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Malcolm Gladwell’s book Outliers presents a case for the origination of genius as a combination of talent and lots of hard work.  Using Mozart, Bill Gates and the Beatles as examples, he defines “the ten thousand hour” rule for achievement of genius status.  Mozart followed this route from child prodigy to wide acclaim in young adulthood.  Bill Gates began as a middle school computer whiz and completed ten thousand hours after abandoning Harvard to found Microsoft.  The Beatles were Merseyside boys who played endless hours in Germany and returned to England to stardom.

In the last two weeks of October, Gladwell’s theory of genius was played out musically here on the Suncoast with the presence of the Vinca Quartet which travelled from Germany to be in our schools.  The Quartet immersed itself in primary, middle and secondary schools, to bring their artistry to more than 2600 students in classrooms, concert band classes and in-school concerts.  There were also the three free public concerts.  In all, twelve schools evenly divided between Manatee and Sarasota School Districts were the beneficiaries of this very special dimension of this year’s Perlman Music Educational Outreach Program.

Brilliant in performance and engaging in conversation with students and adults alike, the Vinca Quartet is comprised a cello player educated as a geologist, a viola player who is a Ph.D. candidate at Columbia University’s College of Education and two superb violinists who began their ten thousand hours at an early stage in family settings where music was important.  They are young enough to attract the interest and fascination of school children and advanced in their professional careers as to awe mature audiences.

The Perlman Music Program of the Suncoast, now in its seventh year, is providing these two October weeks and a third planned week in January at no cost to the school districts.  It is an outgrowth of the Perlman “Winter Residency” that over the past six years has attracted more than 50,000 listeners to the rehearsal concerts at USF and the annual gala concerts at the Van Wezel and more recently in the Opera House.  And it is the intent of the Perlman Music Program board to extend this program to more schools in years to come.

The Manatee District School Superintendent Tim McGonegal listened with focused appreciation for the Scheubert major work presented at Braden River High School, fully absorbing what was occurring before his eyes and resonating in his ears.  Something truly extraordinary was happening on that night in one of the district’s high schools just as it happened a week earlier in Riverview High School.

In the questions following the performance, a youngster asked, “How much do you practice?” The answer was, “two to three hours a day alone and three to six hours a day as a group!”  The ten thousand hour rule illustrated!  At Nolan Middle School in Lakewood Ranch, more than 400 students paid rapt attention in a teaching lesson with audience participation.  At the conclusion, a young boy asked, “How much does a viola cost?”  Perhaps it was his first step on the ten thousand hour journey to where genius resides.

If you missed the Vinca Quartet in October, plan to be under the tent at USF in late December and early January to hear the Perlman Program’s rehearsal concerts and the Vinca Quartet.  It will remind us that genius is inspired dedication and uncompromising hard work for musicians and all fields of learning.  It is essential for learning for all fields of endeavor and inquiry and vital to our community, our state and the nation.  For now, we, especially our children, are the beneficiaries of an incomparable cultural asset for education in the schools and enrichment of the lives of listeners of all ages.  

