United We Play Descriptive Transcript

Marcus Roberts: I’ve been thinking a lot lately about the current state of the world and the
current state of our country. This is a very difficult time in our history. We seem to be
surrounded by pain and conflict and mistrust, but we are here today to show you in our own way
how music can help us overcome. As musicians, we have had to learn to depend on and trust one
another in order to create something greater together than any of us could have created alone.
Through music, we can learn to work together, because every time we truly listen to someone
else’s voice, we become stronger—better musicians and better people.
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Marcus: United We Play is about bringing jazz and classical music together as a symbol of the
need to bring our entire country together.
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Leon Botstein: Music is a meaningful means of human expression and action without being
easily pinned down. I don’t think we can live without music any more than we can live without
language. For music really to survive it can’t be through any box—not the computer, the audio
device, not the smartphone—it has to be human-to-human and in real time, real space. Nothing
has brought that home more vividly than this enforced isolation from doing that.
Marcus: The American Symphony is a great orchestra. We were rehearsing to do a concert
together at Carnegie Hall right at the beginning of the pandemic. Unfortunately, just a few hours
before the show, Carnegie Hall was closed and the show was canceled. So we hated to lose the
chance to perform together, so we came up with the idea to do this remote performance for all of
you.
Leon: Music, it demands our being together in a common space. This project, which is a stopgap
between the times when we were actually able to perform in front of the public and with the
public, and the time when we will be able to do so again.
Marcus: This pandemic is certainly an enormous problem. To overcome it, we’re going to have
to get to it by working together and looking out for one another. Each of the 10 jazz musicians,
we rehearsed over Zoom, connected remotely.
Marlan Barry: Are you guys there?

Marcus: The classical players and the maestro recorded the string parts separately, and I was
logged in from 1,500 miles away. Contrabass was late at measure 21. This pandemic has forced
us, as people, into isolation. It’s not natural. But, perhaps it’s an opportunity for us to find
innovative ways to collaborate remotely and to get together and work better together.
When I was writing America Has the Blues I was thinking about the many complex issues that
our country is struggling with at this time in our history. In jazz music, we play the blues to
defeat the blues in life. Our music sends a clear message that we never succumb or give up. This
piece is a statement that together, we will overcome the blues in this very difficult time.

America Has the Blues [Musical Feature]

Marcus: Seeking Peace is a song that I wrote for piano and strings. Sometimes in the midst of
chaos and turmoil, we just need to find a quiet place to reflect. I’ve been doing more of that than
usual this year myself. The sound of the strings, it’s a beautiful sound—my hope is that it will
bring you a feeling of tranquility and a feeling of being settled.

Seeking Peace [Musical Feature]

Leon: The real demands of our life—whether it is about the water in our community or the
schools in our community, whatever community you may be in, you’re going to have neighbors
who are not like yourself. They’re of different religion, they’re different belief, they come from
different places, they’re different color skin. You can’t choose them the way you can on the
Internet, and that’s the demand of democracy: to listen, to compromise—and musical
communication is connected to democracy. The role of the listener, the player, the performer, the
spaces we have for music. What happens in a musical ensemble, what happens when we dance to
music, we sing together at church. We use music as a kind of medium, a form of life by which
we connect with other people, and we can express kindness to strangers.
Marcus: When we have 20 or 30 great musicians on the stage, especially at the same time, we
have to find a balance between freedom and individual achievement and collaboration. If
everybody is just concerned with being the star of the show, we likely would end up with chaos.
So we have to listen to each other and make room for each musician’s part to be heard. This is a
very politically charged time in our history. It’s so important that we do everything we can to
listen to one another and work together. If we do, if we do the same in our families, our
workplaces, and in our communities, I think we would have a much more peaceful society and a
lot more satisfaction in our lives.

United We Play [Musical Feature]
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