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The key to being successful as a musician is . . . good, now that I have your attention . . . there 
isn’t one simple answer to this, unfortunately.  There are many facets to this business / hobby that 
come into play when we begin discussing growth and success.  Perhaps, first of all, we should 
begin with a discussion about “success.”   
 
What does it mean to be successful?  For some, I’m sure, it comes down to fame and fortune.  
Not for me.  Happiness equates as success in my book.  I didn’t devote myself to teaching music 
because I wanted to be rich and famous.  In today’s. society, that’s suicide.  Teachers, among the 
most necessary of professions, are some of the least valued members (at least economically) in 
our society. No, for me, deciding to be a teacher was about a calling.  I need to teach spiritually, 
not financially.  I was making it as a performer in Los Angeles before I decided to teach and I’m 
confident I could make it as a performer again if I chose to. I teach because teaching, watching 
my students grow, makes me happy. 
 
Although each individual will certainly have their own ideas about success and how much of a 
role music should play in their life, there has been ample discussion about the benefits of 
including the arts in one’s life.  A balanced “diet” of the arts, sciences, and physical activity were 
considered, as far back as Plato, as necessary to being a successful citizen and necessary for one’s 
own personal growth, both intellectually and spiritually.  That is no less true today.  The real 
tragedy of the American education system is its denial of the role of the arts.  Arts programs, 
especially music, are being cut left and right and the administrators stand around scratching their 
heads at a loss to understand why their students aren’t excelling anymore. 
 
So if happiness equates as success, then the role music plays in that formula will vary from 
individual to individual.  For the person who wants to sound better in their church choir, or play 
in a pickup band on weekends, developing some technical and expressive skills will help them be 
better at their hobby.  They’ll realize technical success as well as increased emotional and 
spiritual success because the music is more fulfilling and less frustrating to them.  For the 
teenager who has no idea what they’re going to do with the rest of their life, but they’re pretty 
sure a career as a musician isn’t it, music will help them find ways of dealing with the stresses of 
their life.  It will give them outlets to channel their creative energies and afford them more 
creative energy to tackle the problems of their chosen career.  It will make them better adjusted 
and better suited to handle the challenges of everyday life.  For the person for whom music is not 
just a vocation but an active passion and a career choice, music is their life.  Success to them will 
be defined by their activities as a musician. 
 
I think success as a performing musician is dependent on one’s ability to communicate.  The 
loveliest tone is worthless if you do not connect with your audience.  The flashiest technique is 
hollow and empty if it does not communicate something about the human condition to your 
audience.  Ultimately, that is what all art is about: an examination of the human condition.  Art 
expresses that which we cannot express any other way. 
 
To be truly effective as a communicator, I need a broad vocabulary.  Musically, this translates as 
having a wide variety of styles, nuances, and inflections at my fingertips.  I want facility (and I 
truly mean an ease of production) in as many styles as I can.  As a singer, I may be limited, 
somewhat, by the nature of my instrument in choosing styles.  In my case, it rules out rock music 



(it just doesn’t sound good in my voice), but allows me to sing jazz, folk, many sub-genres of 
pop, and of course classical.  As an instrumentalist, I want to cultivate tones that work well for 
jazz, rock, blues, and classical.  In both cases I want to learn the performance practice of as many 
time periods and styles as I can so that my performances are more authentic. 
 
This diversity affords me two big benefits.  First, and most importantly, I can infuse my 
performances with more and more nuance, more and more expression and increased artistry.  
Secondly, however, it makes me more marketable as a performer (or, in my case, especially, as a 
teacher) because I can work in so many different venues. 
 
But what about that age-old admonition about being a “Jack of all trades, master of none.”  There 
is some validity to that, at least if you want to reach the highest possible levels in your profession.  
Case in point: Phil Mickelson is known primarily as a golfer (he won last year’s Masters 
Tournament).  Not long ago, however, he took a little break from golf and tried out for a minor 
league baseball team as a pitcher.  He was quite good, but didn’t quite make the cut.  The most 
famous example of this, of course, is Michael Jordan, who played minor league baseball 
(somewhat dismally, actually) during his hiatus from basketball.  Very few people reach the top 
ranks in more than one area.  If I’m not mistaken, Deion Sanders is the only person to play in a 
Super Bowl and a World Series.  Despite Deion’s success, I think the moral here is that in order 
to reach the pinnacle in any genre you’re going to have to focus at some point.  Having other 
skills helps you hone the one you want to really focus on.  If you want to be a jazz musician, 
having a background and some chops as a classical musician will help you in your overall artistic 
interpretation, but you’ll still want to focus your practice time on jazz.  That being said, however, 
musicians like Wynton and Branford Marsalis sure make a pretty good argument for keeping both 
of those musical areas sharp.  We each need to choose our paths based on our own sensibilities 
and abilities as a musician. 
 
If you want to make it on Broadway, odds are you’ll have to focus on your theatrical skills at 
some point.  While this is true, I think it is safe to say most of those people still have backgrounds 
in many other forms, styles, etc.  It gives them a broader base from which to create their 
characters, more tone colors to use in their instruments, more flexibility to be expressive.  Their 
background in other areas did not detract from their rise to the top, it helped it. 
 
So, the bottom line here is: diversity is the key to success as a working musician.  Don’t be afraid 
to broaden your musical horizons.  Be adventurous.  Experiment with as many different styles 
and sounds as you can.   
 
Enjoy the ride… 
 


