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First and foremost, thanks to my friends and colleagues - Stephanie, 

Caitlin, Derek and Ryan. That was joy.  
 

Thanks too, to the League of American Orchestras for this invitation to 

speak with you, especially Jesse Rosen for his support and John-Morgan 

Bush who’s been a sounding board for this talk and created the video 

elements that accompanied our performance. 

 

For me, a concert hall is a place of storytelling. 
 

Every week: I tell the story of my process.  

 

Every week: I’m remembering, revisiting, exploring the stories of the 

piece.  
 

Every week: I’m telling the story of my practice.    
 

So today, in the spirit of being centered on music, I’d like to share some 

stories with you.  
 



 

Stories about orchestras; stories about the music we call ‘classical’; 

stories about what happens in a concert hall; stories that compete with 

each other; stories about what the work is and what it can become.  

 

My story 

 

My own story starts in Washington, D.C., one of three children born to 

Clarence and Susan Laing. 
 

My father, a black man, was born in Panama and moved to Jamaica 

when he was four. He was 12 when he came to the states. My mother, a 

white woman, was raised in Schenectady, NY,  
 

Where my father was an immigrant, my mom’s family can trace their 

heritage almost back to the Mayflower.  

 

My parents were married the same year the Supreme Court ruled on 

Loving v. the State of Virginia, the decision that finally outlawed 

prohibitions against interracial marriage nationwide.  
 

My parents weren’t ‘movement people’ but there were inescapable 

realities to being an interracial couple in 1967.  
 

Not surprisingly, I grew up hyperconscious of the fact that we were 

different, even isolated at times. This was before biracial was a term, 



 

before the country had heard of Tiger Woods or Barack Obama, before 

interracial couples were selling products on TV.   
 

Growing up, so called classical music was all around us - on the car 

radio and our home stereo. 
 

In many ways, my music starts with my father. He loved the music. He 

had a great ear and prided himself on his depth of knowledge. As a kid, I 

have vivid memories: of getting up in the middle of the night to go the the 

bathroom, looking down the stairs and seeing my dad  - stretched out in 

the living room with headphones on listening to Rachmaninov, 

Tchaikovsky, Elgar. It was his solace.  
 

At 10 my parents signed me up for a summer camp run by the D.C. 

Youth Orchestra and I got group clarinet lessons. I showed interest and 

ability and that fall my mom enrolled me in private lessons. We were 

lucky: the teacher was dynamic and dedicated.  
 

I remember the moment clearly, when after a lesson, he took my Mom 

aside. I wasn’t supposed to hear, but he told her I had something special 

and could, potentially, do this professionally. Hearing this made me 

surprised, proud and excited.   
 

That story - that my ability to make music made me special... shaped 

my life.  



 

 

The story of competing truths 

 

Equally impactful in shaping my life has been the story that orchestral 

music - so called classical music - is music for white people.  
 

That’s never been a comfortable narrative for me to accept.  
 

My story has a lot to do with wanting to be close to black people and 

expressions of black culture -- while positioning the clarinet and so called 

classical music at the center of my life. 
 

There’s tension between those two poles, the blackness of my culture 

and the whiteness of so called classical music. A good friend of mine, 

Lecolion Washington, describes these binaries as ‘competing truths’.  
 

My college application essay was all about me trying to reconcile my 

competing truths. I talked in that essay about how the true essence of 

classical music existed outside the bonds of race, space, time.  
 

I was insisting, ‘I’m not a black person playing white music, I am an Artist 

trying to reveal Truths’  
 

Yikes. 
 

Later, I used history to challenge the frame that orchestral music is white 

music: I brought music by black composers, particularly spirituals, to my 



 

performances. I connected myself to the Fisk Jubilee Singers, Paul 

Robeson, Roland Hayes, Marian Anderson and the proud tradition of the 

concert hall spiritual.  
 

I was proclaiming ‘I am part of a lineage of black artists who play this 

music.’ 

 

These challenges to the frame that ‘so called classical music is white 

music’ have truth in them. I am an artist trying to reveal something true. I 

am part of a long tradition of black artists who play so called classical 

music.  
 

And yet: there is empirical data and overwhelming experience - my lived 

experience up to and including this room -  that supports the story that, 

here in America, orchestral and so called classical music is 

indeed...white music. 
 

Many of you know the data the League has collected: as recently as 

2014, 88 percent of musicians, 84 percent of conductors and 92 percent 

of orchestral board members were white. 
 

For a variety of reasons, I don’t expect everyone in the room is 

comfortable with the ‘orchestral music is white music’ story.  
 



 

In response to that discomfort, we routinely tell the public, our funders, 

ourselves - or as I did, a college admissions officer -  a story that 

classical music isn’t white or black, it’s beyond that. Like Kepler’s ‘Music 

of the Spheres’ we say, we exist beyond the surly bonds of space and 

time.  

We’re...Classical Music. 
 

That story rests on an institutionalized ethic of universalism. 
 

And I think it’s a reason why orchestras remain so persistently static, 

unable to interrogate the work, or reveal the artistic impulse needed to 

change the things that are stifling us.  

 

 

Universal v. particular stories  
 

The construct of a universalist ethic is something I first heard about in a 

book my mom gave me. It’s titled Dear White Christians. It’s by Jennifer 

Harvey.  
 

Harvey tells us the universalist ethic, and this is a quote,  
 

“presumes that the fundamental common denominator on which we 

should all focus is our sameness  -- on what it is we supposedly all 

share.” 
 



 

This, she says, is contrasted by a particularist ethic which, and again I 

quote,  
 

“recognizes that there is no one shared standard against which we might 

measure or interpret our experiences of race...nor one to which we may 

all be held...similarly accountable.” 
 

So how do I think universalism...shows up in the work of orchestras?  
 

It shows up in the stories we tell, and the pillars we build in support of 

those stories.  
 

The story of orchestras as machines 

 

One of the most powerful stories we tell is this: a symphony orchestra 

is a machine. I think that is the meta narrative for our work. As 

ensembles and as organizations, we’ve built our structure around that 

narrative. 

In many ways I fell in love with that story. Maybe you did too. It offered 

clarity. It seemed universal. We weren’t black or white or Asian 

clarinetists, violinists, cellists. Unencumbered by the complexities of our 

everyday existence we were those instruments, the sounds they make, 

their expressive qualities and capabilities. 
 



 

But the story of orchestra as machine has implications and 

consequences that I’ve come to understand...as oppressive and 

limiting, even as my love for the art persists 

 

The orchestra as machine story pretends not to recognize people’s 

bodies or their person as having meaning.  
 

As a field, we largely operate under an aesthetic construct that says to 

listeners and musicians:  
 

‘once you enter the concert hall the particulars of your body, its 

experiences - are irrelevant to the art. Your body makes the music 

neither richer, nor poorer, nor different.’   

 

But that’s not how I experience music — any music — or how I’ve 

experienced my career in music. I’m aware of my body. Sometimes 

hyper aware. Sometimes hyper aware of other’s awareness of my body. 

 

The most obvious symbol and structure in this ‘orchestra as machine’ 

story might be the screened audition.  

There’s no doubt that the screen eliminates the possibility of many 

different kinds of bias. That’s a good thing. The growth of women 

musicians in our industry, may have as much to do with the screened 

audition as anything else we’ve done to promote gender equity. 
 



 

Knowing that I was going to be playing screened auditions in order to 

compete for an opportunity - be it ensemble placement at Northwestern, 

or a tenure track job - was important, maybe even critical to my 

motivation to do this thing.  
 

I didn’t want to have my identity, my body or its history negatively applied 

against me. I don’t want that for anyone and the screen guards against 

that.  
 

But the screen also assures the non application of identity - and that - 

the non application of identity -  supports the universalist ‘orchestra as 

machine story’ that’s oppressing and limiting us. 
 

To be clear, I’m not saying we need to end screened auditions.  
 

I’m saying: I think we need a counter narrative we can use to build new 

structures on the art form’s foundations.  
 

I’m saying: I think a counter narrative to the orchestra as machine story 

is the story of orchestras...as practice spaces.  

 

 

 

The story of orchestras as practice spaces  
 



 

A few weeks ago I was fortunate to be with some young music students. 

They asked me what I liked best about my job. I prefaced my answer by 

telling them that if I could make some record of how I’ve spent my time 

on earth, probably the number one activity I’ve engaged in is…well 

sleep, hopefully.  
 

But after that, somewhere near the top of this accounting of my time on 

earth would be all the hours I’ve spent learning and performing music. 

Doing what it takes to make my instrument sing.  
 

I told the students to think of that...as my practice.  
 

I told them them that what I liked most about my job was that I actually 

get paid to practice - something that earlier in my life I’d done for free, or 

when I was earning my degrees, I had to pay to do. 
 

Not too long after that, I was talking to my friend Nicholas Lewis, he’s a 

dean at the Curtis Institute of Music. I was talking to him about 

orchestras as ‘practice spaces’ rather than ‘machines’ and he shared this 

Martha Graham quote to help me explain to you that I don’t mean 

practice space in the literal sense of ‘the room where I practice cello, 

clarinet, orchestra’.  
 



 

Rather, it’s the idea that orchestral artistry -- is networked artistry and 

can’t be practiced in isolation - it requires other people, ideas, shared 

beliefs and value systems - all gathered in one place.  

 

A  space to practice the art form. 

 

So here’s what Martha Graham had to say about practice:  
 

“I believe that we learn by practice. Whether it means to learn to dance 

by practicing dancing or to learn to live by practicing living, the principles 

are the same. In each, it is the performance of a dedicated precise set of 

acts, physical or intellectual from which comes shape of achievement, a 

sense of one’s being, a satisfaction of spirit. One becomes, in some 

area, an athlete of God. Practice means to perform, over and over again 

in the face of all obstacles, some act of vision, of faith, of desire. Practice 

is a means of inviting the perfection desired.” 
 

Practice is a means of inviting the perfection desired.  

 

So, I’m going to ask you to hold this narrative for the next few minutes -

- the idea of orchestras as practice spaces. 
 

What new opportunities can it open to tell our particular stories?  
 

The story of Mozart and black excellence 



 

 

Here’s a particular story.  
 

This season I got the opportunity to perform the Mozart clarinet concerto 

with my orchestra.  
 

My usual goal - to make a great sound, to stick the landing - didn’t 

change.  

But I foregrounded what I knew to be true: that I would have a better 

experience as an artist if I could look out into the hall and see a lot of 

black folk sharing in the experience. My Mozart would be better for their 

presence in the space. 
 

So, I activated my own network, my fraternity, my friends, family, my 

wife’s beauty shop network which, mind you, is not an insignificant 

network. I activated the network of a friend who sings in the choir at a big 

church in town and I went to speak with them. I negotiated a ticket 

discount that I extended to everyone I was inviting. 
 

In all of this the message I carried was not, “Mozart is awesome and you 

need him in your life.”  
 

The message was, “Hey, I need you in my Mozart.” 
 

I was saying, “I need you to show up for me. This is going to make my 

Mozart richer.”  
 



 

What happened? People came. Lots of people. People that were invited 

to play a role in the ritual of a concert; a role that was meaningful and 

recognizable...to them. A particular role in the ritual. 
 

That night for me, it felt like stories of Mozart and black excellence were 

sharing space.  

Part of the insidiousness of the orchestra as machine is that it routinely 

masks the real role cultural affirmation -- for better and for worse -- 

plays in the construction of what we call great art.  
 

And so, laboring under that universalist story, we routinely miss how 

narrow our practice is or how we could make it broader. 
 

The story of process as performance  
 

There’s a relationship between the universalist, orchestra as  machine’ 

narrative and the story we tell about performance. The machine inclines 

us towards a story where, as Christopher Smalls says, music is...‘a 

noun.’  
 

If orchestras are a machine, then, like a machine, the output of the 

machine is its most valuable thing. That makes performance our product. 
 

But if orchestras are practice spaces, as Martha Graham describes 

practice, then the valuable output isn’t just performance. It’s also 

process.  



 

 

It’s process...as performance.  
 

Take the Food Network. Most of what is on that channel is about 

process, the process of an individual or group of people making food. It’s 

because we, as food lovers, are focused on process that the body and 

perspective and personal histories of the people making the food matter 

to us. 
 

 

Today, in too many ways, our orchestras operate like a restaurant from 

the 1950s. It's like we've got those big swinging doors, with the process 

all taking place back there in the kitchen, out of sight. The bodies making 

the food are intentionally hidden, deemed irrelevant to the taste of the 

food. 

 

What I’m saying comes down to this: what would it be like...to have an 

open kitchen...orchestra?  
 

How much more would we get to learn about each other, our selves, our 

audiences - the work? What kind of stories would we tell?  
 

How would we tell those stories? 

 

Call to action: stories from an open kitchen orchestra 

 



 

As a field, we’ve been claiming since the 60s that we want more black 

musicians in our orchestras. And yet here we are, 60 years later in much 

the same place.  
 

I think that’s because of our traditional understandings and 

expressions...of what is valuable about the music.  
 

I think the orchestra as machine story is at odds with a desire to see 

more diversity on our stages.  
 

It’s at odds because the orchestra as machine meta narrative is  - at best 

- artistically indifferent towards the particular bodies in the machine.  
 

At its worst, the orchestra as machine narrative is used as an artistic 

beard to sidestep or obscure the persistent  reality that, as a field, we 

consistently find ways quiet or exit those whose bodies challenge the 

status quo.  

 

Like the machine, the open kitchen orchestra values me because I can 

stick the landing. But an open kitchen orchestra also values me because 

the beautiful struggle of my process enlivens the practice space 

internally, and helps us tell a more human story externally. 
 



 

Right now, I think some of the most interesting stuff happening in this 

field are black people persisting in loving this art form that’s designed in 

part, not to love to them back. 
 

People whose practice...is thriving.  
 

I think we’re trapped inside the orchestra as machine narrative, largely 

unable to tap into the energy and stories of amazing musicians - at the 

time when I’d say we need them most and — because of how their 

practice is thriving — they’re needing orchestras less and less.  
 

With this ‘open kitchen orchestra’ in mind, start  to see if you can spot 

process as performance when you see it. I see it everywhere: the Food 

Network; Beyonce’s Homecoming; the success of our movies in concert 

presentations -- which are like getting to see a favorite movie with an 

open kitchen soundtrack. 
 

I see process as performance in the Simon Bolivar Youth Orchestra, 

where they are not selling a universalist story of why their Shostakovich 

10 matters. Theirs is a particular story.  
 

That’s what we’ve tried to model a little, with our performance today. And 

to be clear, I’m not saying that every performance needs video intros - 

I’m saying, work like we modeled today flows out of embracing a new 

narrative for what the work is. 
 



 

Wrapping up - thank you 

 

So what do I want you to do with all these stories?  
 

The first thing is this: recognize that we are telling stories.  
 

Recognize how those meta narratives are supported with structure and 

marketing.  
 

Recognize how those stories perpetuate the status quo and link up to 

bigger stories about the world.  
 

I’d also say: start to build structure that supports your orchestra as 

practice space. 
 

Maybe you don’t need a new commission, or a that soloist or another 

week with your music director. Maybe you need an embedded digital 

storyteller, to push out the particular stories and processes that 

populate your practice space.  
 

We are already telling a story about the work and what so called 

classical music means -- but if it isn’t the wrong story, it’s at least an 

incomplete story.  
 

I think we can tell a different story -- namely, the story that process is 

performance and practice is a particular, human centered thing.  



 

Once we’ve acknowledged this, the bodies in our space, in our 

orchestras, in our audiences can have more import.  
 

From there we can start to tell new stories. 
 

Particular stories about why this music matters, and how those stories 

could be about you. 
 

Thank you. 
 
 


