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Mama Foundation to expand gospel classes with grant
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MAKIN' MUSIC | Elijah Ahmad Lewis, a vocal instructor; Vy Higginsen, Mama Foundation director and founder; and students Khari Hughes and Lorna
Courtney sing at a recent practice.
BY CHRIS MEYER / Spectator Senior Staff Writer
April 15, 11:44pm

To the casual observer, the nondescript brownstone on 126th Street between Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard and Lenox Avenue
blends right into the background. But every Friday evening, the headquarters of the Mama Foundation for the Arts emanates choral
music so loud you can hear it from a block away.
After receiving a $40,000 grant from the West Harlem Local Development Corporation, the foundation—which teaches gospel music to
local teenagers between the ages of 13 and 19—hopes to expand its recruiting efforts into Community District 9. The grant was one of
83 given to neighborhood organizations in the WHLDC’s recent grant cycle, during which it doled out $2 million of Columbia’s money.
Since its founding in the early 1980s, the Mama Foundation has emerged as a training ground for dozens of accomplished gospel singers
and choirs.
“We wanted to make sure that the music never died, and that young people would be the ambassadors of music,” said Vy Higginsen,
founder and director of the Mama Foundation. “They would save this genre of music, and they would pass it on to their families and
their children and their children’s children.”
Choirs representing the foundation have performed locally as well as nationally—for the Congressional Black Caucus in Washington D.C.,
at a TED conference in Long Beach, Calif., and on stage with pop singer Madonna.
In fact, performing live is so common it has become part of the foundation’s curriculum. According to Higginsen, singers join as young as
13, and as long as they demonstrate in tryouts that they can “carry a tune,” they can begin to move through the ranks in the hope of
eventually joining a performance choir. Talent scouts go into churches and public schools in order to, in Higginsen’s words, “go straight
for the musical kids” and get them excited about the program.
After seeing ads in a gospel newspaper and at her school, Devaire Elmes, 18, joined the program as soon as she was old enough. She said
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it provided an escape from the pressures of day-to-day life.
“It doesn’t just becomes a routine, it becomes part of who you are,” she said. “Some people will burst into tears while singing, and after
that, you will see a release of energy, and a brightness in their face.”
Higginsen, the daughter of a minister who grew up listening to gospel music in church and on the radio, said the foundation aimed to
“balance a musical landscape” dominated by hip-hop, rap, and R&B music, and to reclaim the contributions gospel has made to
American music.
“We look at why this particular music has the power to communicate, why it has the power to heal and transform and change your state
of mind,” she said. “We want to save this kind of music and make sure it’s never forgotten.”
While the program recruits in Upper Manhattan, leaders plan to expand their efforts into Community District 9, which includes
Morningside Heights, Manhattanville, Hamilton Heights, and part of Washington Heights. Higginsen said the area is attractive for the
foundation because of the number of public schools, universities, and large apartment complexes within its borders, making it likely the
foundation will find “musical kids” there.
Brianna Young, 18, said that emotions before a show often run high, and even the best of friends can get upset with each other right
before they go up to start singing—a testament to how seriously Mama Foundation singers take their work.
“If you every come to one of our shows, just take one piece of advice,” Young said. “Do. Not. Come. Backstage.”
chris.meyer@columbiaspectator.com | @cmeyer201
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WAKE-UP CALL

By Jenne O'Brien
Apr 16 9:55am
We’re deeply saddened by the events that occurred in Boston yesterday. If you live nearby and can host anyone who needs a place to stay (or
know somebody who can) ...Read More

A little past 1:11: Brave and inspring stories out of Boston

ONE ELEVEN

By Laura Wasserman
Apr 16 2:32am
Tragedies like the bombings in Boston on Monday give power to a miasma of senselessness that blots out hopeful and positive feelings. We
at Spec hope the most impact this ...Read More

You in a few: Filing taxes

AHMADI

ByArvin Ahmadi
Apr 15 10:12pm
It’s Tax Day! Okay, that probably didn’t merit an exclamation point. If you’re like me then this is the first time that you actually have to file your taxes, which ...Read More

Katie Furr is Fountain Girl: ‘Delivering splashes to the masses’

BACCHAFTERMATH

By Sara Garner
Apr 15 8:28pm
If you were at Bacchanal on Saturday (and still remember it), you probably saw Katie Furr, CC ’14, splashing around in the fountain during Macklemore’s set. I talked to
her ...Read More
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Spring Is In the Airwaves
Music (read: Bacchanal) on your mind? CU radio stations foster creativity and
community for undergraduates. Read about WBAR, WKCR, and the evolution of
college radio in The Eye .
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1955: Professor shaves beard to teach Plato
English prof "tried to make clear what Plato means by Ideas..."
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Baseball records weekend sweep of Yale, Brown
BY ELI SCHULTZ
April 8, 3:24am
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Frederick Douglass residents vow lawsuit as NYCHA details development
timeline
BY EVAKALIKOFF
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Nutella in Ferris Booth costs Dining $5,000 per week, in part due to dining hall
thievery
BY CECILIAREYES
March 5, 1:23am

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

