Elliott Carter’s “Eight Pieces for Timpani”
—The 1966 Revisions

BY JAN WILLIAMS

n September 1997, | was honored

to be a member of the jury for the

46th International Munich Competi-

tion. Headed by the distinguished
German cellist Siegfried Palm, the jury
for the instrumental category “Percus-
sion” included Christoph Caskel, Sylvio
Gualda, Anders Loguin, Mark Pekarsky,
Robyn Schulkowsky, lan Wright, and
Sumira Yoshihara.

During the first round, each of the 52
entrants was required to perform one
piece of his or her choice from “Eight
Pieces for Four Timpani” by Elliott Carter
(Associated Music Publishers, New York,

[ F:

iott Carter and Jan Williams, October 1979
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1968). My perspective on these particu-
lar pieces is unique, so it was both ex-
tremely interesting and enlightening to
hear so many different performances of
them in a relatively short period of time.
As | listened, | noticed that many of
the performers did not fully grasp cer-
tain technical and musical details of the
pieces. After discussing this with lan
Wright, he suggested | write an article
that might help students who perform
these pieces gain insight into their his-
tory, as well as answer some questions
regarding their performance practice.

SIX PIECES FOR FOUR
KETTLEDRUMS

As a student at the Manhattan School
of Music from 1959-64, |, along with all
of Paul Price’s other students in the early
1960s, had to learn at least some of
Elliott Carter’s “Six Pieces for Four Kettle-
drums.” Most students learned them all!
At that time, only two of the eight,
“Recitative” and “Improvisation” were
published. The other four existed in
manuscript only, but because Paul had
a copy of them, we had the opportu-
nity to study and perform all six pieces.
It should be noted that these pieces
were originally written as rhythmic stud-
ies for the composer’s “String Quartet
#1.”

As a Creative Associate at the newly
founded (1964) Center of the Creative
and Performing Arts at the State Univer-
sity of New York at Buffalo, | proposed
scheduling a performance of these
pieces on one of the “Evenings for New
Music” concerts regularly presented by
the organization at the Albright-Knox Art
Gallery in Buffalo and Carnegie Recital
Hall in New York City. On May 9, 1965, |
performed “Recitative,” “Moto
Perpetuo,” and “Improvisation” at the
Albright-Knox Art Gallery. On November
7, 1965, | performed “Saéta,” “March,”
and “Canary” on the same series, then
repeated the performance at Carnegie
Recital Hall on December 21, 1965.

WORKING WITH CARTER

Elliot Carter was present at the New York
performance. He thanked me for doing
the pieces, and then expressed an in-
terest in revising them and, as the pub-
lished edition of “Recitative” and
“Improvisation” would soon expire, hav-
ing all six pieces published in revised
versions. It seemed that he was inter-
ested in seeking ways to bring more va-
rieties of timbre to these pieces and to
make each a more effective perfor-
mance vehicle for solo timpani. Sched-
uled to be in residence with the Buffalo
Philharmonic Orchestra, and therefore
in Buffalo, he asked if | would be willing
to spend some time with him and the
timpani in order to explore further ideas

i == he had about possible revisions. Of



course, | agreed enthusiastically, eager
to answer his questions about the instru-
ments, beaters (sticks), articulation, tun-
ing, etc.

As | recall, we spent about eight hours
together that week. It is important to
note that the instruments used for all
sessions were Ludwig Professional Sym-
phonic Timpani (32", 29", 26", 23") with
stock plastic heads. At that time, the
drums were two years old and in excel-
lent condition. As a working process, |
would play through one piece at a
time, then field questions from the com-
poser.

One of the first questions that arose
concerned the different sounds obtain-
able relative to where the drum was
struck. It was obvious that in spite of the
type of beater that was used, there was
a distinct difference in timbre between
the “normal” striking area, the “center,”
and the extreme edge or “rim” of the
head. After some experimentation,
three specific striking areas were se-
lected as the most practical for his pur-
poses: 1. Normal (N), approximately 3.5
inches (10cm) from the rim; 2. Center
(C), dead center; and 3. Rim (R), just at
the point where the head meets the
rim, not directly on the rim itself. Deci-
sions regarding beaters were made on
a per-piece basis, as discussed below.

HARMONICS

At one of our sessions, Carter asked if it
were possible to play harmonics on tim-
pani. | had never thought of that possi-
bility, so we spent a considerable
amount of time experimenting with a
method to obtain a clear harmonic
from each drum over its entire range. As
it turned out, the solution was quite ob-
vious. The description of the technique
that emerged from our experimentation
is as follows:

1. Straddle the center (node) of the
drumhead, with the thumb and middle
finger of either hand held about 4 to 6
inches apatrt, lightly touching the head.

2. Strike the drum at the very edge,
but not directly on the rim of the bowl.

3. A split second after striking the
drum, quickly lift the fingers from the
head. The harmonic will sound one oc-
tave higher than the pitch to which the
drum is tuned.

The reason for lightly touching the
head, as described above, is to remove

all of the fundamental pitch from the re-
sulting harmonic. Striking the drum very
close to the rim without touching the
head will produce the harmonic, but
there will be a vestige of the fundamen-
tal still present in the sound. This quick
removal of the fingers from the head
cannot be overemphasized. If the fin-
gers remain on the head too long, the
resonance of the harmonic will be
greatly reduced.

In Munich, many of the performers ex-
ecuted the harmonics improperly. Most
simply touched the head about half-
way between the center and the rim
and left their fingers on the drum.

TWO NEW PIECES

During one of our sessions, Carter ex-
pressed to me his interest in composing
two additional pieces utilizing extensive
pitch changes, which would result in a
total of eight pieces. Some months after
leaving Buffalo, he sent me the manu-
scripts for “Adagio” and “Canto,” and
had decided that no more than four of

the eight pieces should be performed
on any one occasion. Carter envisioned
performance situations in which there
would be one of the new pieces, with
almost constantly changing pitches, sur-
rounded by pieces with fixed pitches.

| remember that he did not particu-
larly like the pauses between pieces
during which the drums had to be re-
tuned for the next piece, regardless of
how quickly these pitch changes were
executed. “Adagio,” in particular, works
very well as a means of helping to solve
this problem. As the performer need
only tune one drum before playing
“Adagio,” the other drums can be
tuned after starting, thus minimizing the
pause between pieces.

PERFORMANCE SUGGESTIONS

A brief discussion of each of the “Eight
Pieces for Four Timpani” follows, based
on my perspective as a performer who
has performed each one numerous
times. | presented the first performances
of the 1966 revised versions of the origi-
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nal six pieces, as well as “Adagio” and
“Canto.” | hasten to add that these are
my thoughts and interpretations, not the
composer’s, unless | quote directly from
his correspondence with me. | recom-
mend that one have a copy of the
“Eight Pieces” at hand for reference
while reading this section.

I. Saéta

A “saéta” is an Andalusian song of lam-
entation that is normally sung on Good
Friday. It is clear from the inclusion of
tenuto markings throughout that the
piece should have a gentle “liit” and
should “dance.”

Carter’s performance notes state
that sticks “should be chosen to bring
out the character” of this piece. | have
found that medium-hard sticks work
well, although there can be consider-
able latitude in stick choice. | would err
on the too-soft rather than the too-hard
side for this piece.

Based on what | observed in Munich,
there seems to be some confusion re-
garding whether both hands should be

used for notes that are on the same
drum and have both upward and
downward facing stems. It seems to me
that using both hands simultaneously is
only required when two different beat-
ing areas are indicated (N and C). This
occurs on the first and third pages of
the piece. Where only one beating
area is called for (N), as on the second
page and the beginning of the third
page, it is not necessary to double-stick
these notes, but only to assure that their
individual dynamics are respected. No-
tice that these notes have either their
own dynamic or a tenuto mark.

Metric modulation is the composi-
tional technique of changing tempi,
while maintaining the exact ratio of old
tempo to new. One finds metric modu-
lations in many of these pieces. Again,
using what | heard in Munich as a point
of departure, | would say that the im-
portance of accurately executing these
modulations is not fully appreciated by
many performers. In my view, in order to
maximize the musical effect of these
modulations, one must maintain rather

strict tempi throughout a given piece.
Too much rubato negates the
composer’s intentions.

For example, in “Saéta,” the marvel-
ous metric modulation that begins in
measure 21 and culminates at measure
26 loses much of its impact if the eighth-
note speed beforehand is not steady.
On the other hand, one has to know
where a slight give-and-take of tempo
can be employed to allow for nuances
that come under the general heading
of “musicality.” Striking this mid-ground is
one of the most challenging perfor-
mance aspects of these pieces, and un-
fortunately, many performers do not
meet that challenge.

In spite of a performer’s best inten-
tions regarding the accuracy of tempo
changes through metric modulations, it
has been my experience that, because
of the inherent energy and forward mo-
tion that develops as one moves
through “Saéta,” by the time measure
74 is reached, the tempo will have
ended up somewhat faster than quarter
note = 50, which is the opening tempo. |
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solve this problem by relaxing the tempo
in measure 75 in order to “scrub off” the
accumulated tempo and thereby return
to the correct da capo tempo.

Hand damping in this and all other
pieces, as indicated by the “x” note-
head (except in “Canto”), must be ex-
ecuted precisely where indicated
rhythmically.

Il. Moto Perpetuo

A drawing in the score illustrates how to
make sticks for this piece. These sticks
were my idea, a concept | borrowed
from Michael Colgrass, who had used
cloth-covered snare drum sticks in sev-
eral of his pieces in the 1960s. Snare
drum sticks being too heavy for this
piece, | decided to try thin rattan. The
reason the composer mentions corduroy
is because, at the time of our sessions to-
gether, that was the material | had on
hand. | simply cut a small circle of cor-
duroy, placed it over the end of the rat-
tan, and tied it around the shaft with
strong fishing line. This meant that there
was a single layer of material at the tip,
but around the shaft the gathering of
the material made it thicker. This worked
fine at the time, allowing for a marked
difference in softness between the tip
(tp) and the shaft (Hd-head).

| believe there is now a simpler and
better solution for making sticks for this
piece. | suggest using thin, adhesive
backed material (Dr. Scholl’s Moleskin,
for example), commonly used to protect
and cushion sensitive parts of one’s feet.
Cover the tip of the rattan with a single
layer and, about 1/4 to 3/8 inch from
the tip, wrap the rattan with several lay-
ers of narrow strips of the material. This
allows one to raise the butt end of the
stick to strike the head with the very tip
of the stick (tp) and to lower the butt
end in order to strike the head using the
softer shoulder (Hd) of the stick.

As with all eight pieces, “Moto
Perpetuo” is very clearly and elegantly
notated. All essential technical and mu-
sical elements required by a performer
are clearly provided. | have found that
the tempo marking of quarter note =
120 can be too fast for certain acousti-
cal situations, such as a patrticularly reso-
nant performance space. A tempo that
results in a blurring of the melodic line in
this piece should be adjusted down-
ward. | often play the piece at quarter
note = ca. 96.
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The importance of making the various
degrees of articulation clearly audible
cannot be over-emphasized. Careful at-
tention to this important facet will result
in a performance in which the formal
design of the piece is extremely clear.

Ill. Adagio

The “Adagio” was written on August 29—
30, 1966, and features harmonics on the
timpani. A letter to me from the com-
poser dated September 1966 states, “|
don’t want the piece to sound any
louder than is necessary to produce the
harmonics and the long chromatically
changing ringing sounds” and “this
piece should use whatever stick pro-
duces harmonics best.”

“Adagio” is probably the most ab-
stract of the eight pieces, but | think it is
one of the most beautiful timpani
pieces in the repertoire. It is certainly the
least performed, and no one played it
in Munich. One has to develop the
technique of playing the harmonics
and be able to execute them consis-
tently. This is no easy task, but attain-
able with practice (see description of
the technique above). While the piece
is extremely rubato, one must sustain
the forward motion of the piece and
not allow any “dead air.” One needs
excellent drums with good quality plas-
tic heads that do not squeak when the
pitch is changed.

| have found that in most perfor-
mance venues the desired “sympa-
thetic resonance” is not audible to the
audience. This requires using the tech-
nique as explained in the “Performance
Notes” (number 6, lll) at the beginning
of the published music.

IV. Recitative

“Recitative” and “Improvisation” were
the only two of the original six pieces
that were published initially. They are,
therefore, the best known and widely
performed. As is the case with all six of
the original pieces, the 1966 revisions re-
sulted in very few, if any, changed
pitches or rhythms.

Although there is little elaboration
necessary for the “Recitative,” | should
point out an error in the score that, to
my knowledge, has not been corrected
by the publisher in subsequent printings.
In measure 10, a beam is missing from
the second triplet of beat two.

This piece is often performed at a

tempo faster than indicated and with
more tempo flexibility than composition-
ally acceptable. The composed rubato
only works if strict tempi are maintained
throughout. The opening tempo of
quarter note = 49 should be maintained
until the quarter note = 63 appears on
the third page. Likewise, this second
tempo should be strictly adhered to un-
til the end.

The precise execution of the hand
damping, both rhythmically and se-
quentially, is very important. Also, the
hand damping should be done without
an audible contact sound by the fingers
on the drumhead.

Because of the rhythmic detail in this
piece, too soft a stick should be
avoided. The indication of a “soft bass
drum stick” for the last note should be
taken seriously. However, in order for this
note to sound full, the stick, while soft,
should have a rather hard core.

V. Improvisation

Musically, the composer’s intent when
performing “Improvisation” is quite clear
and the piece is uncomplicated in
terms of special techniques and rhyth-
mic scheme. | believe there is a typo-
graphical error between measures 26
and 27. The printed indication of
“double dotted quarter = half = 60”
should read, “double dotted half = half
=60."

VI. Canto

In the same letter from which | quoted
above, the composer writes: “l am hav-
ing my publisher send you two little
pieces—one called ‘Canto’ (provision-
ally) which I intended to be for snare
drum sticks—with a kind of glissando
melody that is interrupted by bits of
recitative. The melodic idea interested
me the most.”

At some point during our sessions to-
gether, probably during the general dis-
cussion of beaters, the question of using
snare drum sticks on timpani arose. Ob-
viously, Carter was impressed by the
sound of a very tight, closed roll,
coupled with a glissando, since that is
the primary technique used in “Canto.”
Initially, he was not convinced that
snare drum sticks would be the best
choice, so | sent him a recording of the
piece on which | used both snare drum
and hard felt sticks. His concern was
that the “patter” of the sticks might be
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more prominent than the pitch of the
drum. After hearing the tape, we both
agreed that snare drum sticks were the
better choice.

No one in Munich chose to play
“Canto.” This was unfortunate, since it is
clearly a brilliant piece and is unlike any
of the other “Eight Pieces”—musically,
technically, or aurally. “Canto,” with its
constantly changing pitches and me-
lodic character, contrasts very effec-
tively with the fixed-pitch pieces in a
suite comprised of four of these pieces.

Devoid of metric modulations and
with composed ritardandi and
accellerandi, “Canto” should be played
in a fairly strict tempo of quarter note =
66. Again, excessive rubati will distort
the rhythmic continuity of the piece.

| continue to marvel at Carter’s suc-
cess, as a hon-percussionist, in having
found a notational system that provides
the performer with exactly the right
information with which to elicit the
desired result—neither over- nor under-
notated. | find his notation and ex-
planatory notes, in both “Adagio” and
“Canto,” to be eminently clear, precise,

and easy to understand.

To say that | was thrilled to receive
these new pieces in the mail, study
them, and have the opportunity to per-
form them many times over the past
thirty years would be a huge under-
statement. | knew at the time that they
were extremely important additions to
the repertoire and destined to become
classics of the genre.

VII. Canaries (originally Canary)
| have often used “Canaries” as the fi-
nal piece in a suite comprising four of
these pieces. It was one of the most
popular in Munich, and for good rea-
son. Its intensity, rhythmic and technical
complexity, and broad dynamic range
make it an extremely effective closer.
One has to be very careful that the
opening tempo is not faster than the in-
dicated dotted-quarter note = 90; oth-
erwise, due to the metric modulations,
subsequent tempi will be too fast, mak-
ing it very difficult to perform the piece
cleanly. Also, if too fast, the clarity of
line will be lost in the resonance of the
drums. Likewise, selection of sticks that

CANARY

assure this clarity in performance is a
must.

There is no better example of metric
modulation than the first 25 measures of
this piece. | have, on many occasions,
used this excerpt to demonstrate how
metric modulation works or can be
used by a composer. The complete
cycle of tempi in these 25 measures,
from the opening dotted-quarter note =
90 to the return to this tempo in mea-
sure 25, is nothing short of brilliant.

When presenting workshops, | often
demonstrate how the 1966 revisions al-
tered these pieces by playing excerpts
from both original and revised versions.
“Canaries” is particularly effective when
used in this manner, demonstrating just
how masterful the revisions are.

VIII. March

In Munich, a large majority of the con-
testants played “March.” It was wonder-
ful to hear so many interpretations of
this piece. Some of the performances
were more to my taste than others, but
on the whole, the performances were
accurate and musically appropriate.

As a teacher |
have observed that,
as soon as students
have learned all the
notes of this piece,
the tempo generally
begins to creep up-
wards. Most of the

E < R time this goes unno-
paae « =« ticed by the player.
et ?::'-:'r"j 'l It was interesting for
< 5= 5  metofind that this
trend affected the
t>) " Munich performers
So——poplep E""_J as well. Many did
oL 0TS nottake the open-
. meno f i #  ing tempo seriously
L ld=180) 33 JoJ.(d=1g0) St [d=270) and/or were af-
SE s :'"T';‘;E‘.‘F ...f%%iﬁ“ﬁ‘. et oty Tocted by nervous
" 1 b=t o t —i = - g - - | T o = — i
R o 5 B O "y A < R - 4 roated In & faste
£ tEng J i = =) z . i
g TS, F AT than-intended
zadtem i) iy — e —— = : tempo
o e S L e — W —— ML i e " —— | I | S i F— N .
o de ] a_:?-_ir-_‘r_ g dT | T odade [ T gd 48| | | €4 —gdd— As with “Canar-
e = =l ] H ” H
= - F e ies,” too bright an
opening tempo will,
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F - P + 4+ A correctly, result in

The opening 35 measures of “Canary," before the 1966 revisions. Compared to the current published version, note the
absence of (1) specified striking areas, (2) staccato articulation markings, (3) a crescendo in measure 4, (4) designated

hand damping, and (5) two notes in measures 23-24.
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unrealistically fast
tempi later in the
piece. This is be-
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cause a performer is stuck with the
opening tempo as the standard upon
which all the tempi for the rest of the
piece are related. Technically, the flip-
ping of the sticks also increases in diffi-
culty with increased tempo. So, my
advice is to be vigilant, in order that the
tempo of quarter note = 105 for the
opening is not exceeded by more than
a couple of metronome marks.

The fundamental issue regarding the
tempo of this piece is that the ending
tempo is supposed to be the same as
the beginning tempo. Obviously, if all
the metric modulations are executed
precisely (mechanically), this is not a
problem. But given human nature and
the natural, unconscious tendency for
performance energy to increase as the
piece develops, it has been my experi-
ence (and that of every student that |
have coached on this piece) that when
you reach the two-measure transition
back to the material of the opening,
the tempo will be too fast. This is the
same problem discussed above in
“Saéta” and requires the same solution,
i.e., a slight relaxing of the tempo in
those two bars. Keeping in mind that
there is strong potential for this tempo
fluctuation to happen helps keep the
problem in check.

In Munich, | saw and heard many dif-
ferent solutions to the problem of effec-
tively muting the drums during the final
portion of the piece. The most ingenious
system, which was employed by several
of the contestants, involved the con-
struction of a flip-down, hinged pad,
which is clamped to the rim of the

drum. This method is less cumbersome
than the method | have used for years,
and that many in Munich used as well.
Two flat music stands are positioned be-
tween the timpani with mutes placed
on their corners; the mutes can simply
be flicked off the music stand onto the
drumhead with one of the sticks. The
clamped-on device is more elegant,
just as effective, and visually less obtru-
sive.

Finally, there is that nagging ques-tion
of whether the tremolo in the final mea-
sure should be single strokes or a closed
(buzz) roll. I have heard it done convinc-
ingly both ways. My preference is for a
tight, closed roll because of the accele-
rando and the fermata. Although itis in
parenthesis, | believe the fermata is
necessary to effectively execute the di-
minuendo. Although the roll is not tied
to the last note, | do tie it, making sure
that the last note is articulated clearly,
but without accent.

| hope the information and com-
ments | have provided in this article will
be of some use to percussion students
who perform these pieces, and perhaps
even to musicologists. For those who
have studied and performed all, or
some, of the “Eight Pieces,” perhaps the
historical information | have provided
will be of interest. For those who have
not yet undertaken the challenge of
learning these pieces, | hope that |
have encouraged you to do so.

As with any composition, there is no
single “correct” way to perform these
pieces. Any great piece of music can
accommodate vastly different ap-

proaches to its performance. Particu-
larly with the music of our time, ques-
tions will arise. Since | was extremely
fortunate to have had a close relation-
ship to these pieces, it seemed appro-
priate that | elaborate on their history,
and in doing so, offer my thoughts on
certain technical aspects relating to
their performance.

The original Carter manuscripts repro-
duced in this article and on the cover
are housed in the Jan Wiliams Archive
at the Music Library at the State Univer-
sity of New York at Buffalo. Thanks to
John Bewley, Archivist at the library, for
his assistance.
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