2010 University Commencement Remarks
from Alex Fortes
Thank you, President Kerrey. Today, I graduate
from Mannes with a master’s degree in violin
performance. Mom, Dad, I can’t quite see you from
here, but I know what you’re thinking: “Where did we
go wrong?”
And as I step out of the confines of academic study
and into the gritty world, I have to admit—that’s a
pretty good question. How did I end up deciding to
make a 21st century living from dragging a stick with
horsehair across a wooden box invented in sixteenth
century Italy?
Given the diverse career paths of New School
Students, I’ll bet half of you are thinking, “I’m in the
same boat.” The other half, though—probably more
along the lines of, “I’m glad I’m dodging that bullet.”
Anyway, I ended up pursuing a master’s degree in
music because the more I explored other things, the
more clear to me it became that music connects
just about every other interest in my life. I’ve made
many friends through music. I’ve coped with loss
and stress through music. When papers were due,
exams were coming up, and I had a thousand pages
of reading to get through, playing music was one of
the most satisfying ways to put off what I needed to
do until later. And when I studied other things, my
experience with music helped me understand it.
But this isn’t unique to me. It is no accident that
Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Albert Einstein,
as well as Sherlock Holmes, were all serious
amateur violinists who contributed ideas about
general relativity, political institutions, electricity
and how to use a misplaced piece of dust to
solve a murder. Philosophers Theodor Adorno and
Friederich Nietzsche were both devoted composers.
Palestinian literary scholar Edward Said was also a
serious pianist. Fashionista Coco Chanel came up
with Chanel Number Five while involved romantically
with the composer Igor Stravinsky, and, for that
matter, Stravinsky was inspired to start writing very
different—“neoclassical”—music after getting to
know Coco Chanel.
I’m not saying that music is necessarily more central
to the human experience than anything else, but
rather that we gain something crucial when we
look at what we choose to study and spend our
lives doing through the lenses of other disciplines.
Similarly, we contribute more when we engage with
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other disciplines as an extension of our own. My
experiences, both at the personal level and in the
abstract, are with doing these things through music.
For example, a few years ago, I spent an afternoon
with some friends performing music at the Seven
Hills hospital in Groton, Massachusetts. The hospital
offers treatment to adults with severe developmental
disabilities. Most of our audience could not speak
and many could not walk. The patients would get
the attention of nurses and try to explain that they
needed something by making sounds that weren’t
recognizable as speech or language. They did this
even over the voice of the nurse who introduced
us, and over the sounds of us tuning our own
instruments. But when we began playing the Mozart
Clarinet Quintet, the room fell absolutely quiet.
These patients paid more attention than any
concert hall audience. Whatever language or
cognition barriers existed there seemed to be fully
transcended by the music. Music here fulfilled the
same goal that medicine and many other things
strive towards—affirming human dignity.
After the devastating earthquake in Haiti last January,
worldwide concerts helped address the emotional,
social, and political dimensions of the disaster.
These concerts performed the emotional function of
coping with loss and grief. They performed the social
and political functions of raising awareness of the
tragedy and providing a place to congregate, and they
served the economic function of helping raise funds
for rescue and rebuilding operations by the Red
Cross and others.
This ability to affirm dignity is robust. In Venezuela,
an economist and pianist helped create a public
orchestra program that over the last 30 years has
become as common as varsity sports are in the
U.S. Some of the poorest Venezuelans play in these
orchestras, and even those who do not become
musicians benefit from the confidence, friendship,
and skill that they develop in this program.
In Spain, the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra, which
was founded by Daniel Barenboim and Palestinian
scholar Edward Said—brings together Israelis,
Palestinians, Iranians, and other Middle Eastern
Arabs to play concerts around the world. In the
process, the orchestra helps bring together people
who are frequently in conflict—using their humanity

to bridge the deep ethnic, political, and religious
differences between them.
Most strikingly, throughout the last seven years
of war and violence in Iraq, the Iraqi National
Symphony Orchestra has never stopped rehearsing
or performing. They even gave a concert in Baghdad
in June 2003, after their concert hall was burned
down by looters following the end of Saddam
Hussein’s regime. The men and women of the
orchestra are from many of Iraq’s divisive ethnic
and religious groups, including Shi’a, Sunni, Kurds,
Armenians, Assyrian Christians, and Turkmen. The
persistence and inclusiveness of these musicians
illustrates the deeply central role for human dignity
that music can play.
All of us here—from aspiring writers, fashion
designers, musicians, and actors to urban planners,
economists, architects, and industrial engineers—
are facing some pretty difficult and widespread
challenges in the fields we intend to specialize in.
But even as we see these problems as unique to our
fields, we should recognize that a common thread
runs through many of these problems. Moreover,
as we leave the umbrella of The New School, we
shouldn’t forget the importance of engagement
with each other, and with each others’ paradigms,
as an important way to solve our challenges and to
maintain the relevance of what we are doing. Only
by making each other’s passions a vital part of our
own careers will we be able to be good artists, good
citizens, and more complete people. Thank you.
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