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Bobby McFerrin, Lincoln Center, Fort Collins, January 24, 2005 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

When Bobby McFerrin took the stage for a solo show at the Lincoln Center on January 24, he 

brought two performers along with him. 

 

The first performer was Bobby McFerrin the Artist. This McFerrin has total control over his 

breath, his vocal chords and even his body as a rhythm instrument. He held the microphone like 

it was an instrument as well, his fingers softly playing it like a flute while he vocalized and 

thumped his chest with his hand for a beat. His octave range is astonishing and his ability to go 

from falsetto to bass and back again in a few notes was smooth and seemingly effortless. 

McFerrin is an entire doo wop group in one guy, covering multiple parts while singing music 

influenced by funk, soul, jazz, gospel, African and pop. Add to this the ability to make cool 

sound effects happen with his mouth and the mike and you have an exciting artist. At one point, 

McFerrin shoved the microphone up to the side of his throat and created an exotic rumbling hum 

inside his throat- something you aren’t hearing anywhere else. 

 

The second performer on stage at the Lincoln Center was Bobby McFerrin the Camp Counselor. 

This McFerrin made it a priority of the show to interact with audience members and to lead a 

sing-along experience. Even though the evening’s program claimed that the sing-along element 

to the show was “a genuine collaborative process of making music in the moment,” it really did 

turn out like a party around a campfire.  

 

At first, McFerrin’s use of audience participation was beautiful, even spiritual. Early in the 

program, McFerrin sang a note, then simply pointed to a part of the audience who responded by 

also singing that note. McFerrin then sang another note, then pointed to another part of the 

audience who also readily responded. Soon he was singing on top of the gentle blend of voices in 

the room for a touching surround sound experience. He further controlled the song by directing 

the audience with “shhh….go” commands. Next, McFerrin started a single note that was picked 

up by the audience and held while McFerrin improvised in a Middle Eastern vocal style. The 

effect was otherworldly and meditative. Even the attempt to fuse the first Bach Prelude to “Ave 

Maria” was pretty- some gorgeous female voices in the audience picking up the “Ave Maria” 

melody while McFerrin became a human keyboard, singing Bach. 

 

Then McFerrin got playful and assigned certain notes of music to spots on the stage and he 

encouraged the audience to keep up with the music while he hopped from place to place. 

 

But finally, it got just plain goofy. Some of this has to do with McFerrin’s choice of material. 

Okay, a funky vocal oom pah pah version of the Beatles’ “Blackbird,” complete with flying 

sounds and the audience whistling in key spots, was delightful. But then McFerrin threw in some 

well-worn tunes- nursery rhymes such as “I’m a Little Teapot,” “The Itsy Bitsy Spider” and 

“Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”; the “Peter Gunn” theme and the theme song for the “Beverly 

Hillbillies,” encouraging the audience to join in on certain parts. As his finale, McFerrin did a 



down and dirty version of the famous songs from “The Wizard of Oz,” using a shrill, mocking 

tone throughout. 

 

For his encore, McFerrin took the stage and lead the audience in a version of the theme song 

from the Mickey Mouse Club- a thousand people spelling out Mickey Mouse’s name. That’s 

entertainment? Television theme songs? The choices of the Mickey Mouse and Beverly 

Hillbillies themes were particularly interesting especially since following the volunteer choir 

portion of the show, McFerrin encouraged the audience to “try this at home- get some friends 

together and turn off the television set and sing.” It’s true that these tunes have become “folk 

songs” in the purest sense- songs that “the folk” can sing- 

but it seemed McFerrin ended up reaching for the lowest common denominator to involve this 

audience.  

 

Nevertheless, that the audience wanted to, and were even prepared to, participate was obvious. 

When McFerrin asked for a volunteer dancer to improvise to his vocal work, he got nine. When 

he asked for twelve volunteer singers to form an impromptu choir, he got forty. Some audience 

members seemed to think this was a good opportunity to get in the limelight themselves. One 

audience member stood, asked for lights and started an impromptu group song based on the 

name “Bobby” while McFerrin relaxed on stage. Another hurried down the stairs from the top of 

the Lincoln Center to sing “Proud Mary” with McFerrin, only to realize she didn’t know the 

song.  

 

During McFerrin’s walk into the audience and through the rows of audience members 

themselves, he stopped to sing little bits of music with random people. It was amazing how he 

could teach a simple vocal pattern quickly to a stranger, then sing on top of it. He also asked 

them their names and often repeated them, attempting with marginal results some kind of 

humorous sound from each name. Some of it was interesting, like when McFerrin sang a snippet 

of the Beatles tune “Julia” for one of the dance volunteers. But most of it had a little bit of an 

edge that at times bordered on flippancy. However, sticking a microphone in the faces of 

strangers can uncover some talent. At one point he asked for a volunteer to sing a song by Patsy 

Cline and a woman in the audience delivered a good part of “Crazy” with McFerrin joining in at 

the end. 

 

The evening turned into a free-for-all, exchanging the concert artist experience for one big group 

hug. The audience seemed to love it and the applause and standing ovations were enthusiastic. 

But I have to wonder if McFerrin does this material at the international jazz festivals he goes to? 

Probably not. If not, then why did this Colorado audience get television theme songs instead? 

Nonetheless, McFerrin delivered an uplifting show even if it was the Camp Counselor who took 

over. 


