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Awkward moment leads to 40-year friendship – and
a new album from Yo-Yo Ma
December 11, 2020 — 1.00pm
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Anyone who knows Yo-Yo Ma could tell you that a virus was not going to stop
him in his tracks. If anything, it stimulated the globally acclaimed cellist to ﬁnd
new ways to connect with audiences, defying lockdowns, travel bans and
cancelled performances. The New Yorker’s music critic Alex Ross once described
him as a ‘cyclone of exuberance’.
He is indeed a force of nature, but a gentle one given to philosophical musing
rather than impetuous impulse. Certainly neither Crouching Tiger, nor Hidden
Dragon (he recorded the often plangent solo passages on the ﬁlm’s sound track).
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Cellist Yo-Yo Ma.

MARK MANN

Ma is also one of life’s great deﬂectors. Ask him anything about his current
projects or past achievements and he automatically switches to giving credit to
his collaborators. If he has an ego, it’s more well concealed than those of artists
who achieve that similar rareﬁed status of being known solely by their ﬁrst
name.
His new album, Songs of Comfort and Hope, is really the brainchild of his friend,
pianist Kathryn Stott, the artistic director of the Townsville Chamber Music
Festival.
The two met in potentially awkward
circumstances 40 years ago, when Stott
returned from a trip to ﬁnd her landlord had
sublet her London apartment to a couple
without telling her. ‘Who the hell are you ?’
she asked the man practising the cello in his
underpants in her living room.
According to Ma, he just went along with
Stott’s selection of material. In fact, both
conducted almost forensic research into each
piece’s origins to arrive at new
interpretations. Included in the playlist is an
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elegiac arrangement by young Sydney
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composer Harry Sdraulig, Fantasia on
Waltzing Matilda, which sits alongside fresh versions of such familiar crowd
pleasers as Scarborough Fair, Moscow Nights, Amazing Grace and Old Man River.
"We wanted music that would identify yearnings, aches and losses but says
‘we’re there with you’," says Ma, via Zoom, from his home in Cambridge,
Massachussetts, looking his ageless, youthful self at 65.
So how has he coped with the COVID-19 restrictions? "It’s been like an enforced
sabbatical," says Ma genially. "Over the past 42 years of marriage [to art
consultant Jill Hornor, with whom he has two children] I’ve been away for 27
years. The good news is so far, I haven’t been kicked out."
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He was not just touring the great concert halls of the world. Throughout his
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career, Ma has deliberately deviated from the demands of the professional
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circuit to conduct his own private investigations, driven by a relentless quest for
common ground through shared music making. Memorably, his curiosity
prompted him to overcome his fear of snakes, taking him to the Kalahari desert
to hear the sounds of the bushmen. In 1998, he formalised his interest in other
cultures, travelling along the Silk Road with musicians, artists and storytellers
from Eurasian cultures that form the loose collective of that name, entertaining
locals in Iran, Azerbaijan and Tajikistan.
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objects in case of injury, Ma laughs, admitting
that "my standards are not up to the
household’s, so I do what I’m allowed to do,
which is clean up and empty the dishwasher."
He is brieﬂy stumped when asked what he has
been listening to at home. "Ohhh ... I have
music in my head all the time, but I don’t
actually sit and listen to it at home with my
wife. That is something we should do," he

Yo-Yo Ma with his wife Jill Hornor and
daughter Emily Ma at the 35th Kennedy
Centre Honours in 2012. WALTER

adds, as if it had never occurred to him.
Instead, they watched TV shows he had
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missed while touring, including the
Australian series Secret City, various Scandi noir series, Borgen, (a favourite) and
Foyle’s War.
The recording of Songs of Comfort and Hope collided with the rise of the Black
Lives Matter movement. "It’s sort of built into the fabric of the album in some
ways," says Ma. "There are songs that pay tribute to champions of social justice
like [American bass-baritone] Paul Robeson and [Chilean composer] Violeta
Parra and we hope the result brings a sense of community, identity and
purpose."
The humanitarian, who ties his music to many philanthropic initiatives, is quick
to add that "not everything has to be political and you don’t have to use a cudgel
to make a point when a scalpel will do. It’s all about the right tools. But there’s a
lot of repair we need to do, and we need systemic change. At the Boston
Symphony, for example, there is only one African American musician, who
happens to be another cellist. And there is only one black player in the New York
Philharmonic," he says, rolling his eyes in disbelief at the current state of affairs.
His mantra? "Access leads to curiosity, leads to collaboration."
COVID-19 further energised Ma to think of others. "I was safe and it was
unbearable to watch what was happening, so I just asked myself what could we
do?"

A young Yo-Yo Ma rehearses.

RAY FISHER/LIFE IMAGES/GETTY

The answer was more of what he has done before, "to send music out, whether
it’s for ﬁres or ﬂoods". Ma was the ﬁrst performer at the World Trade Centre on
September 11, 2002, when the names of the dead were read in remembrance of
the ﬁrst anniversary of the attack. He also played at his friend [Apple cofounder] Steve Jobs' funeral and has performed for eight US presidents, most
controversially for Barack Obama’s inauguration when he actually mimed to a
pre-record because the weather was so cold he would not have been able to
move his ﬁngers.
Like many other musicians and ensembles, the pandemic prompted him to
perform at home online. On Instagram and Twitter, the hashtag
#songsofcomfort attracted 18 million viewers.
Dressed in a formal suit and tie, and looking rather like a banker, he also played
to raise money for a charity that supports Syrian children and families in refugee
camps.
When it was safe to do so, accompanied by his long-time friend pianist
Emmanuel Ax, a masked-up Ma performed a series of surprise pop-up concerts
in the nearby Berkshires from the back of a ﬂatbed truck for essential and
emergency workers, school bus drivers, teachers, ﬁreﬁghters and healthcare
workers, each socially distanced from one another, standing inside a hula hoop.

Itzhak Perlman, Yo-Yo Ma and Anthony McGill play during the inauguration of Barack Obama in 2009.
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At one stage Ma contemplated the possibility of performing with Ax in a drive-in
format. He will stop at nothing to spread the healing message of music. "It’s
Aspirin for those who need it, a panacea." Again, he removes himself from the
equation, as if he were not responsible for being more than the messenger, who
merely delivers the notes of consolation and harmony, whereas it is the
intensity of his performances which takes the music to another level. Or as Alex
Ross put it, listening to Ma play Bach, "he makes the godlike human".
Begun in 2018 , his project of playing the Bach cello suites in 36 cities around
the world (which brought him to Australia and New Zealand for the ﬁrst time
last year) has been momentarily stalled by COVID-19, with 28 gigs under his
belt.
Each concert is linked to a program of days of
action: "Everywhere we went people were
engaged in culture, that has helped connect
them during the pandemic," says Ma.
In Christchurch that included a traditional
Maori hangi, weaving and song sessions and
discussions with cultural leaders focusing on
water resources protection; in Sydney there
was a hackathon exploring how culture and
technology can help address language
barriers faced by immigrants. In Taiwan he
held private meetings with young leaders
from across the Asia Paciﬁc region about
their vision for the future, as well as visiting

Masked cellist Yo-Yo Ma performs for a
small, invited audience of essential
workers in the US in August. GILLIAN
JONES/THE BERKSHIRE EAGLE VIA AP

two Indigenous communities. In Barcelona he
hosted a free event with students from the Conservatorium to explore ﬂamencojazz. In Jakarta he partnered with scientists, artists and community members to
learn about protecting vulnerable mangrove river systems in one of the world’s
most polluted cities.
“I read that Newton developed his theories during the Plague, so this can be a
time of invention again. Despair is being a realist, but I choose optimism as my
philosophy," says Ma. Stott credits him with “always synthesising, sifting,
gathering, while never needing to be at the centre of things. He’s got a big brain,
but equally high emotional intelligence."
He is the only artist appointed to the board of Trustees of the World Economic
Forum. But asked about his role, he says modestly: "I just sit and ask dumb
questions and wonder what I am doing there. I want to be useful. I’m sitting
among people who are physicists, like the head of CERN [the European
Organization for Nuclear Research] and the President of MIT [Massachusetts
Institute of Technology]. In the age of the anthropocene, we are in charge of our
own evolution, which gives us so much power and choice. Nature prefers cooperation to Darwinism, but no empire, neither China, nor the US, can do things
on its own. I am hoping for a fourth industrial revolution that leads to a new
renaissance, an enlightenment rebooted for more people, capitalism with a
moral component. And I’d like to accelerate custodial responsibility to Gen Z."
Although passionately interested in
astronomy, he is not contemplating a
commercial ﬂight into space "because I need
to limit my experiences so others get a
chance. I feel bad because I travel so much. I
wish I could be like my friend Malena
Ernman, (Greta Thundberg’s mother) who is a
fabulous opera singer, but only takes the train
to her concerts. I don’t point the ﬁngers at

Yo-Yo Ma with Michelle and Barack
Obama. JOHN PAUL FILO/CBS VIA GETTY IMAGES

others, I’m not pure, but I do spend time
thinking about how to create the least

amount of damage and my legacy to my grandchildren."
He need not worry: Ma may be temporarily grounded, but he is still playing the
music of the spheres.
Songs of Comfort and Hope is out through Sony Music and available to
stream/download now, with physical copies available in the New Year.
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