Dave Brubeck (1920–2012)
The Gates of Justice (1969)
For Tenor, Baritone, Chorus, Organ and Jazz Trio
When civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in 1968, American society stood on the edge of despair. In the aftermath, The Gates of Justice emerged as a heartfelt plea for unity and healing. Commissioned by the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (now the Union for Reform Judaism), Dave Brubeck composed this cantata as a musical bridge between the Black and Jewish communities, drawing upon both biblical texts and the words of Dr. King.
Blending jazz, classical, gospel, and Jewish liturgical music, The Gates of Justice reflects Brubeck’s signature style: complex, innovative, and deeply human. The work is structured in twelve movements, with several interpolations for improvisational jazz trio. The melodies of the cantorial tenor soloist are rooted in Hebraic modes, while the writing for the Black baritone draws inspiration from blues and spiritual traditions.
Brubeck, a devout Christian who often explored spiritual themes in his work, saw The Gates of Justice as more than a concert piece — it was a call to conscience. He wrote:
“I hoped through the juxtaposition and amalgamation of a variety of musical styles to construct a bridge upon which the universal theme of brotherhood could be communicated.”
“Using the chorus as the voice of the people who have been pawns of history, I’ve tried dramatically to depict the awesome force of the unheard millions battering at the man-made barriers which have separated men from each other, and consequently from knowing the nature of God. The heart of the cantata is in the plea, demand and exhortation… Open the gates of justice!”
The title comes from Psalm 118:19: “Open to me the gates of justice; I will go in unto them, and I will praise the Lord.” Today, fifty-six years after its premiere, Brubeck’s cantata remains timely — a moving testament to hope, reconciliation, and the enduring power of music to speak across difference.

