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Sense of Community 

This newsletter deals with our growing lack of a common purpose; a growing disregard for our 
being free to be ourselves and yet part of something more than ourselves. “E pluribus unum,” 
“out of many, one,” was the powerful thought behind how freedom works in any endeavor. It is 
still printed on all the bills and coins in the States. This edition is an attempt to explain why we 
are losing our freedom not only in our everyday lives, but how we are losing it in our artistic 
lives as well. Art reflects the times we are living in, and sadly we are in the Dark Ages once 
again. We must look to the future and find a way to pull us out. Singing has suffered because 
there is no common “sound” to each voice. We must now change this pattern and return to this 
way of hearing, or we will all be the losers. This is best illustrated in a little poem known to all of 
us, and yet has been altered to put across this precise point. 

“Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet 

Eating her curds and whey. 

Along came a spider and sat down beside her. 

She picked up her spoon, beat the hell out of it 

And escaped danger to great applause. 

IT’S BEEN WORKING EVER SINCE. 

From “The Last Word on Power” Tracy Goss 

We have to learn to alter our old way of looking at things. However, instead of “And frightened 
Miss Muffet away,” the altered version of the poem isn’t going to work either, even though our 
mind tells us it is. We must go forward into the future and not use what has been working in the 
past. When the spiders sit down beside us—the high notes, the low notes, the coloratura 
passages—the mind must not be frightened away, but the solution is not to beat the hell out of 
them! Students are even encouraged to do that—give it more air!—they are encouraged. Work 
harder! Our society has become a very “macho” one, everybody out for their own “cause.” 
Without a new outlook our artistic lives will more and more reflect this disintegration of the 
higher purpose of us being on the planet. In a very short period of time, with our increasingly lax 
laws on immigration, our society has changed—and not for the better. No longer is there a 



common purpose. Everybody’s picking up their spoon and beating the hell out of the concepts 
that made real freedom possible. A violent society is the result. Freedom has many restrictions 
and responsibilities attached to it. Now without adherence to these rules, we are sinking back 
into fear—double locking our doors, putting iron gates on our store fronts, hiring more and more 
police to control the lawbreakers, being frisked every time one takes a plane trip. I was pulled 
aside and searched on my last trip to Canada. How are we to adapt to this new world? 

“The acceleration of change in our time is, itself, an elemental force. This accelerative thrust has 
personal and psychological, as well as sociological, consequences. In the pages ahead, these 
effects of acceleration are, for the first time, systematically explored. The book argues forcefully, 
I hope, that, unless man quickly learns to control the rate of change in his personal affairs as well 
as in society at large, we are doomed to a massive adaptational breakdown.” 

Future Shock Alvin Toffler 

“Future Shock” was published in 1970. What was predicted just 31 years ago has now become a 
reality. The musical world is also going through this breakdown. We have lost the oneness that 
drew artists together in a common bond. One would think the artistic community could withstand 
these changes, but such in not the case. We must find a way to adapt. We can do it by being with 
people, teachers, or groups who still value individual freedom of thought and enlightenment. 
Mass thought has also permeated our educational system and lowered our consciousness. Now 
we must take command again, wake up, and become aware of the danger we are in. 

Upon arriving in New York City in 1966, I auditioned for a choir tour as pianist, got the job, and 
landed on the Upper West Side—West 72nd St. and Columbus Avenue—one block from my 
present apartment building. Another choir member let me stay in his apartment until time to go 
to Los Angeles for rehearsals. Upon my return I found a six floor walk-up on 18th Street between 
7th and 8th Avenues for the grand rent of $72 a month—up from $68 the previous tenant paid, but 
still affordable. Now Chelsea, as that area is called, is the “in” place to be. After another three 
years on the road, I decided that that was enough. Now I needed a student accessible apartment 
to work out of, and went back up to the Upper West Side—this time on 73rd Street and Central 
Park West. I would move twice more, 73rd St., just off Amsterdam Avenue, and finally the 
address I’ve been at for over 25 years, 72nd St. and Amsterdam Avenue. Why the Upper West 
Side? Community. 

The Upper West Side was the place of authors, painters, poets, singers, pianists, conductors, 
instrumentalists of all kinds, and we had a local Donut Shop where you could shoot the breeze 
with any number of these people at any given time. Dori Donuts was the meeting place for us all. 
If you wanted to know the latest developments in the artistic world, just have a donut and you 
were sure to get the scoop. The new Lincoln Center was just 6 blocks away, so it was usual to 
see women in gowns and men in tuxedos almost every night of the week going to the Met, the 
N.Y.C. Opera, the Philharmonic, or a play at the Vivian Beaumont Theatre. Living within a 10 
block radius there were at least 20 classmates of mine from my Cincinnati Conservatory days. 
We were always going to see a friend in a show, or a concert, and life was lived in this very 
close-knit community. 



Soon after my touring days, I became part of Winifred Cecil’s musical community. Her address–
1 West 72nd St. and Central Park West. Her influence was great in New York City, and I was a 
part of that for over 15 years. It didn’t matter that she knew everybody that was anybody, but 
when you met the people she had drawn together, they, too, were part of an elevated mentality. 
They understood how it was and how it wasn’t. There were publishers, actors, opera singers 
whose names were household words, professors, architects, and many others who excelled in 
their chosen fields. They all had this sense of being part of the world, and yet so unique. It was a 
grand feeling to be around them. They had few airs, no matter how famous they might be. If they 
did, they laughed at themselves. What a privilege it was to have met them and talked with them. 
They shared a higher consciousness that is now missing. 

During these 15 years I was so wrapped up in this community that I did not see the erosion that 
was taking place outside of it. When Winnie died—in 1987—it was the beginning of my going 
back into the world on my own power, so to speak. Culture shock. The neighborhood was 
beginning to change, the rents were escalating at a shocking rate, and my classmates were 
moving away one by one. Some moved because of less work and higher rents, some because of 
families they did not want to raise in the City. The Upper West Side was upgrading, and little by 
little was becoming a very desirable place in the City to live. At present it is the high rent district 
of Manhattan island. What did this do? It killed our community. Wonderful old buildings 
suitable for teaching and playing instruments all day long now ceased to rent to musicians. There 
were few now who could afford them anyway. Rehearsal studios were closed down because the 
noise bothered the new tenants. No longer did you walk down Broadway and hear singers and 
instrumentalists honing their craft. Even worse, we had now sequestered ourselves in isolation 
booths, hoping the landlord was not going to try to get rid of us. I never had that problem, but 
most of my friends did. Eventually they moved away. A few of us hung onto our wonderful 
apartments—the rest were forced to leave. The community died. The apartment building I lived 
in prior to my present one was designed specifically to rent as teaching studios. The teaching 
room was 24 feet square, and had 4-inch deep wooden blocks laid as tiles on the floors for sound 
reduction. The kitchen was tiny, but had a dumb waiter to order from the cafeteria on the bottom 
floor set up for students and teachers. The cafeteria was closed by the time I lived there, so the 
kitchens were quite inadequate for real cooking. They nevertheless have refused to rent to 
musicians for over 15 years, finding it more lucrative and quieter that way. 

Physically it changed, but more devastating was the fact that the mentality changed. We had no 
artistic community to communicate with any more. We couldn’t share our likes and dislikes, 
discuss the latest “star,” or give our own critiques to friends who would either agree or disagree. 
We used to get to talk with authors, photographers, and painters, all part of this artistic scene. 
What a great loss. Music is just one part of these artistic endeavors. Singing then began to be a 
solitary endeavor, not connected to an artistic community of different, but like minds. No one 
can do his/her best work in isolation—we need each other for support. You must know and 
appreciate great art of all kinds if you want to become an artist yourself. And yet this is what has 
developed. With apartment prices going through the ceiling, the quest turned to simply surviving 
and hoping to maintain the status quo. When that was no longer possible– goodbye Manhattan. 

A whole different way of thinking about things occurred—mostly all self-centered. It was now 
not about becoming an artist, it was about making money to survive. Tunnel vision set in. Now 



singers were finding gimmicks to entertain. There was no time to learn the “old-fashioned” way. 
It took too long, was too expensive, and since we are basically a youth-oriented society, 
gimmicks were the easiest and quickest way to become somebody. Our concentration is on the 
icing, but we have no cake. However, when people work together for a common goal, excellence 
can still be possible. Ideas are shared, experienced, and lived. Without connectedness we have 
lost so much that makes music stay alive. No wonder we have to resort to dramatic sets, lavish 
costumes, and acting instead of singing. 

In an article in the New Yorker, Tom Stoppard, the playwright, was credited with these lines, 
“skill without imagination is craftsmanship—imagination without skill gives us modern art.” In 
isolation we can become great craftsman, but art is more than that—it needs our creative 
imagination. It needs being immersed in it, watching other people go through the process and 
learning from them as well. Now that we have so many clever people on the planet, and they 
devise many quick ways to “become,” they now neglect to hone their skills until it becomes 
theirs. This lack of artistic community has undermined our whole artistic world. It has created 
many personalities, but few artists. We now are experiencing, both in the art world and the 
singing world, great imagination, but this terrible lack of skill. We see it in sculpture, paintings, 
clothing and architecture. Imagination for imagination’s sake. Now the world is full of the skill 
without the thrill “artists,” or the thrill without the skill “artists.” This in fact is not being an artist 
at all. 

So after all this talk, where does this leave us? First we must admit to ourselves that this is what 
is happening. That’s the first step of learning—Unconscious Incompetence. We now go to 
Conscious Incompetence. We could just accept what’s out there and go no further, or resign 
ourselves to the fact that that’s the way it is. What’s wonderful about accepting what’s out there 
is that once we have accepted the fact that singing is in a bad way, we don’t have to resign 
ourselves to it. Acceptance gives us the choice of going on a different path. Resignation doesn’t 
give us this option. Since communities supporting singing have literally dried up, this is what 
Vocalway is trying to do—get a sense of common purpose back. Get out of competition, and 
share our talents with one another. Our next move is into Conscious Competence. I know the 
Master Classes at Melrose chapel are helping many students here in Hamilton to do just that. 
Without this, we live in a vacuum. It is a human need to support others and be supported in 
return. Without the sense of community there can be no real and lasting progress. It’s like the 
child who never gets to play with other children—there’s a great loss of sharing. Let there be 
disagreements, let there be successes, let there be failures, good times and bad times—real art is 
not concerned with judgments. There is no right or wrong, only a sense of becoming the best you 
can be. We need a safe place to do that in. 

Once we awaken to this need, things can happen. Opera was written for community. There used 
to be a core of singers—a repertory group—even at the Metropolitan Opera, who sang together 
year after year. They grew together as artists. They felt safe to learn their craft in that 
environment. Now, the cast is flying in from all over the world, the rehearsal time is usually very 
short because of financial reasons, and we get what we get. Sometimes a production will click, 
but most often, it’s everybody for himself. Now that we have lost that common “sound,” we have 
many individual voices singing duets, trios, and quartettes with no sense of purpose acoustically. 
We have the “from many,” but they don’t sound like “one.” They musically sing the notes and 



keep time, but the thrill of hearing voices, though very different yet sounding as one, is mostly 
gone. The integrity of the sound has been lost. We long for the times when Unconscious 
Competence can take the listener and the singer into the realm of beauty that music was 
composed for. 

So it’s time to get our spoons out and start whacking away at those spiders who want to 
continually scare us away from the truth. Shake the cobwebs out of our minds and get the brain 
working again. Don’t pick up your spoon and whack your voice. Nothing succeeds faster than 
the sense of community. We need help in doing this. We can’t do it alone. Then we can take 
action to move into the future without fear, and bring this wonderful thrill of singing back to the 
world. It is not our duty to save the world, but it is our duty to have purpose in our lives that 
carries us forward and rejuvenates us, and the planet as a result. It is our clear energy that will 
save the world. This common thread is delicate, yet allows us to become who we were really 
meant to be. When we can be part of a group and yet feel our own power, we have fulfilled 
ourselves in a very meaningful way. 

Groups are usually formed to gain power. The individual becomes lost in the common purpose of 
a group. Because it takes discipline and an adherence to natural law, man has fallen asleep and 
joined the crowd. In this group he feels safe. Unfortunately, it is not teaching him to feel safe on 
his own terms. The community whose purpose it is to see the individual grow as a human being, 
in whatever endeavor, is the one so lacking today. The musical community has become as 
hardnosed as our society. As the old expression goes, “To someone with a hammer, everything 
looks like a nail.” Instead of inviting the spiders to sit down beside us and face our fears, we’re 
being taught to whack away at them, “escaping danger to great applause.” Eventually, however, 
we can no longer escape by whacking away. We could go back to being frightened away, but 
then we give up entirely. If we have the courage to go through the process, we’ll see that the 
spiders were only an image created by our fears. When right thinking takes over, the spiders 
don’t frighten us any more. 

This lack of community leads to cults. I am using that word because cults are fear based. The 
artistic world has fallen prey to these cults as well. In singing, a cult—or school of technique–
which professes to own the patent on being the only way– does not allow the student to find his 
own path. There is no right or wrong. The truth just is. In each voice, one must recognize the 
sound that is going in the right direction, even though at the present time it is not an 
acceptablesound. Herein lies our awareness, our sense of facilitating the individual to find his/her 
own voice. These cults have become very powerful and stunt the growth of many singers—
usually the most talented. The most talented “know” there’s something wrong, but have not 
found the right community in which to feel safe and grow. This is why the singer must persist 
and persist until he/she stumbles on to the right path. Otherwise they give up to the cults who are 
wielding the power over them. Cults are formed to give power to the leaders. The follower who 
begins to wake up and start questioning things is a threat. The fear of offending the leader and 
being booted out and losing the feeling of cult power is often too great for the individual to 
handle. How many singers do you know that have been shamed out of a studio because they 
couldn’t get “the technique?” They were told they had no talent. The failure of a teacher should 
never be placed on the shoulders of the student. 



“When a pupil is not making progress it is rarely his fault alone; the teacher should make sure 
that the cause is not in himself.” 

A New Guide to Good Singing Gerda Nielsen 

In conclusion, the road we must take is to ask the Universe for help. What we want most will 
appear if we keep ourselves out of the fear and power of the mainstream. At the present time it is 
not by luck that we find the right place to find our own voice. We must be dedicated to seeking it 
out because the wells in the desert now are few and far between. If you have found an oasis, stay 
there. Wandering out into the desert can be very dangerous to your health. Find like souls to 
support you. You can’t learn in a vacuum. Since we don’t hear it much anymore, we must get in 
touch with great singing again somehow. Listening to old recordings can be an eye-opener as 
well as an ear-opener. “Feel” the ease with which they sang–compare it to the neurotic bawling 
that we encounter these days. Feel the power that comes from those voices. They had the thrill 
and the skill. Then our hearing begins to change. We must become aware of something other 
than what is now accepted as singing these days. Until we feel secure enough to produce that 
sound in a safe environment, we can’t go wandering out into the world by ourselves. There is no 
common community of hearing sound out there anymore. You can run away from your own 
sound, or you can go whacking away and create your own sound, but until you allow your sound 
and find your own power, the stage—the world– is too dangerous a place without it. 

 


