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The Very Young Composers of the New York Philharmonic, already building a worldwide 
presence, has made what might become yet another major step toward its goal of enabling children 

everywhere to express their rich and complex musical thoughts through the equally rich resources of 
the Symphony Orchestra and concert music of whatever idiom; whether Western, Oriental, Latino, 
African, Hip-Hop or anything beyond.   

 
Intent of the Palestine Project 

 

The first statement we made to all concerned laid out the following principles: 
 
   "We are traveling to the Middle East, West Bank, Palestine, in order to work with children and to 
advance the Very Young Composers Program of the New York Philharmonic. 
    We will make no political statements. 
    We are not pretending to bring peace to the Middle East. 
    We are not missionaries bringing European Classical Music to children of color. 

    We will not be 'teaching' children how to compose, nor how to be creative: We believe they are 
already creative.  
      We are there to listen intensively to the children; to enable and empower them to create the 
music that is already inside them; to witness, perform, record and proclaim their music and art.  
    We will help them notate their music, but not edit nor orchestrate it for them. 
    We will employ local Teaching Artists, local instruments, local performers.” 
   

These statements are in line with over 20 years of work in the Very Young Composers (VYC), and 
have been regularly expressed to and approved by the NYPhilharmonic’s Education Department, Ted 

Wiprud, Director, as well as Artistic Planning, the Music Director and the Executive Director's offices.  

 
       Major Takeaways 

 
We believe that these basic principles and goals were carried out, and were received positively.  To 

date, the results have exceeded our expectations. 
Perhaps this is best expressed by Palestinian Teaching Artists and administrators: 
 



    "After the great workshops, we at Al Kamandjati feel, and have observed, that the students' 

involvement in the VYC programme has a positive impact on other areas of their lives.  Also in this 
project, we could build our  . . new generation (to) express itself in a good way, that our children 
could do a lot of change . ." 

           - Muntasser Jebrini, Academic Coordinator, Al Kamandjati, Ramallah 
 
   "We are most impressed with this programme from the New York Philharmonic and are eager to 
continue planning to integrate it into our curriculum.  We are amazed and proud of our students and 
their compositions at the final concert." 
        - Suhail Khoury, executive director, Edward Said National Conservatory of Music 
 

   “Dear Jon. We are very excited with this project. The AlKamandjati team and the children were very 
happy to work with you and Molly.  We would love to talk about our plan for the future.” 
        - Ramzi Aburdewan, founder, Al Kamandjati 
 
    "The opportunity to work with the Very Young Composers project was an incredible, unique and 
unforgettable experience.  There were many moments when we music educators witnessed the 

barriers and limitations, often engrained through our musical trainings, come down as the teachers 
realized the beauty of free and collaborative composition. . .  The final concert was unforgettable, as 
people from all parts of our community came together to hear the new ideas and sounds created by 
Palestinian children.  There in the auditorium sat children from refugee camps, from villages and big 
cities, along with parents and foreign music teachers from around the world, visitors from Israel, 
Palestinian government officials, and of course our. . guests from the New York Philharmonic.  
We realized we were witnessing the birth of a new generation of Palestinian composers, filled with 

sounds and stories to share with the world." 
     - Danielle Williams, Administrator, Musician and Teaching Artist, Al Kamandjati 
 
 

Personal Response 
 

To begin with, the musical culture of West Bank Palestine is rich and varied, with ancient roots being 

valued and referred to abundantly in the musical life of the present generation. This alone is striking 
to experience in a world in which American-generated pop music is so all-present. Palestine sits at the 

crossroads between Western classical music and their own "Oriental" music; and between Jazz, Pop, 
Hip-Hop and experimental.   

 
In addition, several distinctive features made this particular project venture so exciting and worthy of 

replication:   
Firstly, it was well- and adequately funded.  Basem and Muna Hishmeh were fully supportive and 
invested in its success, and yet allowed us the freedom we needed to carry out the project vis-a-vis its 
special needs, some of which were unforeseeable.   
Secondly, a contractual allowance was made to support the project throughout a three-year period, 
which not only will give it a greater chance of taking root locally, but which has already shown to lead 
toward strong personal relationships, so crucial to this type of work.   

Thirdly, the population itself, under military occupation, confined and fragmented, showed us a 
surprisingly rich musical culture and positive personal resilience.  The music the children produced, 
while topical, did not exhibit itself as the music of victims.    
 

There were difficulties present which had to be dealt with, and surmounted wherever possible.  We 
were confronted (also blessed) with the issue of bringing together two conservatories which, not 
untypically, had never worked in collaboration on such a project before:  The Edward Said Nat'l 

Conservatory of Music (ESNCM) based in East Jerusalem and the Al Kamandjati Conservatory in 
Ramallah.  Add to that, there was a border checkpoint across which several Teaching Artists (TA’s) 
were not allowed to pass. Each conservatory assembled classes of 12 students each, ranging in age 
from 9 to 14, about equally boys and girls.  In addition, we held workshops in three other locations, 
including refugee camps in Jenin, Daheisha and Qalandiya, comprising personal contact with upwards 
of 100 students. 



Furthermore, to adequately and fairly acquaint and train the TA's, and to work with the students 

themselves - allowing enough time for the students' personal composing - all this began to appear 
wildly over-optimistic.   
BUT!  Lo and behold, through all the work, quick learning curves by the TA's in both the locations, and 

an amazing 'can-do' spirit by the students resulted in substantive musical compositions fully 
representing all these musical crossroads, even in a tasting, tantalizing sort of way.   
 

Timeline 
 

(Places, meetings, photos, musical examples) 
 

In the morning of October 24th, my colleague Molly Herron and I arrived in Ramallah, West Bank, 
Palestine, having left New York the evening before.  Our border crossings were thankfully easy, I 
having been led to expect a much more involved process.  The trip from Tel Aviv to Ramallah took 
barely an hour - a distance less than that from New York City to Stamford, CT - but clearly a world 
away.   
 

 
 
Ramallah has its own distinctive 
vibe: A bustling, crowded, noisy 
city, yet rather peaceful and overtly 
friendly.  There is no great wealth 
evident here, in fact large areas of 

poverty, yet I saw no homeless 
people on the streets, even very few 
beggars of any sort.  (Later, I was 
walking with Khalil, one of our fine 
local TA’s, and I questioned him 
about this. He answered with one 
word: “Family.”).   

We were that evening welcomed to 
dinner by people from the Al 

Kamandjati and Edward Said 
conservatories.  Although almost all 
spoke English, I was impressed with 
Molly’s quick grasping of Arabic, 

while I was struggling to master the simplest words.   
From our first conversations, it became clear both that we had their fullest and most eager support - 
and that there were logistical and scheduling difficulties.   
Rather than belaboring this report with details and memos, suffice it to say that, as noted above, 
pulling off a project like this in two weeks, and expecting 25 students to produce substantive, original 
music of their own, using Western and Oriental instruments, seemed far-fetched.  Of course, we have 
done this elsewhere, but never in these kinds of circumstances.    

 
But one day at a time.   
 
On Monday, TA candidates from both conservatories convened at AlKamandjati, the conservatory 

founded in the old city of Ramallah by the famous Ramzi Aburedwan - who has just been awarded the 
Mahatma Gandhi International Peace Prize - !  Ramzi, whom I had met when he was just a teenager, 
studying Viola at Apple Hill, New Hampshire, has given his full support of our project, which means so 

much.   



 
 
At the TA training, we could move quickly, since the level was already high, and the spirit was shining: 
Muntasser Jebrini (Clarinet), Ibrahim Froukh (Oud), Danielle Williams, (Flute), Jehad Joaibi (Perc), 
Ayham (Perc), Iyad Staiti (Oud) and Oday (Voice).  A starry lineup indeed! 
TA’s typically have to put themselves in the place of kids, so that they can identify more fully.  We 
played name games, clapping, rhythmic call-and-response and group improvisations. Molly took the 

lead in much of this, to my delight.  Some points needed to be clarified in translation, but mostly we 
were in English.   
A few of the TA’s, as I mentioned, were not able to be present because of the travel restrictions, but 
we joined with them as the week went on.   
 
On Tuesday, quite the eventful day. As if it weren’t enough to work the two conservatories, we were 
able to be scheduled to travel all the way from Ramallah to Jenin, to observe Al Kamandjati’s work in 

the public schools, the refugee camps, and to give a composing workshop to students there.  As this 

was a trip of about 100 miles, ample time was allowed. The way was rife with checkpoints, but on the 
way up, we had no trouble.  The landscape, though dry, was filled with Fig and Olive trees, and herds 
of Sheep, Goats and even Camels.  I could easily imagine this all in Biblical times . .   

 

                   
 
The public school at Jenin was a whirl and a delight.  I love seeing so many energetic children, 
crowding around, Waiting for the next class.  Ibrahim Froukh, one of the AK teachers, gave two 
classes of music, fully participatory, and holding of the kids’ attention. It’s amazing how many 
techniques of our “Inquiry-based” arts learning approaches are seeming universal. Ibrahim is highly 

skilled, and was able to allow Molly to give a Violin demo and a few games.    
We then gave our own composing workshop with Al Kamandjati students at this Jenin branch.  

 



 
 

 
 

They were a bit older, adolescents and teens, mostly spoke English, and responded with flair to our 
visual score and group improv exercises.  What was striking, and what would continue to delight me 
throughout our stay, was, as I’ve mentioned, the fluent interchange between Western and Oriental 
music and musical instruments.  How I wish we could have continued working with these kids!  We 
think they would not have opposed to that, either.  
 
On the way back from Jenin, we did run into more restrictive roadblocks.  Current events always 

intrude . .  But we finally made it back OK, and in the evening we were treated to a rehearsal of the 
Oriental Ensemble at Al Kamandjati.  A revelation!  The complex rhythms, the modes, the non-
Western scales and formal structure! 

 Here is an example of the six most common Oriental Modes, as well as a transcription of one of their 
lead sheets:  

 
 



I tell you frankly, I had trouble even following the rhythmic flow, and yet was transported by the 

expression of the music itself.  Wow!  As with much of the music in this part of the world, little is 
actually notated.  Musicians basically agree on pitch and rhythmic modes, formal design, and just let 
loose.   

 
Wednesday, Sept 27. - In the morning exchanging correspondence with our new VYC Manager, Jessica 
Mays, (How did we ever do without her?!)  Molly and I were invited to share a luncheon with our 
sponsors Basem and Muna Hishmeh, who introduced us to the Grande Dame of Palestinian music, 
Rima Tarazi.  Mme Tarazi, bright and chipper in her upper 80’s, had lived through it all.  A composer 
herself of beautiful songs and instrumental music, she is a founder of the first National Conservatory 
of Music, later named after the writer Edward Said.  Her energy and spirit are downright fierce: she is 

a ball of fire and determination: “Music is just as important as bread!” 
 
In the afternoon, we meet with the Al Kamandjati kids:  Tasneem, Karam, Tareq, Hussin, Yara, 
Altaeyeb, Uruk, Nadeem, Lama, Taleen and Nourhan.  (Try memorizing those names!) 
 
 

All full of inquisitive energy, love of music, yet few had ever composed any music before.  Indeed, as 
we’ve noted, the whole Oriental tradition here is one of improvisation. This actually suited me fine, 
since the natural flow and details of the music come from within - whether vocal or instrumental. We 
TA’s can do the actual notation, as long as we are strictly faithful to what the kids give us.  We all had 
a good time with games and improv exercises.  The hours seemed to fly by (not that we weren’t 
exhausted by the end!) 
 

In the evening, a more Western-style rehearsal with the Al Kamandjati students was led by Danielle 
Williams, an American living here. Danielle is a thoroughly dedicated teacher, musician and 
administrator - she is also a fine conductor, which doesn’t hurt!   
 
On Thursday, Sept 28th, we were up early to make the long, long journey to Jerusalem - a distance of 
about 9 Kilometers - we could have walked there in an hour or two!  But all I will say about the 
Qalandiya checkpoint is that it is scary. 

 

 
 
But now we are in Jerusalem!   
 
We are staying right near the old city, in the Arab quarter, between the Conservatory and the old, 
narrow, covered streets.  We are at the Jerusalem Hotel, a beautiful centuries-old building with few 
amenities, but more than made up for by the elegant traditional atmosphere.   

In the afternoon, we meet with the TA candidates whom we hadn’t seen in Ramallah, and all goes 
smoothly.  
Then the students arrive - more about them tomorrow! 
 



At night, we are privileged to attend a festival performance out in the courtyard of the conservatory. 

The General Director, Suhail Khoury, has assembled a masterful grouping of music and 
musicians.  Although far from a Rock concert, I am heartened to see an overflow audience of all ages, 
with young people prominent.  A feature of the concert is a trio of musicians from Azerbaijan playing 

on traditional instruments.  The lead singer also plays a hand-held drum called a Bendir.  The other 
two play a Tar and a Kamancheh, plucked and bowed, respectively.  And yes, they use an Oriental-
tuned scale. They are incredible. Their rhythms are so complex and jaw-droppingly precise.  The 
singer’s drawn-out melismas, mixed with cries and shouts, are so beautiful and expressive that even 
though I don’t understand a word, I am drawn in and deeply moved.   
As if this weren’t enough, Suhail calls out some of the conservatory students, a mixture of Oriental 
and Western instruments, to jam with the Azerbaijanis!  The ability of these local students to join in 

fluently with the professionals just about seals it for me:  We are experiencing one of the major 
musical styles in the history of the art form.  From Egypt through Palestine, to Azerbaijan and beyond 
to India, an ancient common musical language is still practiced, and is obviously thriving to this day.   
My God, I surely wasn’t kidding when I said we were here to listen! 
 

 
 
On Friday, the 29th, we meet again with the Edward Said (ES) students: Amir, Nabil, Hiba, Leen, 

Emma, Maryam M, Taha, Tareq, Randa, Maryam K, Dalia . . As we always say in the VYC, kids are 
fundamentally the same all over the world, yet each is so different!  Go figure. Thus it is with the ES 
kids:  As individuals they vary from whispers to shouts; from rabid to recalcitrant - and yet they all 
are capable of producing sparkling, original music.  Furthermore, they as a group are just perceptively 
distinct from the Al Kamandjati kids:  The former tend to be from more established families, whereas 
the latter are mostly from the poorer neighborhoods and all on scholarship.  That said, there is no 

perceived difference in their creativity, just a detectable difference in musical style choices.  More on 
this later.  Here they are, the Edward Said kids and their TA’s, proudly sporting their red VYC/New 
York Philharmonic T-Shirts, with all the languages: 
 
                               



 

We all enjoyed working with these ES kids, and were able to get them to improvise small group pieces 
which they then performed in front of the whole class.  As I’d hoped, they brought their own sounds, 
rhythms and feelings into these brief works and even seemed surprised at the effectiveness of the 

outcomes.  The TA’s were excellent in providing instrument “Interviews,” VYC-style, so the students 
could feel at home writing for them, and even ‘possessing’ them in some small way.   
 
Saturday, Sept 30th, Yom Kippur.  Molly and I took the morning off.  It was actually a fascinating time 
to visit such famed religious sites as the Western Wall.  There were thousands of religious Jews 
gathered there, men arrayed on one side, women crowded in another area.   
I myself donned a Yarmulke and felt something of the power of the place.   

Amazingly, the Christian, Jewish and Muslim Holy sites were only a few blocks apart.  I visited the 
Dome on the Rock, and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, both also exuding immense power and 
beauty.  I followed a group of Spanish Christians as they made their way along the stations of the 
cross - I’d done this with my church group on Good Friday in New York City, but this was the real 
thing, the actual place!  
I was vibrating, and not from fear or nervousness.  After a lifetime of hearing mostly negative things 

about this area, and the wars it has caused, feeling the spiritual power of each of these three places 
took me by surprise.   
 
That afternoon, we had another great class with the ES kids. And the TA’s:  Maya Khaldi (Voice), Luay 
Abassi (Oud), Rebecca Minio-Paluello (Violin), Mikael Rohana (Oud), Jay Crossland, (Piano and Oud), 
with Dylan Anderson administrating the logistics, Dalia Kalotti helping out with the Qanoun. 
The question has arisen that, if some children or parents have trouble coming to Ramallah the next 

week for the final concert, could they hear a working rehearsal of their music this Sunday?  - In two 
days??  Yikes.  These kids are quick, but they are not superheroes!   
Well, we’ll see . .   
 
An interesting sidelight:  Maya, one of the TA’s, took part in a game Molly and I led with the kids, and 
remarked to me:  “You worked at GuildHall, London, didn’t you?”  Astonished, I said “Yes! The 
FutureBand with Detta and Natasha!”  What a small world.  Or rather a big, connected one.  It made 

me feel good that this way of working with kids is so effectively spreading.  It’s true, our VYC takes 
the creative approach one leap further - that is, to individually written and performed works of Art, but 

truly I don’t mind if our method is copied and used, although it is always gracious to give credit to the 
source! 
 
The other TA’s and musicians - Luay Abassi (Oud),Rebecca Minio-Paluello (Violin), Michel Rohana 

(Oud), 
 
Sunday, October 1.  This is where Molly begins to show her heroism.  The TA’s are busily scribing the 
pieces of the students.  It’s basically working, except there’s not quite enough time.  Some of the 
students record their voices or instruments and give that to Molly to scribe, with their choices of 
instrumentation. 
 

The parents and administrators arrive.  The musicians are struggling to read the notation and to hear 
the students’ instructions.  The students are nervous.  I’m nervous.  Molly is madly scribing.  “You’re 
not finished with your piece? Fine. Then we’ll just play this part.  No, we can’t finish it for you.”   
 

The results of the “Open rehearsal” are mixed.  We have each student explain her process.  Some are 
struggling with articulating their work, in whichever language.  I can see the brilliance in them, the 
gems in the rough, as it were, but can others who are listening?  I look at Suhail:  He’s grinning from 

ear to ear, clearly proud of this process, even in this non-completed state. The parents are also 
pleased.  Dalia plays her Qanoun solo, at the last minute adding other instruments.  It’s looking like 
this on paper: 
 



                        
 
There is a haunting quality to it, undeniably, that is impossible to fully notate. 
 
While clearly, we are not ‘there’ yet, it is equally clear that the students have made huge leaps of 
imagination, and I can see where we could be, if only we had more time . . .   
And well, there IS more time, we can find it somewhere. Both the students and the TA’s are 

motivated.  The kids are ‘owning’ their music.  We will see what develops while Molly and I return to 

work more with the Al Kamandjati group.   
 
Monday, October 2nd:  Back to Ramallah. I hate to leave this venerable old Hotel, the people in 
Jerusalem, this magical, infinite city . . . 
In the afternoon, more planning, thinking, writing.  In the evening, Basem and Muna invite Molly and 
me to dinner.  Jay Crossland joins us.  Jay’s story of how she has come to live in this part of the world 

is fascinating; she is a musician from London, a Horn player, now administrating for Edward 
Said.  Then we finally hear the background of Basem and Muna, both born in what was then 
Palestine.  The details of their family histories and their own long journey to Cleveland and success 
and fortune in America are the stuff of legend; I am spellbound.  They are great philanthropists, 
returning often to honor their heritage, and help other people.   
 
Tuesday, October 3rd.  Never a dull moment:  After further planning at Breakfast, we go to the old 

refugee camp at Qalandiya.  At the edge of the urban area surrounding Ramallah, this is not what one 
expects a refugee camp to look like: established buildings, narrow streets - some of which you can 
touch both sides, arms outstretched - until you realize this has been a ‘camp’ area since 1948.   

We enter a five-story concrete building, the site of Al Kamandjati’s local branch.  Again, the children 
here are lively and involved in their music. Less English is spoken, but they greet us with smiles, 
eager to show us what they do, and to play music.  

 
They enjoy our workshop games and draw some beautiful graphic scores.  Their improvisations are 
distinctive and highly original.   
 
                
 



Oh my goodness, I want ALL these kids to write Musical Postcards to our own VYC kids in New 

York!  Danielle Williams has accompanied us on this journey - short in distance, immense in time - she 
is in this rooftop photo, on the left. 

 
                 
 

At night, in Ramallah, we kick back and go to a tiny, quiet 

(at first) bar where Danielle hangs out with local 
musicians.  A small improvisation starts.  Others join in, 
again with both Western and Oriental instruments, as well 
as singing.  It is so beautiful to see how deeply woven into 
the fabric of life here is the playing of music - not just 
listening. 
 

Wednesday, October 4th -  Yet another day of cultural, 

spiritual, and musical discovery. Jay has introduced us to 
Mohammad Fadel, a lovely, dedicated man with many years 
of teaching Violin and Strings at the Edward Said 
Conservatory.  He takes us to Bethlehem, where he works 

with kids at the Daheisha camp.  Again, we climb the stairs of a rather bare concrete building, and 

encounter his class - an orchestra of string players.  We watch him work with the class.  This is a 
Suzuki-based approach, with children playing in unison, imitation.  Admirable.   
But then, he suddenly leaves, and we are alone with the class. 

 
                  
 



We have a different kind of experience with this class, to say the least.  Only one girl speaks English, 

and she is dripping with adolescent “attitude.”  Most of the kids seem to want to work with us, but her 
influence is strong, and at that age, attitude is contagious.  Molly and I adapt our games to a more 
class-based, unison approach. This is fine, and I think the Daheisha kids were all eager to do more, 

but there’s no question this group would take longer to loosen up than the other locations we visited.   
 
And then - we are in Bethlehem.  And once more, I can almost sniff the fragrance of the centuries - 
the millennia! - here.  I ask Mohammad if there are any people who still speak Aramaic - the ancient 
language of Biblical times.  Surprisingly, he says “Yes. In fact I know a woman who does.  Let’s knock 
on her door.  It’s right here.”  And indeed, a woman comes to greet us, and we walk to the church on 
the site where Jesus was born.   

She is somewhat reluctant, but finally recites part of the Lord’s Prayer in Aramaic. 
What an experience.   

Back to Ramallah, another orchestra rehearsal led by Danielle, and 
after, a Salsa night club.  Noisy! Raucous!  I note it here because of 
the cultural diversity - not just young people, all ages seem to 
mix.  Also women scantily dressed, Western style, women in Hijab, 

and as in New York, all kinds of languages floating around.  Except 
that here, smoking is still prevalent.   
 
Thursday, October 5th -  Back to working with the Al Kamandjati 
kids, Musical Instrument demos (at which I learn as much as the 
students!),  graphic scores, talking in small groups about the form 
and style of their pieces.  As in much of the work we do, now all 

over the world, some kids respond to images, stories, colors, and 
some kids go directly to melody, rhythm, instruments.  In our “ear 
fantasy’ games, instead of playing triads, we ask them to respond to 
the emotional quality of intervals, instrumental colors, articulations, 
form.  This is going really well, though I do wish we had another 
week or so.  But perhaps the crunch of time can motivate these 
students to focus.  It still doesn’t seem possible that this thing can 

come off in three days. 
 

Friday, Oct 6th - Late the previous night, and early this morning, more hours of work on other 
international projects - the VYC has grown so big and multi-faceted.  I see the potential, and it drives 
me crazy. I could use a whole central staff and keep them all fully occupied.  And yet this personal, 
one-on-one work is so vivid, satisfying, and hopefully effective. . .  

Basem, a successful industrialist, advises me that the main job of the founder of a corporation must 
do is to find a replacement for himself.  Wow.  Scary. 
 
At the class this afternoon, we split up into groups and begin to focus seriously on the individual 
works. Everyone is looking for a quiet place in which to concentrate.  The roof of Al Kamandjati is a 
fine place, because the weather is so uniformly mild and clear, that being outside is completely 
available.  I am both pleased at the intensity of the work, and dismayed at the size of the task 

confronting us, in getting this concert pulled together in such a short time.  Programs? 
Advertisements? Transportation?  Even the venue of which Hall to perform in, is still under 
discussion.   

 

I take a rooftop photo of Ala, the iconic first girl to be drawn into 
Al Kamandjati by Ramzi when the school was just founded.  She 
waves hello to my lifetime buddy, Dobbs, 

Who has been here many times, and whom everybody loves.   
 
             
 
Saturday, Oct 7th - More scribing and preparing for the 
concert.  The TA’s are all in close concentration with their 

individual students.  Molly is running back and forth, coordinating 
the scribing and software.  Danielle, Muntasser, Iyad, Dylan and 



others are organizing aspects of tomorrow’s event.  Sounds of musical fragments are in the air. 

I am scribing for two girls, Taleen and Nourhan.  They both have beautiful voices.  What a pleasure it 
is to hear them singing their own music!  And they are both very particular about what they want, 
although they drive me a bit to distraction by changing from time to time.  They act like real, 

professional composers!  How is this possible?   
One of the many delights of this particular project is the degree to which the kids participate in their 
own music, as equals to the professionals who are doing all the work.   
Rebecca, from Edward Said, has joined us, and is so brilliant at reading and interpreting on her Violin, 
Jay Crossland joins on both Piano and Oud,   - Also, a Qanoun player, Khalil joining in brilliantly, and 
so forth.    
 

We’ve allowed only two and a half hours of general rehearsal tomorrow just before the concert.  Is 
that enough?  Of course not!  But it will have to do.  The main thing is to get the scores and parts 
printed legibly and organize them for the musicians, and for me to study them myself.  (I will try to 
conduct only where absolutely necessary - which is probably most of the time..).  Molly and I decide 
the program order, based on age of the kids, general flow, musicians needed, and many other 
factors.   

 
At night, Molly and I feel it important to observe Maya’s class at the Ramallah branch of Edward Said, 
which is also the location of our concert tomorrow.  I’m so glad we did.  Maya not only works wonders 
with her children, I see so clearly our common training with Detta and Natasha and the others at 
GuildHall, Barbican, London.  I never stop being amazed at kids, music, and at our adult interactions 
with them. 
 

Sunday, October 8th -  The Showdown!   
I’m not so worried about attendance at the concert, since Basem and others are taking care of 
that.  Ted Wiprud, communicating from New York, and I attempt to get a flyer and a program printed 
that will be acceptable to the NYPhil PR Department.  At 1:00pm, the Edward Said kids leave 
Jerusalem.  Will they all make it through?  I’m getting more nervous by the minute.   
The reheasal needs to start promptly at 15:00 (3pm), or we’re cooked.  Or so I think.   
At 3:05, we are still madly passing out parts and scores to the performers. The ES kids have arrived, 

but several are missing, also a couple of scores, and have the kids practiced their speeches 
introducing their music?     

At this point, I have to admit I have a history of stressing out and losing my cool.  May we start, 
please?  Who is first?  Amir and Nabil aren’t ready yet. OK. Hiba has a family emergency.  Uh-oh. 
Tareq!  Where are you?  You’re up!   
We start.  Tareq’s piece goes well.  Tasneem’s - fantastic, but it needs more rehearsal, and there’s a 

problem with the Piano part’s notation.  One after the other, I can hear the substance of the music, 
but also the pitfalls.  We are also running behind schedule.  Molly and others try to speed me along, 
and there is a ‘triage’ that develops of necessity, but still, we must be professional and clear, and we 
absolutely must represent this music not only skillfully, but with proper feeling and 
understanding.  The kids themselves are deeply involved, many are performing in their own works, 
and I am amazed, uplifted, annoyed and panicked all at once, and I’m not the only one.  But the 
general vibe starts to clear up, and though we have to skip the dinner break for some musicians and 

composers, the attitude is good all around and we start to fly. 
 
We are going to have a concert! 
 

By 6:00, we have a good sized audience.  Not great in numbers, but in specific people whom we want 
to hear this - nice!  I ask the musicians to stay on stage.  I’m worried that the concert will be too long, 
and we need to flow smoothly from one piece to another.   

 
Suhail and I take the stage.  He makes an elquent introduction, translating himself for me.  I say a 
few but fervent words which Suhail translates for the audience. Molly will speak at a midpoint in the 
program, as well as help me narrate transitions and introductions of the VYC kids.   



 

First up are Amir Khalil and Nabil 
Tobasi of ES, the youngest of the 
composers.  They are Percussionists in 

their own pieces, which intersect in a 
most effective way.  Now THIS was a 
good choice for program opener, thank 
you very much.  Local music, authentic, 
a hand-written score, child performers, 
and some haunting (but directed) ad lib 
on the Qanoun.  Wild audience 

applause, highly deserved.  
Next:  Tasneem Al Massri of Al 
Kamandjati:  “The Peace After the 
War.”  Effective Flute and Clarinet 
writing, and Jay figuring out the 
problem in the Piano notation. (We had 

to play the piece twice.  But Yes!!  This 
piece has passion, as well as 
transformation, and is identifiably 
Western, experimental and Oriental in 
character.  Tasneem speaks briefly but 
eloquently about her work.  This is a 
keeper! 

Hiba Safadi was one of the most 
engaged, inquisitive students from ES, 
but unfortunately had a family 
urgency.  We played her piece in her 
absence.  It has some of the most 
amazing Oud and Qanoun writing, as 
Jay Crossland grabs an Oud and plays 

wonderfully.  There is unison writing, 
and then there is Unison 

Writing.  Clearly Hiba was paying rapt attention in the instrument demos.   
Randa Kamal was a quiet ES student, yet came up with a truly haunting duo for Violin and 
Qanoun.  Her chromatic melodies exchanged between the two instruments was so well-constructed 
and communicative.  Rebecca was awesome on her Violin, giving such life to sounds you would never 

hear from an American child.   
Karam Fares was an eager student, but one who had trouble completing his piece. His opening 
melody for Clarinet, Qanoun and Percussion showed promise, but I didn’t know what to do at the 
rehearsal.  Karam then whispered to Muntasser the notes he wanted to continue in his 
music.  Amazing.  We saw music being born at the concert.   

Leen Tarazi is the granddaughter of the famous Rima Tarazi 
mentioned above.  Besides a budding, talented musician, she is 

a fluent visual artist who drew a summary of sorts of her 
colleagues’ experiences in this program. 
Her music featured an Oud solo, gradually energizing to a wild 
Violin solo, in crazy time signatures, again performed brilliantly 

by Rebecca.  Talk about sight-reading with skill and musical 
perception! Great Violin writing, Leen! 
Emma Dawanch is actually from Seattle, whose family is living 

in Jerusalem. Her “Flight of the Sparrows” is more identifiably 
Western, yet she used the Oriental Instruments in an original 
way to make an eloquent image of Birds far beyond the usual 

clichés we hear.   
Tareq Othman was unable to be present, and I regret this, because his piece “The Melody of 
Courage” had such substance and promise.  It was to have started with sounds of nature, then in 

three sections of (to me) brave-sounding, darkness and recovery.  He was just getting started! 



Maryam Murad produced a work which also begs for further development. “Reality of 

Life.”  (Wow!)  She told us of a complex and deep story, and chose the Violin to tell it, in call-and-
response style.  She shows a clear ear for instrumental color and form, and wishes to express feeling 
for her people.   

Hussein Rimawi - “One Day we will Be That Which We Want,” wrote an all-encomassing work.  It is 
constantly inspiring to me how these young people can produce work which is on a poetic and 
philosophical level with any adult professional. Alternating Percussion with soulful Violin and Clarinet 
solos (to which Rebecca and Muntasser gave deep understanding), moving through extended 
instrumental techniques to a bright and assertive ending.  A sonic poem if there ever wa one.   
Yara Al Massri continued the succession of brilliant and wondrous works.  I’d wonder whether we 
needed an intermission, but the audience was clearly as enthusiastic and entranced as I was.  Yara 

produced a workspanning cultures and styles effortlessly, and the only thing I wished was to hear 
more of her brief work!  She progressed from Qanoon to a Violin serious statement, through a Piano 
commentary, to Rock Drums, which left us hanging, wondering wher the journey would take us next! 
Maryam Khalil “The River” took us into a thoughtful image again, far beyond the simple flowing of 
water.  though brief, we caught glimpses of what migh lie beneath, and what might be carried 
within.  The Oud and Qanoon section gave us the detail of depth for the Violin floating along the 

surface . . . 
Altaeyb Hmouz, one of the teenage students has produced a Flute, Piano and Violin trio entitled “The 
Blue light,’ of such seductive beauty that one can imagine it becoming a keynote theme for a major 
publication or a novel.  The harmonies are luscious, Western-sounding, yet with somehow an Oriental 
soul.  
Taha Othman, older brother of Tareq, was also not able to be present, but had written an heroic 
march and brief action scene.  I thought he was moving toward wanting to write film music, entirely 

possible.  I would love to see som e film music like this, which didn’t entirely rely on Western 
instruments.   
Uruk Shaheen, of Al Kamandjati wrote “Will It be Changed?”  clearly a topical work.  It is skillful, 
dramatic and uses the instruments in an expressive, conversational, fluent way. I loved the strong, 
unison ending.  What character these brief pieces depict! 
Nadeem Fares - “Go.”  After a lively, syncopated opening featuring the Flute over Oud, Qanoun and 
Eka (Percussion), Nadeem's work gives over to the Clarinet.  At first there's a call-and-response with 

the Qanoun, already quite lively and musically striking.  But then, over a sustained trembling pedal D, 
the Clarinet enters forth darkly in a low, earthy melody that is positively slinky.  - and in Muntasser, 

Nadeem had the right Clarinettist to perform it.  Muntasser made it come alive and made us 
shiver.  Then the solo climbs up with glisses and slow spins, like a seductive dancer, before 
descending back down into the depths, ending in a slow scale in unison with the others, to the very 
bottom note of the instrument.  Masterful. 

 No doubt about it. These young composers are cookin'! This is far beyond what any of us expected.  
Lama Nimer -  And now comes Lama.  During the workshops I was aware of her, inquisitive, 
experimenting, trying out new ideas and struggling a bit.  When I saw her final score, it was mostly a 
surprise to me.  And even beyond that, so much of the piece depended on expression beyond the 
notes, which Lama communicated to the musicians.  After a gently rhythmic opening, softly 
Percussive, the stage is given over to the Oud.  Jay once again proved her musicianship by bringing 
this solo to deeply expressive life.  About halfway through, our great singer, Oday, was to join in, 

improvising wordlessly in and around unison with Jay.  The notes were there, but the effect was 
beyond Belief.  I couldn't help it. I was brought to tears, and i know I was not the only one.  
Dalia Kalotti -   We'd heard an earlier version of Dalia's piece last week, but this version was 
exquisite.  Yet another musical wonder.  Her title was none other than "Life."  This developed version 

proved actually worthy of such a title.  Again, Dalia stroked her microtonal Qanoun with 
magic.  (She'd been worried because the instrument at the hall was different that what she was used 
to.)  But what a performance it was!  filled with sorrow, with fierce energy, with slowly turning, 

decorated beauty.  Muntasser and Rebecca joined with delicacy and sensitivity.     
Taleen Abu al Hassan - These last two pieces were special to me because I'd been present most of 
the time at their inception, as the two girls sang their music over and over again, choosing, changing, 
choosing instruments and formal design.  Taleen had wanted Nourhan to sing along with her, but 
changed her mind at the las minute.  She had been following a story in her mind, but then decided 
that, in the end, the work didn't need one.  Starting rather happily swinging, the introduction gives 

way to a stern, recitative-like anger, followed by Taleen's voice sadly entering, falling, joined by the 



instruments, ending in a similar upward arpeggio to the one which ended the introduction.  This piece, 

like so many of the others, deserves many performances. 
Nourhan Manssour - "About the War."  - a fitting and exquisitely expressive musical work with which 
to end this unforgettable program.  A lively Percussion starts the piece, with Khalil on Mazhar (the 

frame drum).  Then all the performers clapping loudly, followed by a Violin solo, then all the 
performers joining in, slowing down, and providing the entrance for Nourhan herself, singing a lovely, 
sadly descending line, with Oriental tuning, in a melody that stayed with me for weeks.  And, all too 
soon, it was over.  
 
A magical ending to a concert to cherish for always. - and not a 'student' concert, either! 
The music was so real, it spoke for itself.  (The difference between a student concert and something 

like this, is that a student concert follows a pre-arranged, limited path, for the most part.  There was 
no such a pre-arranged anything tonight, except the elaborate, human preparations on each VYC 
Composers' part . . 
 
I was in such a state, I could hardly speak.  This is surely why we become musicians. Everyone 
seemed uplifted.  The rest was a blur, until the lavish dinner party that Basem an Muna threw for the 

whole production team, musicians, and guests.  I feel like we created a home for some really fine 
music, composers and musicians.  
We all agree that we need to plan ahead starting right now.  Molly and I can hardly wait. 
As I said before, this is one country out of 15 that the VYC now works in, but somehow, this just 
might be something of the tipping point. 
 
My gratitude to all who worked so hard up till now for this event, and all others like it, is infinite.  We 

are blessed by these children. 
 
           -  Jon Deak, for the VYC       October 9, 2017 
 

 

   

 

 

 
 
  
 
 
  

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

    
 
    
 
 

 


