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ABOUT BLACK VIOLIN 

For more than a dozen years, Black Violin (comprised of Wil Baptiste on viola and Kev Marcus on violin) 

has been all about taking things further, exceeding expectations, challenging conventions. The classical-

meets-hip-hop duo has steadily built a devoted following and a diverse touring base— culminating in 

such triumphs as two sold-out shows at the Kennedy Center with the National Symphony Orchestra 

commemorating the 50th anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s death—while occupying a musical 

lane that’s entirely its own.   

“When you do something you love, it’s not difficult,” says Wil Baptiste. “I’m just going on stage and 

being who I am. When people want to listen, when you touch them and make them want to keep 

fighting—to see that spreading out to more people, it’s about way more than just the music.”  

Indeed, Black Violin’s work extends far beyond the stage, reaching deep into urban communities with 

numerous free performances for students and hands-on engagement with youth symphonies and 

community centers. Through collaborations with local and national education programs such as 

TurnAround Arts, Wil and Kev connect with more than 100,000 students throughout the year, mostly at 

low-income and Title 1 schools, and adopted Bethune Elementary, in Florida’s Broward County (near 

where they grew up) to initiate an ongoing mentorship program.   

Wil expresses the idea that, no matter how unique Black Violin’s music may be, it is ultimately more 

than just a creative enterprise. “It’s really a movement,” he says, “an organism that’s its own thing and 

really feels necessary.”  

That movement began when the members of Black Violin met on the first day of orchestra class in 1996 

at Dillard High School of the Performing Arts. (Baptiste originally wanted to play saxophone in the band, 

but the orchestra teacher got him assigned to his class by winning a golf bet with the band instructor.) 

Classically trained by day, they faithfully put on their headphones and listened to the hottest rap records 

each night. They went to different colleges—Marcus attended Florida International University and Wil B 

went to Florida State—but then reconvened, moved into an apartment together, and started trying to 

produce other musicians.  

They developed an act covering hip-hop songs on their violins, which became popular in local clubs. Two 

years after sending in a tape to Showtime at the Apollo, they were invited to appear on the show—

which they won, and kept winning.   

They were approached by the manager of Alicia Keys, who asked them to perform with the singer on the 

Billboard Awards. Other offers followed—they toured with Mike Shinoda of Linkin Park, opened for the 

Wu-Tang Clan, and composed the music for the groundbreaking Fox series Pitch. Individually and 

together, Wil and Kev have worked with the likes of Alessia Cara, 2 Chainz, and Lil Wayne. All the while, 

Black Violin continued touring non-stop (playing as many as 200 shows a year) and released two 

independent, self-financed albums before putting out the acclaimed Stereotypes in 2016. 

With the new album, Taking the Stairs, Black Violin are striving to take their message of unity and 

inclusiveness even further, moving Wil’s vocals further forward while continuing to explore the 

possibilities of merging classical virtuosity and structure with modern beats and tones. “We wanted 

something different, beautiful songs that could go to radio,” says Wil. “I sing every night, so that’s 

nothing new, but we felt like we’ve never had that one song that can help elevate us to the next level. 



This album has records like ‘One Step’ that can appeal to everybody, so we lean a bit more on that, but 

we still had to keep that quintessential Black Violin sound.”  

“When you’re a creative musician,” adds Kev, “when you press record, you let the music lead you. The 

vocals have definitely stepped up each time—Wil becomes more of a vocalist on each album and finds 

his voice a little more. It solidifies us as artists, too, trying to make a bigger stamp.”  

The 13 tracks on Take the Stairs reveal the range and diversity of their influences and vocabulary, from 

“Showoff” (which Wil calls a “classic instrumental”) to the Curtis Mayfield-inspired “Lost in the Garden.” 

One favorite is “A Way Home”— 

“That record should be the Olympics theme song!” says Wil. “I can see us going from country to country, 

engaging with different cultures. I played it for my wife and she started crying—that’s a special song 

right there.”  

The first single released ahead of Take the Stairs was the timely and inspiring “Dreamer,” with a 

message that was immediately embraced by several commercial campaigns. “This is the day when I go 

all the way/I make it my own/Here’s to the dreamers,” sings Wil. “That just really hit home,” says Kev. 

“It got to the heart of what we’re about.”  

Kev notes that “inspiration can come from anywhere—the cable guy played me an Ethiopian tune when 

he was fixing my modem.” That conversation ultimately led to the new song “A Way Home.” Kev points 

to the track “Al Green” as an example of the journey that Black Violin songs can take. “I had a Dvorak 

piece called ‘Slavonic Dances’ and I was into that vibe,” he says. “I played it for Salaam Remi [who has 

worked with the likes of Nas, Amy Winehouse, and the Fugees, and co-produced and is featured on 

several Take the Stairs tracks] and he said ‘That has a cool bounce to it—let’s funk out that groove and 

put an Al Green-style bass line on it. We both played violas over that, which I’d never heard. So that one 

is funk mixed with a Czech Slavonic dance, with an Al Green sample and viola solos.”  

The members of Black Violin both note their own personal evolution and maturity, and to the ways this 

growth came out on Take the Stairs. “This time, every I is dotted and T is crossed,” says Kev. “There was 

a rush to the last album, a deadline we had to hit after we signed our record deal. This one we funded 

and produced ourselves. So it was a really well-thought out and more deliberate process; we had more 

time to live with everything and feel comfortable with it.”  

Wil says that Black Violin isn’t always explicit with its message, but that they don’t have to be—that the 

creation of an audience that is multi-generational, ethnically and economically diverse, is a powerful 

statement of its own. “The stereotypes are always there, embedded so deep in our culture,” he says. 

“Just by nature of our existence—the Idea that these black guys who could be football or basketball 

players are playing the violin—we challenge those ideas. It’s a unique thing that brings people together 

who aren’t usually in the same room, and in the current climate, it’s good to bring people together.”  

It’s all wrapped up in the name of the album. “For sixteen years, we’ve slowly been taking the stairs,” 

says Kev. “It’s a gradual kind of snowball where now we have control, we can tour in Alaska—we took 

the hard way for so many years, now we can look back and see what we’ve learned.  

“You’ve got to work hard to get what you want. But you shouldn’t be looking for the easy way, anyway, 

because the hard way is where the real lessons are.”  



Bodies at Risk is a series of creative conversations between BIPOC performing artists, 

educators, activists, and other experts working to shift American society’s understanding of the 
racialized body and social justice. These events aim to engage, move, and surprise audiences 
through artistic demonstration and intellectual curiosity. Artist and audience chat included in 
each event. 

Upcoming events in the series include: 

Bodies at Risk: Choreographers JAWOLE WILLA JO ZOLLAR AND ANANYA CHATTERJEA  
Wednesday, October 14, 7 p.m. ET 
Jawole Willa Jo Zollar (Urban Bush Women) and Ananya Chatterjea (Ananya Dance Theatre) will 
discuss their journeys as Black and brown feminist choreographers, intersectional politics, 
collaborations, and experiences of risk, survival and triumph. 

  

Bodies at Risk: NEUROSCIENTIST, ERICH JARVIS AND PLAYWRIGHT, LARISSA FASTHORSE 
Monday, October 19, 7 p.m. ET 
Larissa FastHorse and Erich Jarvis reflect on each other’s practices through a social justice lens 
and enact a public conversation with the audience around the intersection of the performing 
arts, race, and power. 

 

   

Tickets for all Bodies at Risk events 

are free. For more information 

about these and all UMass Fine 

Arts Center Events and to get your 

ticketing link please visit: 

fineartscenter.com 

https://fac.umass.edu/Online/default.asp

