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Handbells Not Just for Church Anymore
6th Dimension Develops Unique ‘Show Bell’ Style 
By Star Traylor 
The Winchester Star 



The 6th Dimension handbell ensemble wants to show area music lovers handbells aren’t just for church. 

The six female ringers in the group perform classical, jazz, and pop music at civic group events, weddings, public concerts, and yes, churches. 
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Members of the 6th Dimension handbell group are (from left) Kim Kiec, Lois Hofmann, Connie Robeson, Rhonda Brooks, Susan Elsea, and Cindy Casey. 
(Photo Provided by 6th Dimension )
“We are definitely not your typical handbell choir,” said member Connie Robeson. “I call it show bells.” 

The group will record their first CD this summer in Shenandoah University’s recording studio. 

A pre-release concert and fund-raiser will be held at 7 p.m. Friday in SU’s Armstrong Auditorium. The concert is free and open to the public and CDs may be reserved in advance for $25 each. 

Dulcimer player Madeline MacNeil will be a guest artist at the concert and on the CD containing Christmas and light classical music. 

The 6th Dimension played “Soul Man” for Dan Aykroyd during the Apple Blossom Festival in 2002, and often perform songs from contemporary movies, such as Disney’s “The Little Mermaid.” 

The group rings three to five octaves of English handbells, a feat they say would normally require about 12 ringers. 

Each member rotates to ring a different set of bells for each piece during concerts, creating a visual performance to augment the music. 

The group consists of Robeson and Cindy Casey of Berryville, Lois Hofmann and Susan Elsea of Winchester, and Kim Kiec and Rhonda Brooks of Front Royal. 

It formed in the mid 1990s and is part of the Shenandoah Conservatory Arts Academy. Rehearsals are held at the Arts Academy building on the corner of Cork and Cameron streets. 

The bells used by 6th Dimension belong to SU, although the group’s members have added several new bells to the collection. 

Fifty-four bells are rung during their concerts, “but they’re not all used in the same songs,” said Hofmann. 

The large bass bells weigh 12 pounds each and require the ringer to use two hands — another reason the group rotates positions during concerts. 

The ringers wear black cotton gloves while performing to protect their hands and keep the bells clean. 

“We try to mix the handbells with other (instruments) as much as we can to keep the concerts interesting,” said Robeson, a chorus teacher at Harpers Ferry Middle School and the group’s lead vocalist. 

Robeson occasionally sings solo during during 6th Dimension concerts, and sometimes the entire ensemble sings. Robeson also plays keyboard; Hofmann plays trumpet and clarinet. 

Most members of the group have been ringing since childhood. Elsea, who started at age 8, said people who attend handbell concerts for the first time are surprised at how much fun they are. 

“Because it’s a combined effort, its not just a visual art. It’s the sound as well. It’s like being swept away be the music,” Brooks said. 

The 6th Dimension performs about two times a month for civic groups and at weddings. They also give ringing workshops at churches and schools, and hold public concerts twice a year in the spring and during the Christmas season. 

Hofmann said a number of handbell ensembles in the country have started playing secular music in recent years. 

“We try to make handbells palatable,” said Hofmann. “It’s not just for churches anymore.” 

The 6th Dimension will perform at 7 p.m. Friday at Armstrong Auditorium on SU’s main campus in Winchester. For information, call Brooks at (540) 635-7644.


