10

by Bill Glovin <

o onc will ever mistake the
Marrvort Music Building on the Douglass
campus lor Carnegie Hall, but Nkeiruka
Okove, seated at the piano in a large,
dimly lit room ol the old building, knows
that great composers must start some-
where, She plays a melodic phrase from
her chamber work for tenor and string
orchestra, "Spanish Songs,” but her Rut-
gers mentor, composer Noel Da Costa,
stops her after a few notes. They talk about
counterpoint and direction and she begins
again: the painstaking process continues
for over an hour. “When T [irst showed
Noel the draft of the score, he said, ‘It's
nice, but it needs work,” ™ says Okoye. 1
didn’t get angry: 1 got determined.”

A tall, personable woman with a con-
tagious laugh, Okoye, 25, learned at an
carly age that determination pays off. As a
teenager, she was told that she would
never be a pianist, but she went on to per-
form as a pianist and conductor and, as a
doctoral candidate in Rutgers' graduate
program in composition and musicology,
has made great strides as a composer. One
ol her works, “Ruth,” was performed last
spring by the renowned Detroit Sympho-
ny Orchestra. The performance was part
ol the 1996-97 Unisys African-American Composers
Residency and National Symposium at the sympho-
ny's Orchestra Hall in Michigan. One of five pieces
chosen in this national scarch for emerging African-
American composers, "Ruth™ was the only winning
composition written by a student.

Okoye began her training in the ninth grade
at the Manhattan School of Music, where most stu-
dents start formal study at age five or six.
“Although I took piano lessons in grade school, 1
hadn’t begun studyving music seriously. As far as
they were concerned, T was completely untrained,”
she remembers, “When they old me 1 was never
going to be a pianist, T lelt washed up at 13"

Despite the naysayers, Okoye attended Satur-
day classes at the school while continuing regular
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studies at a public school in Amityville. New York.

Her activities included plaving oboe, alto sax, and
glockenspiel in the school orchestra and band. A
turning point came in junior high, when her band
director taught her how to notate the music that
was in her head.

A vear later Okove lelt Manhattan for the
Boces Cultural Arts Center in Syosset, New York,
Much to her surprise, her first composition for
piano and {lute won first prize in a competition
sponsored by the National Association for the
Advancement ol Colored People. And she contin-
ued racking up awards. including three more firsts
in the annual NAACP competitions.

She opted o continue studying music at Ober-
lin Conservatory in Ohio, where she would eventu-

ally earn her undergraduate degree in music. But |
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OKOYE'S FIRST FULLY
ORCHIESTRATED
MECE, " THE GiNe-
SIS, WHICH STARTED
OUT AS A MOVEMENT
FOR BALLITY, WAS
PERFORMED BY THI
RuTGERS UNIVERSI-
TY ORCHESTRA AND
WON HER AN
AMERICAN SOCIETY
OF COMPOSERS,
AUTHORS, AND PuB-
LISHERS GRANT FOR

YOUNG COMPPOSERS,
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early on in her college career, she found
herself lacking direction. With her self-
esteem at an all-time low, she com-
plained about her conlusion to a family
friend. “With great reluctance on my
part,” says Okoye, the friend took her 1o
meet a composer who lived nearby. The
composer turned out to be Da Costa, a
professor of music at Rutgers’ Mason
Gross School of the Arts. “He asked me if
I had ever heard the music of African-
American composers. 1 hadn’t,” says
Okoye. “So he started pulling out scores
by black composers. I found it absolutely
fascinating.”

Inspired by the encounter, Okoye
returned to Oberlin and won two Ford
Mellon Foundation grants based on a
paper she wrote about African-American
women composers. She also began work-
ing informally with Da Costa during
semester breaks and in the summer
months. “He is not at all intimidating,
although his expectations are high,” she
says. “I knew from the moment we met
that | wanted to work with him someday
in graduate school.”

Her wish came true in 1993, when
she came to Rutgers to pursue advanced
studies. So far she’s earned her master's
degree in composition, although Da
Costa teases that, “I'd like to see Nkeiru-
ka receive her Ph.D. before I retire.” His
student’s first fully orchestrated piece,
“The Genesis,” won the 1995 Rutgers
Graduate Composers Competition.

After spending this past summer
studying music composition and lan-
guage in Germany, she is back at Rutgers
completing “Spanish Songs,” and work-
ing on “African Sketches,” a suite of
piano songs. Both works incorporate her
untraditional style, which she describes
as “a musical collage incorporating jazz,
pop, gospel, and West African sounds. At
times it can make an orchestra sound like
a gigantic talking drum,” she says.

Okoye isn’t certain what the future
holds. She has thought about film scor-
ing since some of her music is rhythmic
and geared for dance. She has also
thought long and hard about how to be
a role model to children, particularly
African-American children. But wherev-
er music takes her, says Okoye, with a
nod toward Da Cosia, “besides getting
out of here someday, 1 know I want w0
help others the way 1 have been
helped.” 0
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4 § construction is completed at Arbor Glen Continuing Care
etirement Community there are many signs of occupancy.
It’s becoming “Home Sweet Home” to more
than 250 seniors. Already, many residents are
enjoying the lovely villas and apartments, attrac-
tive landscaping, dining services, and
meeting new neighbors.

You, too, can plan for a secure
future — with the assurance of an
active retirement lifestyle, first quality,
on-site health care, and a financial plan that protects

against the enormous costs of long-term nursing.
Call us today. We’ll supply the nail for your
“Home Sweet Home” sign.

1-800-518-CCRC or 908-722-4888.
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I need more information
about Arbor Glen.

Name

Address

“ArborGlen

A Friends Continuing Care Retirement Community

Telephone

;§; Mail to 100 Monroe Street,
£ Bridgewater, New Jersey 08807

Arbor Glen is sponsored by
Friends Retirement Concepts, Inc.
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100 Monroe Street, Bridgewater, N 08807
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