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Introduction

The number of works for percussion as a stand alone form of expression increased
drastically throughout the twentieth century. During the late nineteenth century, the demands on
percussionists in the orchestra began to increase and in turn, so did their ability. As the nineteenth
century progressed, the use of percussion evolved from the traditional role of “timekeeper” to a

more substantial role in the ensemble. Percussionist Prof. Steven Schick (1954-) claims:

It was in music by composers like Beethoven and Berlioz that percussion music began its
shift from evocative to provocative. This new and unfamiliar family of instruments,
which had so often borrowed meaning from others, was beginning to earn its own place
in a broader musical syntax... The percussionist’s job description was changing. No
longer shackled to the basic role of timekeeping, by the later nineteenth century,
percussionists had become sound effects artists often spinning out kaleidoscopic collages
of unheard-of colors and textures.!

By the early twentieth century, composers such as Edgard Varese (1883-1965), John Cage
(1912-1992) and Henry Cowell (1897-1965) revolutionized the use of percussion. Their works
for percussion helped establish a foundation for which composers to build on with regards to the
contemporary percussion literature. The solo percussion literature now houses hundreds of works
by established composers. The purpose of this paper is to examine the earliest major works for
percussion, and examine three works: Morton Feldman’s (1926-1987) King of Denmark, Jacob
Druckman's (1928-1996) Reflections on the Nature of Water (1987) and Michael Gordon’s

(1956-) XY (1997), and to discuss the compositional inspiration and content of each one.

1 Steven Schick, The Percussionist’s Art, Same Bed Different Dreams (Rochester, University of
Rochester Press 2006) 2.



Overview

The idiom of contemporary solo percussion was born out of chamber percussion music,
and much of the inspiration used in early percussion solos is found in these early chamber works.
Given that Feldman’s King of Denmark is only the third major percussion solo written, it is
important to understand the preceding works that formed the compositional landscape out of
which it grew.

The birth of American percussion music occurred, arguably, when Varése moved to
America. On the eve of American involvement in World War I, he conducted Hector Berlioz’s
Requiem in New York City. The work features a vast array of percussion, and houses a marriage
of European compositional discipline and the intense, bombastic American style that Varése
would go on to champion. While in New York, Varese parted ways with the European artistic
ideals, which were seen as prestigious and sophisticated. He adopted an American perspective
which was progressive and intense. Varése’s embrace of this new identity was a critical moment
in the growth of American contemporary music, especially with regards to percussion.

Varese’s monumental work, lonization (1931), is not credited with being the first piece
for percussion alone, however, it had a profound and lasting impact on percussion music. While
the work was composed during a brief sojourn to Paris it is a quintessentially American work.
The piece is highly representative of immigrant culture, housing the sounds of New York City in
the nineteen thirties, a city which has always been known for night life and a popular destination
for immigrants. The piece’s forty-one instruments comprise an array of musical traditions. The
bongos and maracas’ repeated gestures are traceable back to the music of Latin America. The

gongs, and Chinese cymbals, are timekeepers which denote important moments in the work,



relating the instruments to their role in traditional Asian music. American military band
traditions are represented through the use of various snare drums, and the ringing police sirens of
New York are represented prominently.

Nicholas Slonimsky (1894-1995) conducted both the premiere of the work and its
recording session. At the time of the premiere, Varése was still in Paris, however he was present
at the recording session in New York. For the recording, Slonimsky tried to engage the
percussionists of the New York Philharmonic. Only a short time into the recording, it became
clear they were not going to be able to master the rhythms; Varése’s rhythmic material was too
complex. It was evident that the standard performance practices used by percussionists in
orchestras was not going to be sufficient in the cultivation of this exciting new idiom. The

solution was to engage what Slonimsky called a “star-studded” cast.

As aresult, my ensemble was star-studded. Carlos Salzedo, the great harpist, played
the thematically important Chinese blocks. Paul Creston was at the anvils. Wallingford
Riegger rubbed the guiro. Henry Cowell pounded tone-clusters on the piano keyboard.
William Schuman, then a mere youngster, pulled the cord of the lion’s roar. (A third of
a century later, Schuman reminisced... Slonimsky launched me on my musical

career... when he entrusted to me the part of the lion’s roar in lonization. But
apparently I did not do very well, for he never engaged me again.”) Var¢se himself was
in charge of the sirens. They had to be of the manually operated type in order to
produce the requisite crescendo and diminuendo.?

In Slonimsky’s brief analysis (which also serves as the preface to the printed score) of
lonization, he claims lonization is in a modified sonata form with an introduction, first iteration
of theme, a counter-theme, development, and a slight recapitulation or coda. Slonimsky’s take
leaves the structure of the work conforming to thematic Classical Era form.3 Others such as

Chou Wen-Chung (1923-), a Chinese American composer and Varese enthusiast, view the

2 Peggy Feltmate, “1933 World Premiere of Varése’s lonization™, last modified February 21,
2010, http://mexuspercussion.com/2010/02/1933-world-premiere-of-vareses-ionisation/.

3 Edgard Varese, lonization (New York: Colfranc, 1931) 7.
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compositional material drawing from this interaction of instrumental groups with similarities of
timbre that function in similar ways to one another throughout the context of the composition.

The grandeur of lonization eclipsed percussion ensemble music composed shortly
following it. Henry Cowell’s delicate response, Ostinato Pianissimo (1934), serves as a balance
to Varése’s lonization. The delicacy of the work is an important predecessor to Feldman’s The
King of Denmark, which too is an extremely delicate piece. Cowell’s work is scored for
dampened pianos, bongos, tom-toms, rice bowls and a solo xylophone. The form of the work is
cyclical, with clear yet soft melodic lines played against one another in a seemingly out of phase
fashion, until the lines reconnect for a series of short forfissimo interjections to end the piece.
Cowell uses the gongs and Chinese cymbals in the work to denote structurally important
moments in the work. This is a technique often seen in Gamelan music, where the largest gong
denotes new sections. This use of the gongs and Chinese cymbals is Cowell’s way of dealing
with the same problem that confronted Varese: determining how much of a culture’s musical
identity is to be used when using there indigenous instruments.

Of course no survey of early American percussion ensemble music would be complete
without recognizing John Cage’s contribution. Cage’s first work for percussion ensemble First
Construction (in Metal) (1939) was Cage’s break of rapport with Arnold Schoenberg
(1874-1951) and separated him from the sophisticated European musical traditions. The
separation from Schoenberg is further emphasized shockingly by Schoenberg who responded to
an invite to Cage’s concert of all percussion music by saying he would not be free to attend such

a concert “now or at any time.”*

4 Alan Rich, American Pioneers: Ives to Cage and Beyond (London: Phaidon, 1995), quoted in:
Schick, The Percussionist’s Art, Same Bed Different Dreams, 58.



Cage’s work 1s the intertwining of what would be two lifelong concerns for him in music.
Arguably first and foremost Cage was a structuralist. This deep love for structure is contrasted
by his intense and well-known attraction to chance. However, even throughout his aleatoric
works, the discipline of process in his composition maintained utmost importance. First
Construction (in Metal) began a series of works for percussion ensemble leading to two more
“constructions” which were concluded in 1941 and Amores (1943). All of these works explore
the relationship between chance and structure.

In a foreword to the score, Cages describes the structure of First Construction (in Metal)
as follows: “sixteen sections of sixteen bars and a coda of nine bars. Each 16-bar section is
subdivided into phrases of 4+3+2+3+4 bars. On the large scale there is an exposition of four 16-
bar phrases (1-1-1-1) followed by a 12 phrase development (3-2-3-4) and a 9 bar extension.”>
There is no variance from this structural framework, Cage’s discipline to the form remains intact
throughout the entire piece.

It is notable to address the strange marriage of structure and chance in the work. Cage’s
obsession with percussion music was the perfect palate to satisfy his interests in structure and
chance. The sonic capabilities of percussion made the idiom a logical step for Cage in his
venture toward indeterminacy. Cage was not interested in hearing an exact reproduction of the
work. The nature of the chosen instruments make the sonic possibilities endless. For example,
one has come to terms with the possible differences in the sound of a D played on the violin. The
amount of vibrato used, along with bow pressure are equated to interpretation. Other variants

such as specific model or age of the instrument can also impact the sonic possibility. However,

5 John Cage, First Construction (in Metal) (New York: Henmar Press 1962)



the resultant sound is still that of a D being played on violin. Should a composer ask for a
cymbal or gong with medium or soft mallet, or the ambiguous instruction of resonant metal - the
possibilities of sound become vastly expansive. The range of acceptable options when a
composer asks for instance: a medium gong is extensive. Depending on the available options a
medium gong can range in size from around 12 or 13 inches to 24, which has a great amount of
change in sound between the two extremes. Furthermore, the kind of gong in Cage’s music is not
specified, does he want a Thai nipple gong, or perhaps a Chinese opera gong? It is in this, the
instrumentation even if it is prescribed in the score that there is a great deal of chance in the
sonic realization of work.

The driving force behind early chamber percussion works like lonization, Ostinato
Pianissimo and First Construction (in Metal) was largely exploration. The composers of these
works were amongst the first to write for percussion ensemble, allowing for a great deal of
exploration of the idiom in a very short period of time. However, once Cage completed his
“constructions” the exploratory nature of percussion ensemble music began to settle. The
onslaught of development extended its limits and the frequency of major works being written for
chamber percussion dwindled. Schick with regards to this period of dormancy in the chamber
percussion literature claims: “a period of exploration inevitability prefigures a more settled gap
between the phase of consolidation and development.”®

While the intense exploratory phase of writing for percussion ensemble ended in 1941
with the completion of Cage’s Amores (1941) in 1956 a new exploration was coming to fruition -

writing for solo percussionist. Cage’s 27°10.554 for a Percussionist (or colloquially, 27 Minutes)

6 Schick, The Percussionist’s Art, Same Bed Different Dreams, 65.



is credited with being the first percussion solo, although the ambiguity lies in the fact that the
piece was not premiered until 1962 by Siegfried Rockstroh, with the aid of Mauricio Kagel
(1931-2006) controlling the magnetic tape. The work however, was not the first notated
percussion solo performed. While the composition was completed prior to Karlheinz
Stockhausen's Zyklus the premier of Zyklus occurred in 1959.

27 Minutes is the final instalment in a larger series of works known as his /0,000 Things.
The intended common thread linking the /0,000 Things pieces was set to be a common rhythmic
structure. This structure, contrasting his previous works was set to be open, rather than closed.
Cage’s initial conception of the structure was grand: 13 parts with {3, 7,2, 5, 11, 14, 7, 6, 15, 11,
3, 15}. The sum of these proportions is 100; structurally the works would consist of 100 units of
100 measures each, a total of 10,000 measures. Cage chose 10,000 because of its importance in
Buddhist religion as the symbol for infinity.

That grand structure Cage planned for this work proved to be too vast. The structure of
27 Minutes was made up of a 28 unit, 5 section structure. This structure is also from where the
piece draws its name. Each page of 27 Minutes consists of four systems, 15 inches long, and one
inch is equal to one second, each page therefore is equal to exactly one minute in duration. Each
sonic event is given a numerical value over top of the note to clarify its place in time. Many
large sections of certain pages are left blank to facilitate silence in the work. Each system is
made up of four lines. The position of the note related to the line dictates the amplitude of the
given note. The line is considered mezzo forfe whereas everything below the line is softer, and
everything above is louder (see Example 1). In Cage’s previous instalments of his /0,000

Things, Cage uses the line as the range, in 27 Minutes range is left to the performer’s discretion.



The four lines mark “M” for metal, “W” for wood, “S” for skin and “A” for all others. Cage
states in the score that the use of pre recorded tape can be used to aid in a performance due to the

high density of certain sections.
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Example 1. John Cage, 277 10.554” lror a Percussionist, page 1, line 3. Edition Peters, 1960.
While each note’s temporal location, instrumental category, and duration are strictly
notated, Cage strongly encourages performers to use a multitude of instruments with varying

timbres and attacks. Cage states:

A virtuoso performance will include a wide variety of instruments, beaters, sliding
tones, and an exhaustive rather than conventional use of the instruments provided. For
example: a gong may be suspended or placed on a mat, struck with metal, felt, yamn,
wood, rubber, etc. beaters at points on the edge or centre or anywhere in between. It
may be lowered into and/or raised out of a tub of water. A tremolo between suspended
gongs facing one another is another use. And directional changes following the attack
are also cffective.’

While this work featured changes in direction from Cage’s works for percussion ensemble, there
are compositional elements that bleed into his solo work. For instance, as Schick pointed out
about First Construction (in Metal), Cage’s interest in the indeterminate aspect of percussion is
present in 27 Minutes. His suggestion of playing a tremolo on two gongs facing one another
shows his interest in the combination of overtones from different instruments.

The 10,000 Things use a method of chance which we might call Cage’s classic era of

chance music.® All of the works in this group are essentially closed in structure. In these works,

7 John Cage, 27°10.554 " For A Percussionist (New York: Henmar Press, 1960), ii.

8 James Pritchett “The ten thousand things”, accessed February 15, 2015,
http://rosewhitemusic.com/piano/writings/ten-thousand-things.


http://rosewhitemusic.com/piano/writings/ten-thousand-things

Cage produces very specific results with regards to the temporal structure, however in the case
of 27 Minutes Cage leaves great freedom for the performer to explore vast landscapes of sonic
possibility.

The final instalment of solo percussion music prior to Feldman’s The King of Denmark is
Stockhausen’s Zyklus. The work was written as a test piece for the Kranichstein Music prize for
percussion players. Stockhausen, who was greatly influenced by Anton Webern (1883-1945),
used a concept created by Webern and continued by Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992): the
unification of sonic properties under a single principal of organization.® Based on this concept
Stockhausen uses serial control to all aspects of musical sound. In this work, he applies total
serialism with indeterminacy allotting freedom to the performer within strictly controlled
parameters.

The work is scored for thirteen different groups of instruments, some of which are
comprised of only one instrument, such as the marimba, while other groups consist of many
instruments. It is the first instalment in the solo percussion literature in which the composer
directly engages in the challenge of creating a fixed instrument(s) with which to explore. The
piece is made up of seventeen different units which are referred to as periods; it notated on
sixteen spiral bound pages with no indication from which period to begin. The beginning point is
left to the discretion of the performer, who is instructed to continue in sequence from their
chosen starting point through all sixteen pages, and end with a repetition of the first stroke

sounded in their given interpretation. The graphic notation is laid out in such a way that allows

9 B. Michael Williams, “Stockhausen: *Nr. 9 Zyklus,”” Percussive Notes 39, no. 3 (2001): 60.
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the performer to move through the piece in any direction they want. Depending on where the
performer begins, the periods either move towards or away from ambiguity.

Zyklus is set on a fixed time grid, the length of each temporal unit is left up to the
performer, but must remain constant throughout the work. There are nine different structure
types expressing varying degrees of determinacy. The main structure time is present through all
seventeen periods of the work, it serves also as the fixed temporal grid. The musical notation
consists of dots (which are single attacks), groups which are two or more attacks connected by a
beam to be played in rapid succession, and lines that represent sustained notes. The size of each
event dictates the amplitude with which to play the given note or figure: the larger the note, the

louder you play (see Example 2).
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Example 2. Karlheinz Stockhausen, Nr. 9 Zyklus, period 1. Universal Edition, 1960.

The remaining eight structures found in the work vary, some give the performer multiple
different options of what to play, others give some freedom in the temporal structure, while some
employ different combinations of the aforementioned structures. It is the performer’s job to
convey the ambiguity or regiment found in the different structures and cycles. Zyklus is a highly
systematic and structured work, its cyclical nature and constant battle between the ambiguous

and absolute inspired many to compliment and contrast these features.
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Morton Feldman: The King of Denmark

With the composition 7he King of Denmark, Feldman offered a gentle, soft spoken
response to Stockhausen’s Zyklus. Feldman’s music is meant to be wistful. His goal is to
introduce a sound to the listener, and then another - by the time the second sound is initiated his
goal is to have the listener forget the sound heard previous to it. To Feldman, sound is king; he
wants the listener to hear his music free from compositional rhetoric. Feldman’s interest in these
sounds is not in the attack. Feldman’s true interest lay in the decay of a sound, how that sound
sits in the listener’s memory prior to the next sound’s engagement, this is referred to by Feldman
as the “departing landscape.”!?

The King of Denmark approaches the departing landscape that at the time of the
composition was previously unexplored. It is his only work that is scored for percussion alone,
chamber or solo. The instrumentation for this work is largely open, but Feldman gives some
parameters to the performer. The performer is to use only their hands and parts of their arms to
strike the instruments, no mallets can be used. Feldman’s early music features a graph notation
which gives the number of attacks and the sound’s register as parameters to the performer.

As it relates to Zyklus this work is quintessentially an “anitpercussion piece.”!! So much
of the percussion repertoire is loud, bombastic, highly rhythmic, and carefully structured. The
wistfulness of 7The King of Denmark floats in a timeless vacuum, seemingly free from structure
and determinacy. In contrast, Zyklus moves the performer down a path of decision making where

each decision seems to lead into the next. Each instrument has a structural role independent from

10 Thomas DeLio The Music of Morton Feldman (New York: Greenwood Publishing Group
1996), 207.

1 Schick, The Percussionist s Art, Same Bed Different Dreams, 162
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the others, for instance the density of each instrument increases and decreases throughout the
work. This effect causes a great sense of forward momentum, which is felt even when there is
much freedom allotted to the performer. There is no such structure determined by Feldman in
The King of Denmark, it seemingly goes nowhere. The work is comprised of colourful moments
with no impact on what happened before or what’s going to happen next.

Feldman conceived of this work while he was on the beach on the south shore of Long
Island. The piece was written in a few hours. Feldman was inspired by the sounds occurring
around him, the way that sounds of transistor radios and kids playing seemed to grab his
attention and then disappear in the departing landscape. Particularly what caught Feldman’s
attention was the short-lived duration of these sounds. This led Feldman to primarily use dry
sounds in the work. While he never outright says to use dry sounding instruments in the score,
the performer gathers this through Feldman’s occasional use of the laissez vibrer sign as seen in
Example 1, most events in the work are not marked with this sign, leaving the performer to
gather dryer sounds are desired. In his interview with famed percussionist Prof. Jan Williams

(1939-), Feldman states:

And I can actually conjure up the memory of of doing it - that kind of muffled sound of
kids in the distance and the transistor radios and drifts of conversation from other pockets
of inhabitants on blankets, and I remember that it did come into the piece. By that I mean
these kinds of wisps. I was very impressed with the wisp, that things don’t last, and that
became and image of the piece: what was happening around me.'?

This wistfulness is from where he drew the inspiration for the metaphoric title. Christian
X (1870-1947), the King of Denmark while it was under Nazi siege, would ride through the

streets of Copenhagen on horseback wearing the Star of David. He did so without speaking, a

12 Jan Williams, “An Interview with Morton Feldman, 22nd April 1983,”, accessed February 23,
2015, http://www.cnvill.net/mfjw1.htm
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