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School, or WHIN, sticks up in the middle of West 162nd Street, wrapping
the shell of an old garage. You can tell that it’s the lone institutional building
on a residential block from the school-bus-yellow canopy and shiny metal
siding, like a flattened can of beans. There’s no obvious burst of good cheer
until you get directly in front, cross the street, and take in the array of
dancing windows. Framed in yellow, they cluster or spread out, drift up or
sink along groups of horizontal lines. A beat, and the randomness resolves.
Each window is a note, or neume, and each floor a musical stave laid out like

a page from a medieval manuscript. This is a singable facade.

The nonmetaphorical singing goes on inside, where all students, ranging
from kindergartners to eighth-graders, take music classes twice each day,
choir and orchestra. Juilliard faculty visit to give private lessons, too, but
WHIN is the opposite of an elite arts hothouse for budding virtuosos; the
school charges no tuition, admits students by lottery, holds no auditions,
and treats music neither as a frill nor a career path but as a fundamental
pedagogical tool. After a kindergarten prologue year spent playing on paper
instruments (team-built by children and parents), first-graders are assigned
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instructions to grin at visiting strangers. The smiley vibe is disconcertingly
midwestern. I have no illusion that the sun-filled picture I got from a
supervised tour is even close to complete. The vast majority of students live
below the poverty line, many struggle with English, some have learning
disabilities or mental-health challenges — WHIN welcomes them all. I
suspect that for many the school is an oasis of clarity and rigor. If you're a
cellist, sitting up straight isn’t just a sop to a stickler adult; it’s what you do
to control the bow arm. When you'’re in an orchestra, being on time doesn’t
just mean sliding into your seat while the bell is still ringing; it means
hitting the note at just the right fraction of a second so you don’t sabotage

everyone else.

On my second visit, with the New York Philharmonic’s new president (and
longtime friend of Dudamel’s), Matias Tarnopolsky, we filed into the
ground-floor auditorium where a few dozen seventh-graders were
rehearsing a boogie-woogie arrangement for strings and percussion. It was
like watching the pursuit of precision seep into students’ minds. After a
quarter of an hour, the bass line sauntered instead of shuffling. Shoulders

began to twitch in svnce. Clamor ielled into music. The need to channel that

remarked Tarnopolsky, who was born in Argentina. (Luchar might more
obviously, but less happily, be rendered as to fight.) On the way out, Ortiz
talked about his aspirations: adding winds and brass to the ensembles;
providing more one-on-one instruction; hiring a part-time instrument
doctor to bring battered fiddles back to life. “I bet what you'd really like is to
have all 500 Kkids play together,” Tarnopolsky said. On the spot, he promised
to ferry them all to Geffen Hall in May, where they will attend a New York
Philharmonic rehearsal led by Dudamel, then pack onto the big stage for a
rehearsal of their own. But maybe the most important trip that day will be
the return from Lincoln Center to Washington Heights, because it won’t be
the shattering letdown it might have been if they were being dragged back to
a leaky, drab, overcrowded, make-do school building like so many in New
York.

I have written a lot about architecture and about music, occasionally even
about the architecture of music. But I had never thought much about a
building designed to ease music, day by day, into the subconscious. Most of
today’s WHIN students will make their living in nonmusical occupations. At
4.0, they may marvel that they could ever finger a tune on a viola’s neck,
because playing an instrument, I can tell you, is utterly unlike riding a bike.
And yet eight years of two music periods every day can’t fail to infuse the
stuff into a child’s tissue and neurons, particularly when they occur in a
place that someone designed to smooth the process of absorption. You might

even call the result “mental mobility captured in concrete.”



