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LETTER FROM NEW YORK

By JULIA CROWE

GUITARIST Andrew Schulman has been perform-
ing at New York's Plaza Holel every Sunday for the
past six years, in its [amed Palm Court. He is the
first and, unfortunately, the last guitlarist to hold
this steady engagement with a union contract
because new owners have announced their inten-
tion to close the hotel this spring and transform
the property into luxury flats with a shopping
mall.

Schulman’'s playing schedule is structured
around 30 and 4b-minute sets. Stlarting at 10am,
he alternates with a flute-violin-cello trio until 2pm
and then [inishes the day playing solo, ending at
4pm. His repertoire consists of classical and popu-
lar tunes by composers including Gershwin,
Ellington, Rodgers, Jobim, the Beatles, Bach,
Scarlatli, Villa Lobos, Tarrega and Dowland.

‘The mostl important people to keep happy in my
job are the waiters,” Schulman says. ‘| am con-
stanily learning new material. When I started out in
this job, I knew aboutl 30 tunes and now I know
300. T have aboul three hours ol Bach’s music
memorised alone.’

The Palm Court lirst opened in the 1920s as a
piano room and remained that way until 1999
when the management decided to remove the piano
to make way for two more lables with customers,
cach paying 37 dollars lor Sunday brunch.
Schulman says: ‘They decided to bring in a guitar
player because they reasoned the instrument
would have far more popular appeal.’

When the first guitarist hired failed to produce
adequale sound projection, Schulman landed the
gig with his eight-string Englemann spruce built by
Darren Hippner, with a microphone and Fischman
acoustic amplifier that plugs into the house system
al the hotel. His music can be heard throughout
the entire first floor.

‘People who can hear me playing but don't actu-
ally see me playing have come up later o say: “It
sounds great. I'd like to meel your bass player.” I'll
hold my thumb up in the air to show them.’

Schulman plays his guitar in a narrow enthrone-
ment belween two pillars overlooking the Palm
Court. A rectangular box of bright pink, silk azaleas
sits at his feet while behind him, diners mill about
with china plates in hand, undoubtedly over-
whelmed by the vasi bullel selection. The main
floor of the Palm Court is festooned with vintage
1920s glass chandeliers housed in hurricane
lamps sel on pedestals beside linen-covered tables
packed with well-heeled guesis. Many are tourists
or families celebrating a special occasion. Taken in
by the gilded scenery, everyone appears to be sit-
ting up very straight and minding their manners as
il they are visiting a dowager aunt {or tea. There are
also a startling number of girls aged between seven
and ten, skipping along in their Sunday best.
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Andrew Schulman.

When [ dropped by to listen, Schulman played a
programme consisling of Bach’'s Prelude, Fugue
and Allegro, Villa-Lobos’s Etude No.l, Schubert's
Standchen, Tarrega’s Recuerdos, and Jobim's Girl

from Ipanema, followed by his particularly lovely

arrangement of the Beatles’ Norwegian Wood. Later
on in the afternoon, he fulfilled a customer’s
request to play Happy Birthday. The music was
clear bul unobtrusive and several people did not
hesitale lo walk up lo Schulman to express their
apprecialion with requests for his card.

Schulman studied with Jerry Willard at Stony
Brook on Long Island and graduated in 1978. That
same year, Rose Augustine generously paid [or a
scholarship that allowed him {0 take a maslerclass
with Abel Carlevaro at the Spanish Instiitute in New
York. Schulman also had the privilege of taking a
private lesson with Segovia in Sealile in 1980,
when the maestro was 87 years old. ‘When [ start-
ed playing Ponce’s Concierto del Sur, Segovia start-
ed singing along. It had probably been years since
he had last played the piece bul he slill remem-
bered the orchestral lines, which I lound amazing.’

Schulman eventually made the decision to leave
his teaching post at Montclair Statle College in New
Jersey to play full time and readily describes him-
self as a working musician who enjoys playing in
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both concert and public environments. He supple-
ments his solo work with his string quiniet, the
Abaca String Band, which has performed at the
Newport Music Fesiival, in the Carnegie Hall
Neighborhood Concert Series, the Metropolitan
Museum of Art and holiday concerts at the White
House and Lincoln Center.

‘Fifteen years ago, I saw the writing on the wall as
a solo artist and knew the only way I'd survive was
a start a band.” he says. It's a fabulous guitar out-
let.’

Generally speaking, musicians’ jobs in New York
tend {o be the canary in the coalmine when it
comes to indicating the stlate of the local economy.
Jim Hannen ol the musician’s union, Local 802,
says: ‘Whenever there's a down turn, especially
with hotel occupancy, there is less work for musi-
cians. The old joke is: the musicians go first, then
the peanuts at the bar. The business is also sea-
sonal. January and February tend to be slow peri-
ods, along with July and August. Still, there are
about seven major live-star hotels in Midtown that
continue to hire solo instrumentalists at union
rales. mostly pianists or a harpist in the lobby. It
is well known that musicians bring an added
value to a holel, but because this value is not
exactly quantilative, it can easily be dismissed.
The Plaza was pretty unusual for having a classi-
cal guitarist.’

Schulman’s engagement at the Plaza also played
a direct hand in his becoming the f{irst instrumen-
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talist ever allowed to perform solo at the White
House, for President Clinton. In 1996, Schulman's
wife, singer Wendy Sayvetz, received an order for 40
CDs from Dick Morris, who had heard her singing

at Grand Central Station as part of Musicians of

Underground New York, a music programme that
sponsors a select few to perform in coveted loca-
tions throughout town as the city's star buskers.
Morris enclosed a note saying he planned to give
some of the CDs to the Clinton and Gore families
for Christmas.

1 decided to include two of my own CDs for
President Clinton with a funny, four-page lciter
that he wouldn’t forget,” Schulman says. ‘1 told him
he owed me a concert at the White House. Nol
because | have family in Alabama. Not because 1
am the greatest guitarist in the world. But because
I'd passed out campaign flyers at the very unmusi-
cianly hour of 7.30am at the subway stop at 86th
and Lex. So he owed me, big time. Then I told him
that 1 like to make predictions and my guess was
that the greatest presidents of our country who will
go down in history would be George Washingion,
FDR, Truman, Clinton and Chelsea.’

He immediately received an invitation to per-
form with the Abaca String band in December
1997 and again at the Christmas Candlelight Tour
in December 1999. This last performance was
particularly special lor Schulman; [irstly. for being
the last concert before the turn of a new millenni-
um and secondly, because when White House
stall learned he was the soloist at the Plaza, they
told him: ‘'If you can move that room, then you can
play here.” Schulman performed solo in the East
Room.

In his six years of playing at the Plaza, his most
cherished story about working al the hotel is this:
‘About a year ago, | came back [rom my lunch
break when I noticed Yoko Ono sitling with a friend
at a nearby table, having coffee. She got up as if she
was planning to leave but sal down when [ started
to play a Bach prelude, which 1 quickly {ollowed
with three Lennon tunes: In My Life, Strawbhberry
Fields and Norwegian Wood. I noticed she remained
seated, listening. Afterward. she came up lo me
with misty eyes and said: “Thank you.” This would
have been enough lor any guitarist so imagine my
surprise when she also handed me a 100 dollar
bill.’

When asked il he has anything special prepared
for his last programme al the Plaza on April 24th.
Schulman says: ‘1 will play my usual as I always
have, every Sunday. I can definitely tell you the last
two pieces [ will be playing: Ashokan Farcwell and
The Party’s Over.” He takes a decp breath and adds:
‘Everyone here, including the waiters. is probably
going to be crying. For me, playing here was love at
tirst sight.’

At the time of writing, Schulman received hopelul
news that he is being considered for hire by anoth-
er major Midiown New York hotel. To wish him
luck, you may contact him through his
website: www.abacaproductions.com.
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