This is my seventh year as the M.D. at the Children’s Peace Theatre and I am constantly asked “why do it?” I don’t work with kids EVER in my regular musical career and, in the past, have often been perplexed by them.  I have a filthy Brooklyn mouth and seven years ago when Karen first asked me if I’d be the M.D. here, the first thing I asked was if there’s a budget for therapy for these kids if Children’s Peace Theatre were seriously thinking of bringing me in.   But this place is a reminder of the genuineness and authenticity children bring with them when they walk into a room.  Not just in how they live, but perhaps as a reminder of how we should all live.  Their ability to embody a moment is the stuff all jazz musicians interested in expression would kill to have.  So I take off July every year from touring and come here to be reminded of all the reasons children really are our future.  I know that might sound trite or Hallmark card-ish, but the Children’s Peace Theatre is such a strong reminder of just how true that sentiment is.

This year’s topic is a difficult one dealing with a complex and nuanced investigation of the self.  The I.  It’s a deeply abstract concept, forcing the asking of questions like “What makes me me?” and “Who am I?”, but the high level of gifted Artist Guides facilitated an in-depth exploration in their search for compelling narrative and exposition.

Each year I try and write something that pushes the kids a little farther (musically speaking).  In the past 6 years I’ve never explored using the dread 7th in the chords I use.  But this year I wanted to see if I could incorporate 7th chords in the voices.  In previous years I split the camp into 1’s, 3’s and 5’s to represent each part of a standard triad.  So this year I split them into 3’s, 5’s and 7’s with the 1 (the root) coming from the bass on the recorded track.  This may all sound super technical to the non-musician, so let me just say that it’s something university level jazz choirs do – but rarely would kids this age who aren’t at music camp ever see this.  So, in short – dangerous territory.  And lemme tell you, for the first week – they sucked.  It was terrible.  The new approach often put the 3’s and 5’s in close harmonic proximity to each other, created dissonance and grinding.  Beautiful, inside the overall sound of the choir – but awful to stand next to on it’s own.  The kids were having a hard time with it.  A lot of “Brown is this right?” was getting asked in music class.  To which I would shake my head slowly and wonder if this year was going to be the year were I crossed the Rubicon.  Had I gone to far?  Was this going to be a disaster?  Right up to the end of week 2 I was wondering this.  To the point that I actually wrote an easier version that weekend with actual 1’s, 3’s and 5’s that would have dispensed with this jazz chordal harmony.  BUT – on the Monday of week 3, something changed.  The kids started singing the weird intervals like it was natural.  And I breathed a sigh of relief and went to work writing text.
Now let me tell you right now – I’m no lyricist.  I’m a jazz trumpet player.  An improviser who happens to play trumpet.  And, Tanisha -- one of the best lyricists I know -- wrote me early on to say she wouldn’t be available to lend her lyrical prowess to my words (each year we often collaborate lyrically (which means she usually just fixes my ridiculousness).  But this year I was completely on my own.  And let me tell you – writing lyrics that spoke to these 6 deeply subtle and hugely expansive topics – was massively daunting.  But it was the kids own brainstorming that catalyzed the words for this year’s tune, and the singular encapsulating phrase “what makes me me”, which I felt sums up all the questions we ask of ourselves.  I ended up with lyrics I’m proud of, and even more proud to hear these little people singing it all.  Complex jazz harmony, difficult singing intervals, framed in a feel-good pop setting was the end result for the closing song.
The opening song was a simple verse / chorus structure that I wrote in a day.  It poses 16 questions we ask of ourselves arranged in 4-word phrases over a 3-part moving choir.  They learned it all surprisingly fast.  The verse was originally all going to be rapped, but Tanisha had the fantastic suggestion to alternate rapping and singing the verse.  It gave the whole thing a certain buoyancy to hear the strength and power of the rapping against the more delicate singing approach.  

None of it was easy but they QUICKLY adapted to everything I threw at them, as children do.  I find myself beaming with pride.  They have all risen to the occasion and I look forward to standing at my station on stage right, where I’m always parked and watching these remarkable youngsters do what they do every year — amaze me with the depths of their spirits and their boundless potential.

A’ight… I’m out.   Peace.
Brownman Ali
Music Director
Children’s Peace Theatre
