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"Music has always been transnational.” 

 

Yo-Yo Ma 

  

This particular anecdote could only occur in Davos. That Friday, January 23, the 

day of Donald Trump’s Oath of Office, Yo-Yo Ma and his cello arrived early for 

the round table discussion during The Davos World Economic Forum. Isabel 

Prieto, daughter of renowned Mexican cellist Carlos Prieto, persuaded him to 

play, right there, in the corridor.  As an incentive, she jokingly added that perhaps 

someone would toss a few coins into the instrument’s open case.      

 

Born in France into a Chinese family, and United States citizen, Ma is a living 

example of the globalization that Davos represents and that Donald Trump 

abhors. In response to this request and/or challenge, he smiled broadly, looked 

around for a chair and began playing the prelude to Bach’s Cello Suite No. 2. In a 

matter of seconds, a huge number of people had gathered round.  The beautiful 

music filled the hallway, and gradually, they realized that the musician was none 

other than the world’s most famous cellist.  

 

Ma played one more piece, a rather melancholic Turkish composition, and when 

he finished, he gave me a high five. He then engaged in conversation with the 

people around him, speaking of music and happiness. He asked them what they 

most wanted in life. One said happiness, another to protect his family. A third, 

Nicolás Mariscal, a leading construction engineer replied, “For everything to turn 

out best for my country.  I am a Mexican.”  

 

Ma was filled with praise for Mexico and the Mexican people, asserting that the 

country will do very well despite Trump. “Viva Mexico!” he shouted, followed 

seconds later by a veritable demonstration of solidarity with people from all over 

the world shouting over and over again, “Viva Mexico! Viva Mexico!”    

 

If this and other reactions in Davos are indications of what is occurring, we must 

acknowledge that there is considerable international empathy toward Mexico in a 

world where a bully has control over the most powerful country in the world. 

People know full well that Mexico is the most vulnerable country as far as Trump 

is concerned, and if he follows through on his threats, he will not only be guilty of 

serious acts of injustice, but also of violating international law. This does not 



mean that any nation would send troops to defend us from a U.S. invasion 

because we refuse to pay for the border wall, but it does mean that Mexico has 

become a symbol of the abuses that the new President of the United States is 

capable of committing.   

 

A bully always threatens or attacks a smaller or weaker boy. It is no surprise that 

Trump threatens Mexico and not Canada, also part of NAFTA. Trump has taken 

political advantage of his country’s ancestral mistrust of Mexicans, who are 

perceived as ethnically and culturally different. For populists it is always profitable 

to blame foreigners for all their country’s ills. Canadians do not make good villains 

in this regard.     

 

Mexico cannot depend on international solidarity when the most powerful country 

in the world threatens to attack it. Our country must strengthen its economy and 

become more competitive. Even so, Ma’s gracious gesture in Davos’ corridors 

remains fresh in my memory.  

 

As I write this article, I am listening to Ma playing Bach’s Six Suites for 

Unaccompanied Cello. I have always been impressed by the dexterity of his 

notes in the rapid passages and the depth of sound in the more intense 

fragments. However, his small, impromptu recital in favor of Mexico in Davos still 

remains fresh in my memory, and has given me a greater insight into the 

character of this extraordinary international cellist.  

 

 


