mother, an LSO 
violinist.

Down in the basement, the air vibrated 
with the bellows and moans of brass and 
woodwinds. Getting a sound out of Peter 
Charig’s trombone “made my head feel like 
it was going to burst,” said Kierthan Lathrop, 
8, of Carlisle. His sister Annika, 6, who plays 
piano and said she likes to make up her own 

Pianist George Li and the Lexington 
Symphony Orchestra bring classical 
music to a young audience...

By Nancy Rogier
It’s a Wednesday night and another evening of rehearsal 

for the NewStage Dance Company, currently preparing for 
their production, “Synergy Rising,” going on stage at the 
Next Door Theater in Winchester March 12-14.

As I watch the company run through a new number 
choreographed by company member Kathryn West, I 
ask myself: What goes into the creation of a dance? The 
answers appear as the dancers move. Timing. Form. 
Concentration. Shoulders moving together. Heads lifted at 
the same angle. Teaching. Learning. I wish I could do that, 
I think to myself. Could I ever do that? Could I kick that 
high? Turn that fast?

 They run through the piece again and again until two 
hours have passed. Rehearsal is three times a week. “How 
long ago did you start rehearsals,” I asked one dancer. “Some 
of us started in August,” she replied. Rehearsals are at night 
because every member of the company is fully occupied 
during the day, thank you very much. Some have full-time 
jobs and others work part-time. Many have children. One 
is development director at the American Venous Forum. 
Another one has a seven-month-old baby. Another member 
has a three-week-old baby. One is an accountant in the 
throes of tax season. Another is a scientist.

Wendy Costello, NewStage artistic director, may pack 
the most into her twenty-four hours. Costello, a Lexington 
resident, is the program coordinator for the dance fitness 

NewStage Dance Company: Rising to Perfection 
program Dancenergy offered at the Waltham Boston Sports 
Club and the Regent Theater in Arlington in addition to 
being a part-time bookkeeper and full-time mother of very 
athletic children. There are lots of basketball games in her 
schedule. She is the director and producer of “Synergy 
Rising” and its lead choreographer, which means every 
detail of the show will come under her purview in some 
way, large or small. 

Costello formed NewStage Dance as an outgrowth of 
the Lexington Women’s Dance Ensemble. Between 2006 
and 2008, she teamed up with Sal Jones, artistic director 
of the Lexington Players, to stage three dance shows—she 
as director and he as producer. Since then, she’s continued 
to teach dance and create choreography, most recently 
showcasing a piece at the Dance Complex in Cambridge as 
part of a choreographer’s workshop. 

It was dance class that gave her the inspiration for 
“Synergy Rising.”

“Observing dance class can be a wonderful exercise in 
sociology,” she said. “Although most of the dancers come 
together only once or twice a week for an hour or two, they 
are able to develop a wonderful sense of camaraderie and 
support. They lead different lives, travel in different circles, 
live in different communities, but their common bond is 
dance. For an hour or two they dance together, pulling 
energy from each other—energy that helps sustain them 
until they meet again.”

“Synergy Rising” was born from that feeling that 
together through dance we can lessen the burden of the 
baggage we carry with us—financial problems, a sick 
child at home—as well as share the joys of life like a new 
relationship, a new baby, or a new job, even if it’s just for 
that hour or two of dance class.

Based on that idea, Costello put together a show based 
on five vignettes, each with a different theme. Within each 
vignette there are three or four dances revolving around a 
central character. Each vignette tells a different story, such 
as a relationship gone bad, finding love, or accepting and 
embracing your body image.

During the opening dance, the audience is introduced to 
the main characters through the setting of a dance rehearsal. 
Each dancer’s personalities are revealed to us as they arrive 
and begin to warm up. The audience will discover why they 
dance, what dance does for them, and who they are. 

I asked Costello what happens next. “You’ll just 
have to come see it,” she said. She is doing choreography 
for most of the show. Contributing choreographers are 
company members Suzanne Kouri, Tina Kinard, both 
from Lexington, Becca Flint of Wakefield, Karen O’Brien 
Tsourides of Dover, Tonya Rabouin of Medford, Ann Roe 
of Belmont, and Kathryn West of Everett.

Including Costello, twenty-five women are in the 
company, including ensemble dancers who auditioned for 
a spot in the show this past fall.  Early on in the rehearsal 
process, she asked each dancer to write the answer to this 
question: Why do you dance?

NewStage Dance Company member Cindy Chiu of 
Waltham gave an answer from a dancer’s point of view, of 
course—she’s been dancing all her life. But her response 
reflects the audience’s point of view as well. 

“I think it’s amazing when people can choreograph 
dances,” she said. “I love learning new dances and seeing 
how a choreographer puts their movement to words and 

music to create a story or create an image. I always think to 
myself, wow, that goes so perfectly to the music, how did 
they think of that!”

“I think what means the most to me is when I know 
what we’ve done as dancers has finally matched the vision 
the choreographer had in mind. Like when Kathryn yells 
YES YES YES when she’s so excited because we finally 
get one of her complicated hip-hop moves the way she 
wants. Being able to make a dance come to life exactly 
as a choreographer has envisioned, and being there at the 
moment they feel that, is why I love to dance.”

NewStage dancers include (l to r) Kristen Snyder, 
Ann Roe and Cindy Chiu. 

NewStage dancers rehearsing a piece choreographed by 
Suzanne Kouri and set to U2’s “Get On Your Boots”

Lexington residents (from left to right)  Wendy Costello,  
Lynell Stern, Suzanne Kouri, Kathleen Ellmore, Sarela Bliman-
Cohen, Lynne Harris will be performing with NewStage Dance 
Company March 12-14 in “Synergy Rising” at the Next Door 

Theater in Winchester. Wendy Costello is NewStage Dance 
Artistic Director and lead choreographer for the show. Suzanne 

Kouri is a contributing choreographer.

As I watched rehearsal that night, I felt the same 
thrill of watching the choreographer’s vision come to 
life. Rehearsal actually began that evening with a piece 
choreographed by Costello and danced to “Birdland” by 
the great jazz musician and composer Charlie Parker. 

Now THAT was one smoking hot number. “Personally, 
what I like about ‘Birdland’ is the constant movement of 
the piece, dancers coming and going, getting lost in the 
music. There are so many interesting transitional points in 
the music that it just makes for great material. We go from 
drags to struts to pounding out a quick tap rhythm in one 
dance. What could be more fun?” Costello said.

Performances for “Synergy Rising” are March 12 
at 8 PM, March 13 at 8 PM, and March 14 at 2 PM 
and 7 PM at the Next Door Theater, 40 Cross Street 
in Winchester. Tickets are $18 in advance and $20 at 
the door. Advance tickets may be purchased through 
the Next Door Theater by calling the box office at 781-
729-NEXT or online at www.nextdoortheater.org. Next 
Door Theater is handicapped-accessible. Parking is 
conveniently located at 50 Cross Street at the KidStock 
parking lot. 

music, was impatient to join 
the long line to try out the 
harp. Others had come from 
further afield: according to 
violinist Rebecca Hawkins, 
one family had made the trip 
from Rindge, NH, attracted by 
publicity on the LSO website 
(www.lexingtonsymphony.
org.)

“We wanted to give 
our kids more exposure to 
music,” said Sandra Faillace of 
Lexington. “Let’s see how this 
experiment goes,” she added, 
eyeing her 6-year-old twin 

sons Nicolas and Stefano as they took their 
seats in the balcony for the concert part of the 
program. 

“How many people here are 6?” asked 
McPhee, stepping up to the microphone to 
introduce soloist George Li. Many hands shot 
up. “Mozart was famous at the age of 6,” said 
McPhee. The most prodigious of prodigies 
played for the crowned heads of Europe on a 
three-year tour that he began at that age.  By 
14, Mozart was internationally known as a 
performer and composer, said McPhee, which 
makes his music an ideal fit for young stars 
like Li.

When Li came on stage, a short, stocky 
figure in a tuxedo, looking even younger than 
his 14 years, the audience grew quiet and 
expectant. He played the last movement of 
Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 in C Major 
with the mature artistry that led the music 
critic of the Worcester Telegram and Gazette 

to call him “a piano virtuoso with a talent and 
technique somewhat larger than this solar 
system,” after a recent performance of the 
Saint-Saens Piano Concerto No. 2.

After the performance, McPhee held a 
short question and answer session with Li. 
The audience learned that he started playing 
at age 4 and a half, that he practices three 
hours a day on schooldays, and seven hours 
a day on weekends, that he likes to play 
baseball, and that though he usually enjoys 
playing, even he hits patches when it’s not 
fun, and that’s when he most needs the sup-
port of his parents and teachers.

The most talented musicians get stuck at 
times, said McPhee. Sometimes progress is 
quick and easy, “but when you hit a plateau, 
you feel discouraged,” he said. At such times, 
parents need to get involved and be actively 
encouraging, he said. He also reminded the 
largely Lexington-based audience that George 
Li’s talent was first nurtured by the stellar 
Lexington public school elementary music 
program. “This is what you get,” he said, to 
enthusiastic applause. 

Principal LSO violist and Arlington-
based music teacher Lisa Kempskie summed 
up her player’s eye-view impressions of 
the afternoon: “It’s exciting to look out and 
see a sea of kids as young as these,” she 
said.  “I see a lot of enthusiasm and curiosity 
and inspiration.”  And as Jonathan McPhee 
pointed out earlier, “music is part of all our 
lives,” and has the power to kindle enthusi-
asm, curiosity and inspiration in people of all 
ages. 

Musicians in the making

PHOTOS BY DIANE SPERANDIO


