
Biography girls’ choir ‘Gynaika’, Sint-Niklaas, Belgium

The Sint-Niklaas girls’ choir ‘Gynaika’ (Ancient Greek for ‘woman’) used to be known as ‘De Wase Lijsters’ [The Waasland Larks]. It was founded more than 40 years ago by sister Mary-Rita at the single-sex catholic school Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Presentatie in Sint-Niklaas, Belgium. The eminent founder, conductor and supporter died only recently, a few weeks after having encouraged Gynaika during its ‘Young Voices’ project: an event bringing together 5 different youth choirs to get to know new music and musical instruments together, which takes place every other year. Gynaika’s other conductors have been Veerle Spiloes from 1988 to 1998, when its current conductor Godfried Van de Vyvere took over.

The choir consists of girls between the ages of 12 and 18, and has as its chief object the promotion of the joy of singing together, and of discovering and performing music in a great variety of styles. It combines this with a sound musical and voice education. Gynaika can thus also take pride in a whole series of achievements and prizes. They have often been amongst the top performers in the ‘Radio School Choir’ contest, and more recently received first prize (cum laude) at the Kontich choir contest, and the European Youth Choir Contest in Neerpelt. Since 1998 the choir has consistently found itself in the highest category ‘Division of Honour’ at the Provincial Contests of Flanders. At the ‘International Choirfestival for youth choirs’ at Neerpelt, Limburg, Belgium, on May 1, 2010, Gynaika was again rewarded with a ‘First Prize’ (more than 90%).
One of Gynaika’s highlights was its participation in 2005 in the contest ‘Choir of the Year’, jointly organised by the Flemish Choir Federation ‘Koor&Stem’ and Canvas, Flanders’ publicly run cultural television network. They were the only youth choir to make it to the finals, and were enthusiastically crowned laureate in their age category. Two television appearances, a CD release, and a DVD release followed. In September 2006 the choir received the ‘Cultural Achievement Prize’ by Sint-Niklaas City Council. 

Gynaika has many performances under its belt. Particularly noteworthy was its performance of Benjamin Britten’s ‘Saint Nicholas Cantata’ in 2002, together with a visiting choir, Altravoce, and orchestra, Papageno. In November 2006 they joined forces with the Beveren-based choir Acantus for works by Mozart and Haydn. They have recorded several records and a CD. A song cycle entitled ‘A Year Has Four Lives’ was composed for them especially by one of Flanders’ most outstanding contemporary composers, Jan Van der Roost. Again a CD followed.

The choir travels abroad each year, to enjoy a nice holiday together, and to be able to perform in different locations. Recent travels took them to Lucca, the Tuscan twin city of Sint-Niklaas, to Czestochowa in Poland, and Tabor in the Czech Republic. During the summer of 2007 Gynaika travelled east again, this time to Budapest. 2008 saw them in Schongau, Germany, and in 2009 they visited Austria.

