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Few have ever faced the choice that
Berenika Zakrzewski ’04 had three years
ago: Harvard or Juilliard? “It was exasper-
ating,” she says. “It wasn’t choosing be-
tween a rock and a hard place, but two
great places. Both are extremely competi-
tive in admissions. I knew I wanted to be a
concert pianist, so the natural path would
be Juilliard—what else? Still, though lots
of musicians don’t take academics seri-
ously, I do; like a lot of people at Harvard,
I’m a bit of an overachiever. Now I look
back on the decision and it seems tremen-
dously easy.”

Less easy is leading a multifaceted life as
a Harvard undergraduate while ramping
up her career as a professional musician.
This summer Zakrzewski (pronounced
zak-shev-ski) toured the largest concert
halls of South America. She has already
played Lincoln Center’s Alice Tully Hall,
soloed with the Toronto Symphony Or-
chestra, and appeared widely on radio and
television, including Bravo! and the BBC.
In her native Poland, she has recorded
Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 3 with
Cracow’s Sinfonietta Cracovia; in New
York City she played at St. Paul’s Church
for the firefighters and relief workers of
Ground Zero; and at Harvard’s Sanders
Theatre she serenaded the inauguration of
President Lawrence H. Summers.

“I’m a passionate performer, excited,
energetic,” she says. “I play as if I’m part
of the instrument. I don’t give the kind of
performance where you can sit back and
relax. People are a≠ected by the music.”
Indeed, her big sound and unrestrained
virtuosity seem to cry out for large
venues. Last year, at a senior common

room dinner in Currier House (where she
lived until transferring to Kirkland), she
stunned an intimate audience with a
powerful, fiery rendition of Chopin’s
Polonaise in F# Minor.

Each day she practices four to five hours
on Kirkland House’s Steinway and
Bösendorfer pianos. Unlike rock musi-
cians, concert pianists don’t travel with a
keyboard. “You don’t choose your piano,
you make the best of what you have,” she
says. “Unless you are super-duper famous,
you get to meet a lot of pianos.” Zakr-
zewski does own a nine-foot Baldwin
Concert Grand SD-10, a gift from an
anonymous patron of the arts when she
was 13. That instrument is at home in
Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario. “When I go
there, I say hello,” she says.

“I never miss practice,” she declares.
“I’m a really disciplined person. You have
to be very e∞cient when you have the
amount of homework Harvard gives
you—plus catching up with what you
miss when you travel”—about a month
during the academic year. “I not only prac-
tice a lot, but I get good grades.”

Zakrzewski’s piano teacher and mentor
is Robinson professor of music Robert
Levin ’68, whose performance course at-
tracts undergraduate virtuosos (see “Mu-
sician with a Mission,” May-June 1995,
page 32). “We also talk about things like
the order of pieces in a recital,” she says. A
music concentrator, she has soaked up
coursework on the physics of sound and
on composing and conducting in postwar
Europe, which featured a visit from Pierre
Boulez. She also relished a required survey
course on the history of Western music.

libraries while clutching a few texts from
relatively obscure French publishers was a
thrilling experience for a first-year who
had finished Expository Writing just four
months earlier.

I grew familiar with other faculty
offices, such as the paper-strewn quarters
of senior preceptor in music John Stew-
art, who teaches a course on Bach-style
chorale harmonization required of music
concentrators but open to students
throughout the College. In addition to
leading interactive lectures twice a week,
he spent every Wednesday playing
through students’ written work in a se-
ries of six-person sections, stopping to
wince at an error, to suggest an improve-
ment, or to note a similar passage recalled
from his massive mental catalog of musi-
cal literature. As the year drew to a close,
I peered over his shoulder as he read
through a composition draft, scribbling
notes in the margin with a red ballpoint,
while seated at one of the two pianos he
kept side by side behind his desk. For me
at that moment, all of Harvard’s vastness
constricted to the space of his o∞ce.

But I have a confession to make. Early in
the term of the one Core course I took last
year, Pforzheimer University Professor
Sidney Verba stood at the head of the room
and pleaded with his students to visit him
outside class. “Please come to office hours,”
he said. “I won’t bite.” In spite of better in-
tentions, I never went to see him. I ad-
dressed my questions to the conscientious
teaching fellow who led my section and,
though I had planned to bounce some
ideas o≠ the professor, a busy semester
swallowed up all but a few of the windows
of time I had anticipated. Those I filled
with other pursuits. Conventional criti-
cism of weak interaction between stu-
dents and faculty blames professors too
busy or distracted to attend to their stu-
dents outside the classroom. Given an un-
dergraduate population as active and mul-
tifaceted as Harvard’s, though, students
themselves may not be blameless.

Yet the ongoing lament of Harvard’s
critics seems reasonable. The overall
structure of undergraduate education—
centered on the large lectures and gradu-
ate-student-led sections of the Core—is
not conducive to intimate learning. Find-
ing opportunities to make contact with

professors, particularly in the first year,
does require a proactive outlook and, as
with freshman seminars, competition. The
number of chances to break from this pat-
tern will probably increase as FAS contin-
ues to explore what learning means in a
twenty-first-century college. In the mean-
time, with a bit of strategy—seeking
small courses with strong teaching—and
considerable luck, other students have

seen Harvard as I have: not as a massive
university but as a personal and support-
ive college where illustrious scholars and
eager students can sit together on a win-
ter Thursday to share stories and music or
discuss favorite books over Diet Coke.

�nathan heller

Nathan Heller ’06 is a history and literature con-
centrator living in Currier House.

Life in Counterpoint
Pianist Berenika Zakrzewski ’04 enjoys touring  and  tutorials—and meets a lot of pianos.
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“You approach a piece
more deeply when you
understand its back-
ground, and you can
communicate more
deeply to an audience,”
she explains. “I like
being intellectually
challenged and seeing
my art in a larger con-
text.”

Studying govern-
ment, literature, and
history and hanging
out with nonmusicians
also excite her. (Her se-
nior thesis will com-
bine her interests in
music and govern-
ment.) Zakrzewski is
no aloof, precious aes-
thete. She calls herself a
“very, very social per-
son” and belongs to the
Hasty Pudding, the
Signet Society, and the
Bee, a female social
club. She goes out
dancing and listens to
jazz, opera, and pop.
“Yes, I like Madonna,”
she says. “But I would-
n’t want to listen to her
all the time—it’s for
fun.” Fluency in Polish,
English, and French
has enlarged her wide
and well-traveled orbit. 

“Music was part of
me from the start,”
Zakrzewski says. Her
family recalls a two- or
three-year-old Berenika singing Stevie
Wonder’s “I Just Called to Say I Love You”
for an appreciative home audience. “I love
performing,” she explains. “I could have
been an actress.”

Born in Warsaw, Zakrzewski emi-
grated to Canada with her parents and
two older sisters when she was a year
old. Father Voyteck, a research scientist,
plays piano and is “very musical,” Za-
krzewski says; mother Antonina, a sci-
entific book editor in Poland, became a
full-time mom and now helps Berenika

with her career. Older sisters Dominika
and Kinga both played piano seriously
and were highly skilled, if not profes-
sional, musicians. At three years of age,
little Berenika was already clamoring for
piano lessons like her sisters, a challeng-
ing proposition given the preschooler’s
small hands. “With violin and cello, you
can grow with your instrument,” she ob-
serves. “But with piano you have to start
with the monster.”

Yet she did begin piano at four. She also
took private violin lessons and played

clarinet in the grade-school
band, and her father tu-
tored the three girls in ex-
tracurricular mathematics.
“Weekends weren’t ever
free,” she recalls. The busy
childhood was light on ath-
letics: “I wasn’t allowed to
play sports after a certain
age,” she says, “because I
didn’t want to risk hurting
my hands.”

At nine, Zakrzewski
played as a soloist with the
Sault Symphony Orchestra;
at 11, she moved with her
mother to Toronto for two
years of study at the Royal
Conservatory of Music.
Next stop was New York
City and the small, private
Professional Children’s
School near Lincoln Center,
whose student body in-
cludes many young per-
formers. The school allows
young artists the flexibility
that their performance and
travel schedules require;
Zakrzewski, for example,
played in Puerto Rico and
with the Toronto Sym-
phony while a student
there. She also enrolled in
Juilliard’s Pre-College Divi-
sion. “From school to Juil-
liard to practice rooms to
home and homework—
then the same thing the
next day,” she recalls. “Sat-
urday was Pre-College day
at Juilliard. We’d take the-
ory, solfège, chorus—every-

one at Juilliard is in the chorus—chamber
music and a performance class. I went to
art exhibits with my sister, a lot of con-
certs, and out dancing. I was really busy.”

She is equally busy at Harvard, pursu-
ing her future as a concert pianist while
slaking her many intellectual thirsts. Con-
certs, practice, courses, dancing, clubs—
plus her social life, which adds another
harmonious note to the chord. “I like the
people here,” she says. “I have rower
friends. Where at Juilliard could I find a
person who rows?”             �craig lambert
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Zakrzewski performing in 
March 2003 with the Rhode 
Island College Symphony 
Orchestra in Providence
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