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[etter from the Director

Dear DUSS Families and Friends,

When I joined DUSS as director 10 years ago, I was primarily
focused on quality of individual and ensemble performance-
how good our students sounded. And while I think we can
very much boast of the quality of our performances, I have
shifted my focus to what music and music learning does for
cach individual as a whole person, and also what it
contributes to building our community. There are no
shortcuts to learning how to play an instrument and
understanding the musical language. It is the opposite of Al
shortcuts or internet hacks. It requires diligence, curiosity,
creativity, time investment, and personal connection.

My own highlight and struggle this year were juggling the
balance of encouragement and enforcement of regular
practice with my own child. While he loves being a part of
DUSS, playing the violin, and humming his group class songs,
he is still developing practice as a habit, and it is not easy to
manage. (This may sound familiar to many of youl) With
time, I know that he will either find the intrinsic motivation
to continue with violin, ot channel what he has learned in
musical understanding and diligence towards another
instrument or creative endeavor. I have no doubt that the

hard work will be worth it.

This year, we had master classes with the Ciompi Quartet,
UNCG violin professor Fabian Lopez, the Verona Quartet,
ECU professor Emanuel Gruber, and area bassist Carlos
Pino. Our students gave community performances at the 21C
Hotel, Brookdale Senior Living center, Duke Chapel, the
First Presbyterian Church in Durham, and more. Of course,
this is on top of 2 solo recitals, 2 chamber music recitals and
3 weekends of large ensemble concerts! It has been a
productive year of music making.
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I have very much enjoyed watching my group classes grow
into more mature musicians and ensembles! (see below)

Violin Choir 3 showing their DUSS shirts

It is bittersweet, but this spring weekend of concerts, we will
also bid our wonderful seniors adieu as they set off on their
own adventures. Each student has worked countless hours
on their instrument and to our musical community in their
many years at DUSS. We are proud of you! See below to read
their insights for the next generation, and to see where they
are headed.

Ilook forward to our special events next year, particularly the
New Music Ensemble with our Composer in Residence Tyler
Jordan, and the return visit of my mentor and master violin
pedagogue Prof. Mimi Zweig. Make sure to add the 26/27
Important Dates to your calendars, and we wish you all a
wonderful summer full of rest and rejuvenation.

Sincerely,

S .

Erica Shirts

Duke University String School * Box 90667, Durham, NC 27708 * 919-660-3313 * Email: etica.shirts@duke.edu
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FIDDLING AROUND!

The Adult Beginner Orchestra starts May 2nd! No
instrument? No experience? No problem! Learn to
play, violin, viola, cello, or bass in fun and
welcoming group classes. For those who already
play you can join our Intermediate or Advanced
orchestra, folk ensemble, or the cello/bass
ensemble. Contact Matt@IndieStrings.com for
more information!

ADULT
BEGINNER
ORCHESTRA

No Instrument? No Experience? No problem!

Learn

Violin - Viola - Cello - Bass

Sophia Brigidi:

We’re incredibly proud of Sophia this year and
grateful for the opportunity for her to be part of
Duke Strings. She was accepted to Governor’s
School for 2026 summer for cello. More than that,
she’s used her music in a deeply meaningful way.
In fall 2025, after Duke Strings rehearsals, she
would visit a nearby nursing home to play cello for
a 94 year old gentleman who was transitioning to
hospice and who loved classical music. His family
and the staff were so appreciative of those
moments. It’s been powerful to see her talent bring
comfort to others.

Out on SpatifysApple Music, and
everything else

In February, Baxter Henderson (Graduating Senior,
YS Violin Leadership) won 2nd place in the 2026
South Carolina Bach Young Artist Competition,
competing against other high school and college
performers from the region. In addition, in his
senior year, Baxter recorded and released two
albums of his original music, performing as a
singer, guitarist and violinist! Congratulations to all
the seniors, and many thanks to the community of
DUSS teachers and conductors who have
supported Baxter's development as a musician
over the past 9 years.




We are thrilled to share that DUSS cellist Alex Brito
Vysotsky, in addition to playing cello with CSO and
a DUSS chamber trio, is also hitting the stage as a
jazz pianist with the Triangle Youth Jazz Ensemble
(TYJE). On April 24, Alex and TYJE will open for the
world-renowned Jazz at Lincoln Center in Chapel
Hill—a fantastic opportunity reflecting Wynton
Marsalis’s commitment to fostering young talent.
And at the end of April, Alex will have an honor of
traveling to New York City, where TYJE will
compete as an international finalist in the
prestigious Essentially Ellington High School Jazz
Competition.

Abigail Quan’s drawing “We Belong in Music” won
2nd Place in Wake County PTA Reflections Art
Contest. The drawing is about Abigail playing the
violin with her brothers, which is a precious
memory and an important part of life for her.

Zion Anderson (YS student) made the NY02 Roster
for Summer 2026 and will be performing with the
NYO02 orchestra at Carnegie Hall the end of July and
they will travel to the Dominican Republic and
perform there as well.

Zion’s 1st place Elite International Music
Competition on March 7th at Kaufman Music Center
in New York went fabulous. He played J.S. Bach,
Suite 3 Prelude in C Major, the recital included youth
winners from the USA, Russia, Canada, Ukraine,
Belarus, Poland, China, South Korea and ran for
approximately 3 exciting hours.




Ananya Karthik:

Sharing one of Ananya’s fabric art work for which
she won the 2nd place at North Carolina State Fair
this school year. She is very passionate about music
and visual arts. As proud parents, we look forward
to watching her embrace every opportunity life
brings her way.

INSTRUMENT SALES

Violin for sale: Half (1/2)-sized Carlo Lamberti
LV11, excellent condition. Purchased from Shar
Music several years ago. The case and two wooden
bows are included.

Please contact Dan (dan.t.chang@gmail.com) or
Ellen (Lee.EllenJ@gmail.com) for more
information.

Ashten Jampayas, Varunie Pai, Mira Rajagopal,
Dhriti Rao, and Chelsea Xu, students of Nonoko
Okada were accepted to The North Carolina
Governor’s School this summer. The NC Governor's
School is a four-week summer residential program
for gifted and talented high school students,
integrating academic disciplines, the arts, and
unique courses. The audition process includes
preparing a solo piece and an assigned orchestra
excerpts, writing an essay and collecting
recommendations. This audition is open to all
North Carolina high school sophomores and juniors
and it is highly competitive. It should be mentioned
that Ashten is a violin student of Nonoko, but he
was actually accepted as a saxophone player!
Congratulations to all five for their hard work and
consistent practice over the years! Hope they will
have a great four weeks this summer.
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Congrats to all Cats graduating
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Sumima Cum Loud!

2 CONGRATULATIONS TO DUSS SENIORS! Z#==

Best wishes to our senior students leaving DUSS for the next stage in their careers. We
hope they will send news of their adventures for future editions of our newsletter. Here
are their plans for Fall 2026!

Senior

Fall 2026

Djina Alicante-Stuesse (violin)

UNC Chapel Hill and a global gap year

Christopher Batsis (violin)

UNC Chapel Hill

Elly Beckman (violin and viola)

Elon University (Presidential Scholar and Elon College Fellow)

Gwyneth Bernhardt (cello)

University of Wisconsin-Madison

Colette Charles (violin)

UNC Charlotte, Accounting

Ella Cohen (cello)

Macalester College, History

Justin Dai (violin)

Duke University

Benjamin DeSimone (cello)

Yale University

Anna Fitzgerald (violin)

Not sure what college, but going into Biomedical Engineering

Baxter Henderson (violin)

UNC Chapel Hill

Holden Heeks (viola)

Princeton University, Geosciences

Zane Kalmus-Kunde (violin, viola)

Undecided between UNC Chapel Hill and UC Berkeley

Nisha Kasturi (violin)

UNC Chapel Hill, Biology major (pre-med), Music minor

Juan Landa Aguilar (violin) Undecided
Sungyu Lim (violin) UNC Chapel Hill
Maya Liu (violin) UNC Chapel Hill

Hannah Martaindale-Simbaqueba (viola)

Virginia Tech, Clinical Neuroscience major

Ananaya Mettu (violin)

Yale University

Astrid Murrie (viola)

UNC, Medical Anthropology

Gabriella (Ella) Rosselli (violin)

Yale University

Benjamin Rudnicki (violin)

NC State

Susan Tzeng (violin)

UNC Chapel Hill

Joanna Yeji Yoon (cello)

University of Chicago, Astrophysics




DUSS SENIORS REFLECT ON THE VALUE OF PLAYING MUSIC

Djina Alicante-Stuesse: The shared experience of reflecting and expressing complex emotions with other
young artists is the most meaningful part of orchestra for me. On my gap year and beyond, I'd love to explore
diverse music styles that I'm not yet familiar with. I'm hoping to study tango in Argentina, teach youth music
classes abroad, and explore the histories of the migration of music across the African diaspora in the context
of the transatlantic slave trade and post-abolition migration.

Christopher Batsis: | value music for the enjoyment and peace it brings to me and the people around me. It’s
become an outlet for my creativity and perseverance to learn more about myself and how to apply lessons to
the outside world. | would tell young musicians to believe that success takes time, and that patience and
thoughtful practice will lead to great musicality.

Elly Beckman: | value the emotional expression. Playing music has taught me a healthy way to express my
feelings and I’'ve built a community around it as well. | was 4 years old when | started playing violin, and mostly
| chose to because | thought it looked cool... but now | really value my musical skill.

Gwyneth Bernhardt: | value how music allows me to connect with others. There are so few opportunities
where such a large group of people get to work together and create something beautiful. | am lucky to
experience that at DUSS.

Ella Cohen: What | value most about playing music are the community, depth, and intricacy of the sound
created by an orchestra and how each individual person's contribution combines into something beautiful.

Benjamin DeSimone: Everyone in my family plays an instrument. My parents and brother play violin, my sister
plays piano and | decided to play cello. | started when | was 5 with my teacher, Dr. Rosalind Leavell. | became
interested in cello when | went to my first chamber music camp. Seeing other people my age interested in
music showed me that it could be fun and exciting.

Baxter Henderson: | began playing music at the age of 3 when | begged my parents for violin lessons after
visiting music stores and playing a friend’s violin. | would tell young musicians to remember that music is a
lifelong pursuit and to not become discouraged with short term hardships and setbacks.

Holden Heeks: | would tell young musicians to not let comparison steal the joy of playing beautiful music. It's
easy to compare yourself to others and see people who you believe are doing better than yourself. It's
important to remember why you started and why you keep going. Find value in the progress you are making
and the passion you have.

Zane Kalmus-Kunde: | find that | can express myself and my emotions in a way that is unique only to music.
Try to find what you like about music and focus on that. The quicker you can start having fun practicing and
performing, the quicker you will improve.

Nisha Kasturi: What | love about playing the violin is that it is the perfect outlet to convey something without
many words being said (something | love as an introvert!). | really like how | can express exactly how I'm
feeling through the music | play. | may be feeling stressed from school or another commitment, and just taking
a deep breath and playing even a simple tune on my violin helps me release all those emotions, without me
yelling out words that lead nowhere. Participating in chamber music has shown me the fun of creating
something with others, without conversing verbally.



Juan Landa Aguilar: | value the effort put into making something sound beautiful, because hearing the result
of that effort just makes it all worth it. | would say to young musicians: keep practicing, don’t give up, and
take it slow so you don’t feel overwhelmed if you’re practicing a difficult piece.

Sungyu Lim: Some advice | would give is to be patient learning difficult pieces and record yourself playing.
Not only is it helpful to manage performance pressure, but you can also see yourself improve over time!

Maya Liu: | started playing violin when | was 4 years old after my mom enrolled me in a violin prep program
with a teacher she knew. I’'m glad | have been a part of DUSS for as long as | have, and I’'m very grateful for all
the opportunities I've had here.

Hannah Martaindale-Simbaqueba: Music brings me comfort and it is something that | enjoy doing with my time.

Ananya Mettu: | value the outlet for artistic expression that music provides me with—music is such a universal
form of communication, so | think that to be able to engage in creating it is so special. Beyond that, playing
music provides me with much-needed balance in my life and pushes me to challenge myself and stretch the
limits of my abilities.

Astrid Murrie: | value how playing an instrument allows me to engage in a community built on a shared passion
for music. | first engaged in playing music when | took a group guitar class at the Durham Arts Council. This
inspired me to play music, and so | began playing piano. | played piano for 6 years before beginning cello at
11 years old.

Gabriella (Ella) Rosselli: | started playing the violin at DUSS when | was six, thanks to my mom’s love for it. Our
shared interest helped me meet new people and | truly appreciated the music we played! | would advise you
to continue playing music, even if you get frustrated! In the future, you’ll likely appreciate the music you’ve
played and the people you’ve met through it.

Benjamin Rudnicki: | became interested in violin by playing mobile game called My Singing Monsters when |
was about 9 or 10. But the instrument the monster used was an upright string instrument more akin to a bass
and | was just not very knowledgeable about instruments then. My advice to young musicians would be: have
fun and don’t take yourself too seriously.

Joanna Yeji Yoon: | started playing cello in 2nd grade, and | hated playing for the longest time. | felt like | was
being forced to do something just for school, but after | came to DUSS, | discovered the joy and creativity in
music and now, | love playing the cello. Listening to music allows you to reflect on your own playing, whether
you intend to or not, and | feel like it expands your musical skills and ability to interpret your pieces in creative
ways.
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