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“Whenever I hear the word ‘diversity,’
I get worried,” says Sarah Manning.
The concept of diversity itself isn’t trou-
bling: As a female instrumentalist—a
saxophone player, no less—Manning
certainly brings diversity to the male-
dominated world of jazz. But she rankles
at the idea that her gender makes her an
oddity.  “One time at a gig, someone
told me to get up there and ‘be a female
musician,’” she says. “It means that you’re
considered separate from jazz as a whole.”

Manning (who’s based in Berkeley,
California) has knowingly planned her
new quartet, Shatter the Glass, to be
seen as part of the jazz mainstream. She
is the group’s front person, but the other
three members are men: pianist Art
Hirahara, bassist Thomson Kneeland
and drummer Kyle Struve. “I made a
conscious decision not to have an all-
female group,” says Manning. “In addi-
tion to avoiding the ‘girl group’ trap—
where it is too easy to be marginalized—
I think that it’s important to show that
men are comfortable being a part of a
group led by a woman.” 

Manning’s ambitions for Shatter the
Glass go beyond performance. She
intends to use the group as a means of

bringing women and girls into jazz. This
summer, she plans a week-long residency
in an art space in Northampton, Mass-
achusetts. The storefront location will
allow local residents to walk in and listen
to the group’s rehearsals. Meanwhile,
Manning has contacted local music
teachers to recommend female students.
During the residency, she’ll work with
one student a day, and talk with them
about the problems they might face as
jazz musicians.

Ultimately, Manning would like to get
nonprofit status for Shatter the Glass.
One of her chief reasons: Creating a
structure where the quartet can perform
outside of the standard jazz-club circuit.
“There are places I’ve played where I
wouldn’t want my fans to come—where
they wouldn’t be able to listen to the
music” she says. “And they’re called ‘jazz
clubs!’” 

Manning cites the Kronos Quartet as
a model for Shatter the Glass—a group
that looks beyond market considerations
to play difficult, worthy new music. By
pursuing a nonprofit model, Shatter the
Glass can build a full rehearsal schedule
into its activities, allowing the quartet
to tackle music that could never be

sight-read on the bandstand, and would
land with a thud in most jazz clubs. 

“While many jazz standards can make
pleasant background music in a restau-
rant, new music is not acceptable in many
traditional jazz venues,” says Manning.
“After all, do you really want to be over-
whelmed with emotion while tucking
into a pile of garlic mashed potatoes?”
www.shattertheglass.org; 
www.sarahmanningmusic.com

The idea emerged
gradually. Before per-
forming a work in
public, violinist Kelly
Hall-Tompkins has
always liked to play it

through for colleagues. But in February
2004, as she was preparing for a concerto
appearance with the Greenville (South
Carolina) Symphony, her husband, percus-
sionist Joe Tompkins, came up with another
idea. Tompkins works as coordinator of the
cooks at the men’s shelter at Holy Trinity
Lutheran Church in Manhattan; he suggest-
ed that she try performing the music for the
shelter residents.

While Hall-Tompkins played her pro-
gram—Mozart’s Violin Concerto no. 4 and
an encore of Kreisler’s Recitative and
Scherzo—some of the residents went on about

their business. But others stopped and listened, evidently engaged by what they were hearing. It was
enough of response to plant a thought in her head. A year later, in March 2005, that idea bore fruit in
Music Kitchen/Food for the Soul, a regular series of concerts in which accomplished classical musicians
play for homeless people. “This isn’t an underserved audience,” says Hall-Tompkins. “It’s a completely
non-served audience.”

The concerts take place at Holy Trinity Lutheran, as well as at the Olivieri Center, a shelter for
women. Hall-Tompkins has drawn on friends and colleagues to create a pool of participating musicians.
Sometimes the performers find themselves engaged in extra-musical activities—as at the very first concert,
when the volunteer cooks didn’t show up at the shelter, obliging the musicians to whip up a spaghetti
dinner before they sat down to Brahms and Mozart. 

Some of the performers—Emanuel Ax, for example—have come from outside of Hall-Tompkins’s
immediate circle. She approached the pianist during a break at a New Jersey Symphony rehearsal (she’s
in the violin section); and when she told him about her project, he volunteered to perform. She 
managed to get Steinway to donate a piano for the day to the Olivieri Center and treated the residents
to a program of Beethoven’s Violin Sonata no. 1 and the Brahms B-Major Piano Trio, both with Ax. 
“I went around before the performance telling people, ‘Believe it or not, there’s going to be a piano right
here—and a world-famous pianist to play it!’ ” says Hall-Tompkins. “They couldn’t believe it. It was a
glorious day.”

Although some in the Music Kitchen’s audience members are newcomers to classical music, others
bring a lifetime of awareness to the concerts. “Homelessness has no prerequisite: These people can come
from all walks of life,” says Hall-Tompkins. “We’ve played for people who come from careers in inter-
national business and universities, and they find themselves now to be homeless. One woman said she
had worked for the Boston Symphony. I found that particularly poignant.” 

Hall-Tompkins talks about her “BHAGs”—her “Big Hairy Audacious Goals.”
One is to get a corporate sponsor to help her expand Music Kitchen/Food for the
Soul’s activities and repertoire. Another goal is more personal: “My BHAG is that
homeless people would be so familiar with this music that they would feel totally
comfortable attending a free concert alongside other patrons,” she says. “What if
these people could come to Carnegie Hall and not feel out of place and ashamed,
but have a real personal stake in what’s going on there?” 
www.kellyhall-tompkins.com  www.musickitchennyc.org
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