Big-noters

Tania de Jong wants workplaces to once again be places of
creativity and humanity — and she's achieving it through the
power of song. Story: Jenny Brown

ome unlikely five-star
hotel visitors ascend
the escalators at The
Sofitel in Collins St and
ask for directions to
“the choir?” Dave, in a
cowboy hat, has few teeth, and Brett,
with a bandage around his wrist, are
from a Salvation Army men’s shelter
and they're here to sing. They came last
week and say “it was great”.

On the open mezzanine terrace they
join 30 members of the Chinese Many
Moon Choir and other people whose
tram fare from the Collingwood and
Fitzroy Housing Commission flats have
been subsidised.

Then, into the scene drift “the suits”:
people such as Allan’s Music CEO John
Helme and Peter Kronborg, chairman of
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a strategic leadership company. Cather-
ine Brewster, Sofitel’s training manager,
leads in other hotel employees “people
from finance, room service and the
whole HR department”.  Nathalie
Mbala, a management trainee with the
Brotherhood of St Laurence, is another
who has come to sing her heart out for
an hour or so.

This unlikely gathering which even-
tually adds up to 70 people is put
through some breathing and voice exer-
cises by conductor Shaun Islip. “Two ...
three ... four ... hold ... two ... three ...
four.”

The motley crew that makes up Mel-
bourne Sings then open up into a per-
formance that is very quickly so
cohesively choral that it draws the odd
interested onlooker from the lobby.

They’re good and they’ve only been
practising for a few weeks.

The collective voice grows louder and
so does the babble of mirth that punc-
tuates the song list. “Shh ... shh ...
shh...” says the conductor, calling for
order among all those shining faces and
suddenly upright, energetic bodies. He
repeats himself in Chinese.

Courtesy of the now-famous Choir of
Hard Knocks, the community choir is a
familiar format. But because this one is
so socially stratified, it is a very differ-
ent beast, according to the woman who
provided the platform, Melbourne
soprano and entrepreneur Tania de
Jong.

After performing for many years in
the group Pot-Pourri, which often led
her into the corporate world, Tania set






