
Concerto for Hope is a nine-minute work scored for a one-of-a-kind orchestra that was created to be a musical 
rallying cry for a few extremely optimistic, and perhaps quixotic, premises: to replace binary possibilities with 
simultaneous pluralities (“both/and” instead of “either/or”); to replace hierarchical order (which finds a very 
effective musical metaphor in how a traditional orchestra works) with something that is more community 
oriented (ideally a collection of individuals); and to reimagine the role of an individual within a society (which 
requires a new type of concerto). 
 
This music was inspired by Hope, Arkansas-born Bill Clinton’s call for a government that “looks like America” 
when he became President of the United States back in 1993. It also reflects the title and message of a book that 
was published a few years later by then First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton—It Takes a Village. Concerto for 
Hope is a concerto for tenor saxophone and an orchestra that “sounds like America.” That is, an orchestra 
comprised of instruments that can effectively reflect the aesthetics of musical genres that were either created in 
the United States or which flourished here. The orchestra is made up of fifty musicians to reflect the fifty states. 
This orchestra  has 37 strings and 13 “other” instruments (a sonic parallel to the stripes on our flag). The five 
winds—a flute, a clarinet, two trumpets and a trombone—can be found in most orchestras but are also 
instruments that have played key roles in jazz, klezmer, marching bands, and salsa. The other instruments—
accordion, banjo, slide guitar, electric guitar, two drum sets, and a set of timbales (the drum set found in Latin 
ensembles)—reflect the cultural diversity of American music.  
 
The music is a contemporary reponse to classical era sonata form. It starts with an exposition in which all of 
these intruments come together to play a series of clearly discernible themes in different overlapping meters. In 
the development section, various subsets form chamber music groups that reinterpret the thematic material in a 
wide variety of American vernacular styles ranging from country blues to bebop to rock and more. In the 
recapitulation, the original multilayering of themes returns once more, but rather than there being a transition 
between thematic areas, as there was at the onset, there is a culmination in which all of the themes occur 
simulatenously as additional layers of counterpoint. Most of the thematic material for the Concerto is derived 
from a single melodic cell—B-C-A-G—which was derived from the initials of the then President and Vice 
President: Bill Clinton and Al Gore. But despite this seemingly blatant partisanship, the resultant music is an 
attempt at poltical neutrality. The elaborate polyrhythms of the opening and closing sections are the result of the 
overlapping of three distinct rhythmic strains—cycles of three, four, and six beats. This is an allusion to the 
three candidates in the 1992 Presidential Election: Bill Clinton, George Herbert Walker Bush, and Ross Perot. 
The seamless coming together of these three distinct rhythmic strands shows that despite the political 
differences of the American people, we can find common ground and come together. 
 
Although this piece is indeed a concerto, it is not a flashy piece for a soloist. In fact, it is quite the opposite. 
Rather than being a vehicle for a virtuoso pitted against an orchestra whose primary role is to serve as an 
accompaniment, this is a work in which the nominal soloist is on equal footing with all the other musicians. In 
fact, during the development section, smaller subsets of the whole ensemble engage the soloist in direct musical 
conversation. In the first few months of Bill Clinton’s presidency when I first wrote this work, I fanicifully 
imagined that the tenor saxophone part could actually be played by Bill Clinton—since he had frequently 
played a tenor sax during the campaign trail—and that he could play this music, as per his intimate Town Hall 
meeting style, with an ensemble consisting of one musician from every state, the orchestra becoming a kind of 
musical congress.   
 
Obviously Bill Clinton never played this piece. I had planned to send it to him back then and to hope for the 
best, but I ultimately decided it was a rather farfetched and somewhat naïve idea. So I put the score in a drawer 
and forgot about it for many years. Nearly 24 years later, Concerto for Hope initially might seem like a quaint 
occasion piece from a more innocent time. The world feels like a very different place and common consensus 
seems further away than ever before. In our extremely polarized nation, it’s extremely difficult to imagine “red” 
and “blue” listening to each other and coming together to transcend our differences through any activity, even 
music-making. For that reason, our need for hope is now even greater. 

November 2016 


