You can hear their voices from a block away belting out a familiar pop song. The next piece, Mozart’s Laudate Dominum, is slower but when it stops there’s a spontaneous round of applause. It’s a one-size-fits-all kind of choir. They come from the office, university, home, or down the road. People who have little in common besides a love of song but to understand what they’ve found, you have to meet their choral director.
Mary Jo Paranzino, known as MJ to her friends, has an infectious love of music. The way the singer-songwriter talks about her life’s driving force, one can’t help but feel the fever of her passion. “I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t singing,” she says emphatically.

The Italian-American grew up in Philadelphia where her natural talent was raised on a diet of Sinatra, Liberace and Tom Jones. After briefly studying at the prestigious Curtis Institute of Music followed by university, she formed Destiny, composing and performing her own music for 18 years. She continued to perform, studied at Trinity College and even co-wrote David Blunkett the Musical but there was always the love of conducting. 
Paranzino established the Brighton City Singers in 2002 with just a few vocal students but the choir grew in popularity quickly and inspired the birth of the South London Choir. 2010 has seen the biggest expansion yet with new choirs established in West, North and East London. 

A large part of the choirs’ appeal lies in the open recruitment of new members. “There’s no auditioning and you don’t need to read music,” says Paranzino. “You’re allowed to squeak and squawk, without worrying about someone putting you down.”
Members love the eclectic repertoire of songs including rock, pop, jazz, gospel and classical and have performed at prestigious venues such as Royal Festival Hall, Westminster Hall and the Brighton Fringe Festival. But the variety of music is also a deliberate strategy to make music more accessible. 

Paranzino believes in the power of community choirs to engage people, blurring the line between singer and spectator. So the choirs’ sing where it’s needed the most: hospitals, homes for the elderly and disabled, even prisons. Paranzino stresses that its “community outreach through song. You see it on their faces, how they feel when you sing to them.”
As a vocal coach Paranzino has worked with professionals on Broadway, boy bands, opera singers, and aspiring rock stars as well as retired ones, but firmly believes that everyone can sing. Her weekend workshops at the Hotel Tresanton in Cornwall (held in March and November) attract amateurs and professionals alike working through performance, posture, breathing, diction, projection and body language. She also runs one-day workshops in London and caters to a growing demand for employee team building activities in the corporate sector.
In an age where relationships are increasingly confined to a webcam or the click of a mouse, choirs are meeting a growing need for human contact. Paranzino reflects that when she sees “someone in their late 70’s, next to someone about 23, who sits next to someone who is 45, and there they are, smiling and talking to each other - that’s a great thing.” 
