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Johnstown’s Central Park was just about Georges Seurat-picture perfect. Sunshine had chased the surlier clouds away, leaving a golden glow filtering through the trees.

Even without the local actors lending a Victorian touch with their period clothing, the park had a leisurely Sunday air. Acoustic duos took turns playing sets within the large white gazebo to a scattered audience seated on benches or standing at respectful distances.

Intriguing aromas drifted from the food booths sprinkled strategically around the park. People browsed and bid on artwork that was on display both in the piazza (still being developed by the adjacent Gallery on Gazebo) and around the gazebo itself.
Less a crowd than a gathering, the number of people there was estimated by the local newspaper to be around 150: small enough to keep from intimidating the COVID-conscious yet large enough to create the feeling of a true cultural event.

This was the second annual “Sunday on the Square,” presented by a group of volunteers and visionaries committed to revitalizing Johnstown’s Downtown in general and its Central Park in particular.

The event is inspired by the famous Georges Seurat painting, “A Sunday on La Grande Jatte – 1884,” which you’ve undoubtedly seen at one time or another. Corseted and bustled woman with parasols are scattered throughout a sunlit, forested-riverfront park, standing with top-hatted men, walking with children or sitting in the grass with daughters as puppies and dogs frolic around them.

So relaxed and naturally social-distanced is Seurat’s scene that the coronavirus masks, added to the painting’s print that was published on the cover of the Sunday on the Square’s 2020 program, hardly seemed out of place.

Which is exactly why the Sunday on the Square organizers decided to go ahead with this year’s event. For as cultural gatherings go, this one, modeled on a late-19th century painting, safely fits our 21st century time.
That is, as long as the participants themselves adhered to the pandemic disciplines – and did so consistently. The latter, I found, was easier said than done.

How wonderful it was to be out, enjoying the park, the music, the food and beverages -- and the gathering itself! Just the opportunity to see and chat with people I haven’t been with socially in months was a simple, almost-forgotten joy.

And in all but one instance, I used good sense: keeping my mask on while conversing and maintaining careful distancing, especially while eating, when the mask couldn’t be on.

However, toward the event’s end, I grew careless. Connecting with someone with whom I wanted to have a focused, business-related conversation, I seated myself on a shady bench.

We were separated but certainly not by six feet. I had just purchased a beverage and wanted to drink it, so the mask came off.

My companion took his cue from that action and removed his mask as well, which was my fault for giving him the wrong cue. Then we proceeded to have a focused conversation for the better part of a half-hour.

Reflecting upon it later, I realized my mistake and pondered how easily it happened. Here’s my takeaway:

While people seem to be becoming more mask-aware, they have a range of personal feelings about using them. More seem to be taking their cues from the person with whom they are talking.
The best way to encourage others to maintain mask-discipline is to wear your own mask – and to keep it on: even when it gets in the way, becomes displaced from talking or gets hot. And when that’s not possible, while eating or drinking for example, then be extra cautious about social distancing.
Through personal sloppiness, I compromised what was otherwise a safe and well-designed event. Clearly, I need to be more consistent with my mask and social-distancing disciplines.

Equally clearly, given the rising case numbers, I’m not the only one. 
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