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What happens when a classical musician leaps from the 
concert hall to the silver screen? Violinist Philippe Quint 
talks about his acting debut in Downtown Express, a new 
independent feature film.

Downtown Scenes

CODA

A 
few years ago I got a call 
from David Grubin, versatile 
director of such award-
winning documentaries 
as The Buddha, RFK, and 

Marie Antoinette. David was developing 
a feature-film script about the Russian 
music community in New York City 
and was keen on meeting and talking to 
Russian musicians. He was curious to 
know about the struggles and challenges 
new immigrants face upon arrival and 
how that affected my first steps in this 
country.

Several times I hinted to David that I 
would be interested in auditioning for the 
role of a young Russian violinist. David 
said, “Let’s see. First we’ll develop the 
script, and then we’ll call you.”

Six months later, David asked me to 
stop by his office for a casting. After 
several screen tests, David and producer 
Michael Hausman offered the part of 
Sasha to me. While the part certainly did 

not require a major transformation (after 
all, I am a Russian-born violinist!), it was 
challenging for me to strip off all the 
“Americanisms” I had gained over time.  
I needed to throw myself back ten or 
fifteen years to remember the excitement 
and initial shock of the sudden change I 
had experienced when I first arrived in 
New York.

The new endeavor prompted me 
to build my knowledge of acting, so I 
started taking classes with legendary 
acting instructor Sondra Lee. I came 
to find similarities between my musical 
training at Juilliard and the craft of 
theater. Actors and musicians must both 
stay in the moment. To be a conscious 
musician you must listen to your partners, 
whether you are playing with a symphony 
orchestra or chamber music ensemble. 
Similarly, any acting teacher will tell you 
that acting is not about acting, it’s about 
reacting. 

Sondra and I worked on monologues 
and scenes from great plays by 
Shakespeare, Arthur Miller, and Sam 
Shepard. Interpretive exercises made me 
constantly rethink my approach toward a 
particular play or work. They also brought 
memories of my lesson with the late 
Isaac Stern, who advised me that it was 
important to realize that there is meaning 
behind every note—in this case, behind 
every word.

Last June, Downtown Express was 
shot on location in New York City. I 
was fortunate to have such a wonderful 
cast and crew who made me feel very 
comfortable. Looking at myself on screen 
was as painful as listening to my own 
violin recordings. After the first few days 

of the shoot I decided not to look at the 
dailies (footage shot each day), because I 
would get paranoid about the way I walk, 
talk, and look. I noticed that other actors 
also avoided looking at scenes we’d just 
finished.

I was always happy to help the team 
with details about the Russian community, 
and for a short time even became a 
Russian underground hip hop artist so 
that we could produce the necessary song 
for one of the scenes, contributing my 
own lyrics and vocals.

What attracted me most to Downtown 
Express was the way the characters spoke 
through music. One could even say that 
music is actually the lead character in 
this film. My character, Sasha, is naïve 
but determined and excited to explore 
his newfound freedom in his adopted 
country, and he is fascinated by the 
multi-hybrid sounds he finds in New York 
City. He is attracted to Ramona (played 
by singer-songwriter Nellie McKay), 
and he brings his classical music training 
into the strange world of her New York 
underground band. Can Sasha integrate 
his Juilliard training and passion for 
Beethoven, Mozart, and Tchaikovsky 
into the new musical world he has 
found, while facing a conflict with his 
conservative, overbearing father?  

A two-time Grammy Award nominee, 
PHILIPPE QUINT has performed with major 
orchestras including the Berlin Komische 
Oper Orchestra, Chicago Symphony, Leipzig 
Radio Symphony at the Gewandhaus, Detroit 
Symphony and Minnesota Orchestra. Downtown 
Express premieres June 7 in New York at 
Symphony Space.

Philippe Quint performs with singer-songwriter 
Nellie McKay in Downtown Express.

Philippe Quint (right) with director David 
Grubin on the set of Downtown Express.
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