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Handedness: Are Drummers 
Right-handed or Left-handed? 
They’re Neither and Both!
by Marc Dicciani

ost of us drummers and 

percussionists are familiar 

with the history and de-

velopment of the drum set 

as well as the numerous grip and hand, 

wrist, and arm movement techniques 

that have resulted over the years (see my 

recent article, The Grip Debate).1 In this 

article I’m going to outline some issues 

that impact choices that we all make - or 

that have been made for us - about tech-

nique, practice, learning, and playing the 

drums. I also want to provide some im-

portant information relating to the latest 

research and findings in the areas of sci-

ence, physiology, and medicine in order 

to position drumming in a larger context.

From a very early age, through a combi-

nation of genetics, mirroring, culture, and 

preference, most of us began to favor the 

use of one hand over the other for ev-

eryday tasks. This is often referred to as 

‘handedness’. Most people self-identify 

as being right- or left-handed depending 

on which hand they use to write. What 

seems like a relatively simple either/or 

determinant of handedness is actually 

not so simple, and in the case of drum-

ming, may not be accurate or helpful, es-

pecially as it relates to equipment set-up, 

cross-over and open-handed playing, and 

even grip. It should be noted that there is a 

potential chicken-and-egg situation with 

skill and preference as it relates to drum-

ming: does the preference exist because 

one hand is more skilled, or is that hand 

more skilled because it is the preferred 

hand and therefore used more frequent-

ly? It seems likely, though, that handed-

ness is a result of a few factors rather than 

only an inborn skill difference.

 Although there is no standard, empiri-

cal definition for measuring handedness, 

much research continues to attempt to de-

fine and quantify it. However, depending 

on which part of the world is surveyed 

and how it’s measured, it is estimated that 

somewhere between 75% and 90% of the 

population in Western Countries prefer 

the use of the right hand over the left for 

executing certain tasks.2,3,4 Numerous on-

line questionnaires claim to accurately 

measure your degree of handedness on a 

scale from strong left-, to mixed-, to strong 

right-handed. In these surveys, in addi-

tion to your preferred hand for writing, 

you’re asked to indicate which hand you 

Abstract

M

Through long-standing customs and tradition, both cultural and musical, many drummers have come to believe that the instrument 

set-up and technique of playing the drum set is, in part, determined alone by the belief that we are right- or left-handed. In this paper, 

I will summarize some of those persisting opinions and how they’ve come about, and present information based on recent findings in 

medicine, genetics, neuroscience, and physiology that justify a deeper examination of many conventional practices and viewpoints. 

Much research, and numerous papers, studies, journals and books are cited, and comparisons are drawn with other professional 

disciplines that rely on similar motor skill development for learning, successful application, and execution. My paper contends that 

there are no right or wrong choices regarding the right/left crossed/open-handed, traditional/matched decisions we make, only that 

there are some that are bio-mechanically and neurologically more natural and which may aid in skill development and ultimately 

increase our facility and drumming vocabulary and options. Research in neuroplasticity, handedness, brain laterality, motor control, 

skill development, and approaches to human movement are complex, fascinating, ongoing, and dynamic. Understanding how these 

apply to many areas of drumming, the parallels between those and countless other fields and subjects, and how our bodies and ner-

vous systems are connected with playing drums will allow us to make more informed choices about technique, learning protocols, 

playing methods, and equipment set-up.
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always, or most often use to brush your 

teeth, hold a cup, throw a ball, open a jar 

or box, use scissors, etc. When completed, 

you’re given a “Laterality Index” (LI) indi-

cating where you land on the handedness 

scale.5,6

 Although it might be interesting to dis-

cover your ‘score’, it really should make 

no difference to how you learn, practice, 

play, and set-up the drums. A drum set 

is not a right or left-handed instrument, 

and it’s best to approach it as a two-hand-

ed one where both hands are coordinat-

ed, and work together in tandem with the 

right and left foot.

 In a paper in the Journal of Motor Be-

havior,7 the authors state...

The study of the neural control of volun-

tary movement has largely relied on an 

assessment of dominant (typically, right) 

arm function under a variety of task con-

ditions, an approach that has led to the elu-

cidation of some key motor control princi-

ples. However, the predominant emphasis 

on examining dominant arm performance 

has resulted in a somewhat erroneous view 

of motor control - that the control process-

es for non-dominant arm function are 

simply weaker analogues of those of the 

dominant arm. Over the past decade, our 

laboratories have collaboratively demon-

strated that this is not the case.

 Yes, we may feel more comfortable us-

ing one of our hands to write, draw, and 

use a spoon, but when we play drums 

we need both of our hands to be equal-

ly skilled and coordinated to satisfy the 

musical demands for fast, precise, and un-

coupled movements. The same is true for 

timpanists, vibraphonists, congueros, and 

pianists, as well as surgeons, airline pilots, 

and athletes. Although some of these, and 

well as guitarists  and violinists, employ 

differing skill sets in each hand, those 

skills are equally demanding and demon-

strate the result of training and practice to 

reduce hand dominance asymmetry. This 

also applies to us in our everyday lives – 

we need both hands working together to 

drive a car, use a computer, and eat, even 

if the skills for each hand are different.

 The hands are our primary means of 

motor interaction with the environment. 

Their neural organization is fundamen-

tally asymmetric, meaning both sides 

of the body work together and can per-

form separate tasks simultaneously. In 

playing the drums, as with most musical 

instruments, we are heavily reliant on 

the development of motor skills and neu-

ral pathways in order to physically play. 

The notion of independence, interdepen-

dence, and simply playing single strokes 

are examples of this asymmetry. 

 This also applies to the use of our feet. 

Whether we’re playing rhythmic inde-

pendence with the left foot on the high 

hat, clavé rhythms with our left foot us-

ing a bracket and a cow bell, or right and 

left foot double-bass drum patterns, we 

benefit by having both feet equally de-

veloped physiologically and neurologi-

cally, and perfectly coordinated with our 

hands.

  We train our fingers, hands, and arms 

to work with our brains and nervous 

systems to enable us to achieve a level of 

control and fluency. The incredible phys-

ical dexterity, articulation, and timing 

that musicians are able to exact is aided, 

in part, by mechanoreceptors - neurosci-

entists’ term for sense organs. The highest 

concentration of these sense organs are 

in our hands and fingers, clearly essential 

to drumming. Equally important to this 

discussion, this tactile acuity is the same 

in both hands.8,9,10,11

 The high concentration of these sen-

sory receptors is what enables violinists, 

for example, to play the correct notes, in 

tune, with their left hand on a very small 

fretless fingerboard, accurately at breath-

taking speed. This is no small feat consid-

ering that the vast majority of them are 

“right-handed” and they’ve learned to do 

this with their non-dominant hand.

 According to Dr. Molly Gebrian, Pro-

fessor at the University of Arizona, and 

professional violist and researcher with a 

background in neuroscience...

 

All bowed string players (unless they have 

a severe abnormality on one side of their 

body) learn to play with the left hand fin-

gering the instrument and the right arm in 

charge of bowing. It’s irrelevant whether the 

student is right or left-handed. This is be-

cause the brain is highly plastic (changeable) 

and both the motor cortex (which controls 

voluntary movement) and the somatosenso-

ry cortex (which controls the perception of 

sensation from the body) change in response 

to how we use our bodies. In the brains of 

string players, for instance, the parts of the 

motor and somatosensory cortices that con-

trol the left-hand fingers are significantly 

bigger than the parts that control the right-

hand fingers. This is true whether someone 

is right or left-handed and it has developed 

in response to training. These areas are also 

bigger than in non-musicians.12

 Often, we drummers refer to the dom-

inant hand as our strong hand and our 

non-dominant as weak. These designa-

tions are most likely faulty. As evidence, 

you need only watch skilled drummers 

play and, regardless of the grip or stick 

technique they use, or how they set up 

their instrument, try to determine their 

strong and weak hand. Even more illus-

trative of the difficulty of this task, try 

asking a non-drummer to make this dis-

tinction. 

 The degree of handedness (dominant 

vs. non-dominant) as it affects drum-

ming is greatly altered through practice 

and training, and its neural basis changes 

over time. This means that how and what 

we do, and how we practice and play our 

instruments, produces dynamic changes 

to the cortex of the brain. Our brains and 

nervous systems adjust as a result of in-

put in the form of practice. 

Neuroplasticity can be viewed as a gener-

al umbrella term that refers to the brain’s 

ability to modify, change, and adapt both 

structure and function throughout life and 

in response to experience. 13

 Due to preference and more frequent 

use of the dominant hand over the 

non-dominant hand in everyday life, 
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the non-dominant hand may be slight-

ly weaker and less skilled when we first 

begin to play the drums. However, it can 

catch up very quickly and has the poten-

tial to become perfectly coordinated with, 

and equal to the dominant hand/arm 

through correct practice. For instance, 

when we first start to work on alternat-

ing singles, our dominant hand has better 

control and more strength. But, over time, 

the singles begin to even out. Eventually, 

and when practiced correctly, there is no 

discernible difference between the mo-

bility of the hands, evenness of strokes, 

and the sound produced. Again, our brain 

and body respond and change according 

to input and practice.

 Here’s another example: if we’ve been 

playing a certain rhythm with our right 

hand for a number of years (let’s say, the 

jazz ride cymbal pattern), and then we 

try to play the same rhythm with our left 

hand, we notice that it feels uncomfort-

able. This is not because our right hand 

has more innate fine motor control; it’s 

because our sensorimotor systems and 

brains have developed that skill in a nu-

anced way through lots of playing.14,15

 In fact, if you watch experienced jazz 

drummers playing jazz time on the ride 

with the ‘dominant’ RH, you’ll notice 

that the ‘non-dominant’ LH is playing 

intricate, continuously changing, shaded 

rhythms on the snare, toms, etc., often 

executing more difficult and precise work 

than the ‘strong’ hand. 

 Ironically, if we consider handedness 

as an important issue in how we ap-

proach playing, we actually may be able 

to progress faster by reversing the roles 

of our hands. In other words, the more 

dynamic, changing, nuanced rhythmic 

elements could, perhaps be more quickly 

learned and played by the dominant RH, 

while using the non-dominant LH for the 

less-changing, less-active elements (jazz 

time, straight 8ths, etc). 

 Consider this: let’s say we’re ‘right-hand-

ed’ and playing a funk pattern. The right 

hand plays 8th notes on the high hat or 

ride cymbal and the left hand plays 2 & 4 

along with some ghost notes on the snare. 

If we try the same pattern but switch the 

rhythmic roles to the opposite hand, we’ll 

notice that our right hand does not have 

the same degree of control of those ghost 

notes as our left hand. In addition, the 

left (non-dominant) hand feels awkward 

even though it may be playing straight 

8th notes. If our dominant hand holds all 

of the fine motor skills this switch should 

present no problem. So why does it not 

sound or feel as good? Simply, our brain 

responds to input, and the techniques 

we’ve used to play that pattern through 

years of repetition are deeply ingrained 

in our sensorimotor systems.16

 Of course, we could re-learn that pat-

tern by switching hands, but what would 

be the point of doing that? That neural 

memory has developed in us  through 

time and practice, so the benefits of 

changing course are, debatably, slim to 

none.

 The bottom line here is that our hands 

become very skilled through consistent 

practice because our brains respond to 

input.17,18,19,20 There are multiple learn-

ing styles and how we learn and which 

of these we use depends a great deal on 

what we’re learning. We can have multi-

ple learning styles and even use aspects of 

all of them, but for the most part we are 

visual.21, 22, 23

 Seeing primes the body for doing, 

which is one reason so many beginners, 

and even non-drummers, assume that 

crossing the RH over the LH to play on 

the high hat is the correct way. This is a 

form of visual learning by imitation.24 

Although we’ve adapted and made that 

work, it is neither correct nor incorrect, 

but rather just one way to play.

 We all know that many techniques 

drummers use and have used over the 

years have been handed down over 

many decades. Some of these techniques 

are typically not the result of research 

into how our bodies actually move and 

how our brains and nervous systems 

work. Most of us have learned through 

observing, or being told, that if we’re 

‘right-handed’, that’s the hand that should 

be playing on the high hat by crossing 

over the left hand playing on the snare. 

Many of us have done this without ques-

tion for decades, thereby creating a few 

unnecessary challenges for ourselves by 

believing that this cross-handed method 

of playing is the ‘correct way’ instead of 

it being ‘one way’ to play. If we’ve been 

crossing the right hand over the left to 

play on the high hat we can continue to 

do that. If we don’t encounter problems 

and if we feel comfortable and uncompro-

mised playing that way, there is no need 

to change. However, if we want to exper-

iment with some new patterns playing 

open-handed with the left hand on the 

high hat (or any sound on the left side of 

the kit) while moving the right hand free-

ly around the right side of the kit, then 

we should practice and develop them that 

way. Whichever technique we decide to 

use (crossed or open-handed), it should be 

determined by how and what we want to 

play, and not because we think that we’re 

right or left handed. 

 Related to handedness is the concept 

that a drum kit should be set up different-

ly for a ‘left-handed’ person. If you’ve set 

up this way for your entire career, then 

keep playing that way. However, given 

the ideas presented above, it is my belief 

that beginners not arrange a drum kit dif-

ferently on the basis of perceived hand 

dominance. Pianos, vibraphones, timpani, 

saxophones, violins, etc. are not designed 

differently for ‘righties’ and ‘lefties’ - they 

don’t need to be, nor does a drum kit. 

Adapting, adjusting, learning, and enjoy-

ing playing the drums is within every-

one’s reach regardless of which hand you 

write your name with. Renowned vibra-

phonist Tony Micelli states that whether 

playing with two or four mallets, 

Our hands assume roles because of the 

layout of the instrument, it doesn’t matter 

if we think we’re right- or left-handed, our 

hands must be equally skilled. 

 Eight-time Grammy nominee as a lead-

er, famed Latin and Jazz drummer, per-

cussionist Bobby Sanabria states that... 



    PERCUSSIVE NOTES ONLINE RESEARCH EDITION . VOLUME II        9

Regardless of which hand might be your 

dominant hand, in order to play drums, 

congas, timbales, bongos, vibes, marimba, 

timpani, and any type of percussion at a 

high level, you can’t have a weak hand. You 

need to have them both functioning pretty 

much evenly. And if you’re talking specifi-

cally about the drum set? That means your 

feet as well. With that in mind, a good piece 

of advice, and I’m serious, is learn how to 

dance.

 Don Liuzzi, principal timpanist with 

the Philadelphia Orchestra, considers the 

timpani...

To be a 2-handed instrument that requires 

both hands to be highly skilled.

 Professor Liuzzi is a right-handed per-

son who has trained his left hand to do 

more work, in part by using the Amer-

ican system with the low drum on left 

side thereby forcing the left hand to play 

stronger on the low drum. 

 

I also encourage my students to practice 

at the drum set  placing the ride cymbal on 

left side and practicing “riding” with the left 

hand, developing better dexterity. 

 Due to an injury, Don had to quickly in-

corporate an amended technical grip for a 

few months, creating a new neural path-

way. It is a grip he still occasionally uses, 

enabling him to continue to perform at a 

high level.

  Personally, I have 40+ years of playing 

the high hat mostly with my right hand, 

and it could take years for me to develop 

the same feel and comfort by switching. 

However, I do practice new rhythmic pat-

terns and even some common grooves 

open-handed if this allows my right hand 

to move more freely around the drums. 

There are no physiological or neurologi-

cal reasons stopping or inhibiting any of 

us from trying new techniques, and unfa-

miliarity with a different way of playing 

can be expected.

 As I mentioned earlier, the science of 

neuroplasticity is a fact - the brain is ‘plas-

tic’ and mutable, and it changes based on 

what we do, think, intensely experience, 

learn, study, and practice. Dr. Trisha Strat-

ford, a clinical neuro-psychotherapist, au-

thor, and university lecturer, states that 

it can take, on average, 8 weeks to begin 

to develop a new neural pathway (a way 

of playing something new).25 However, in 

some cases, depending on the complexity 

of the activity, it can take three or more 

months for a new brain map, equal in 

complexity to an old one, to be created in 

the motor cortex.

 If you do develop a new neural memo-

ry (sometimes called muscle memory), it 

doesn’t negate the other pathways. In fact, 

learning something new is aided by what 

you’ve already learned and will make 

the new learning quicker. Skill learning 

consists not only of the learning process 

itself, but also the ability to transfer what 

has been learned to new conditions and 

task variants (savings of learning). This is 

sometimes called “transfer of learning.”26 

There is also growing evidence that both 

sides of the brain work hard to learn the 

rhythms and ‘roles’ designed and intend-

ed for the opposite hand, even if you 

rarely play it that way. All those years of 

practicing something with one of your 

hands has actually inadvertently trans-

ferred some, or much, of that ‘vocabulary’, 

or skill to the other hand automatically.27, 

28, 29

 Given all of this, I believe that the drum 

set is neither a right or left-handed in-

strument and the learning, practice, per-

formance, and set-up reflect that in order 

to maximize development. A little bit of 

research, questioning, and fact-finding 

will help us all separate fact from fiction 

and enable more informed choices about 

technique, learning, playing methods, 

and equipment set-up. Handedness, mo-

tor control, skill development, and com-

putational and experimental approaches 

to human movement are complex and 

intriguing issues, as well fascinating areas 

of research which remain ongoing and 

dynamic.

Neuroscientists, psychologists, geneti-

cists, medical professionals and others 

including Jorn Diedrichssen, PhD., West-

ern Research Chairfor Motor Control and 

Computational Neuroscience, University 

of Western Ontario, Daniel Wolpert, PhD., 

Professor of Neuroscience and member 

of the Zuckerman Mind Brain and Be-

havior Institute at Columbia University, 

and Dr. John Krakauer, Professor of Neu-

rology and Neuroscience, and Director of 

the Center for the Study of Motor Learn-

ing and Brain Repair at Johns Hopkins 

are among the leaders in these areas. 

Although the full story continues to un-

ravel, much is already known and we can 

use that to our advantage as players and 

teachers as we develop, think, question, 

and learn throughout our lifetimes.
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Comparison of Online and in 
Person Group Drumming as a 
Medium to Support Social and 
Emotional Learning of 
University Students
by K Michelle Lewis

ith growing rates of 

anxiety, stress, and 

community isolation 

caused by the coro-

navirus pandemic, individuals are seek-

ing ways to connect that are engaging, 

safe, and emotionally satisfying. Mental 

health concerns are rising for university 

students in the United States and abroad. 

According to (Lipsen et al., 2022), the men-

tal health of university students has wors-

ened between 2013 to 2021.1 Wang et al. 

(2020) noted the most diagnosed mental 

disorders in college students were stress, 

anxiety, and depression.2

 Currently, group drumming is being 

used as a tool to facilitate well-being in a 

variety of populations including, but not 

limited to older adults,3 mental health 

service users,4 trauma practitioners, coun-

selors, at-risk students,5 college students6,7 

and children.8

 Substantial research has been accu-

mulated demonstrating the health and 

wellness benefits of drumming.4,5,6,7,3,8 

These benefits include but are not limit-

ed to stress reduction,9 communication,10 

boosted immune system11 creative expres-

sion,12 and improved mood states.12  Roy et 

al. (2020) found that mood and demeanor 

positively increased in older adults from 

Hong Kong with and without dementia 

in a single African drumming session.3 

The instrumentation for the African 

drumming sessions included djembes and 

dununs. The facilitator taught African 

musical techniques such as polyrhythms, 

call and response, improvisation, singing, 

and movement. Drumming uplifts people 

when the mood is dark, when commu-

nications break down when people seek 

common ground, and when people need 

one another the most.10  “Music, rhythm, 

and dance enhance self-esteem, ensure a 

healthy workout, stimulate minds, boost 

creative potential, make us laugh, and 

connect us on many levels.”10 

 Bittman et al. (2003) found that recre-

ational music-making (RMM) using the 

Remo HealthRHYTHMS RMM group 

drumming protocol improved mood 

states and significantly reduced burnout 

in long-term care workers.12 The Remo 

HealthRHYTHMS RMM protocol is an 

evidence-based group drumming proto-

col consisting of ten steps led by a trained 

facilitator. Participants in a study by Ben-

simon & Amir (2007) reported that group 

drumming at an extremely loud level 

during improvisations provided a space 

Abstract

W

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of group-based drumming for both online and in vivo on a person’s mood. 

Thirty-eight college music majors participated in the Remo HealthRHYTHMS Recreational Music Making (RMM) Protocol and re-

ceived both a pretest and posttest using the Brief Mood Introspection Scale. The students were grouped using convenience sampling 

of two intact classes for the groups in vivo and online. A significant statistical difference was found between pretests and posttests in 

both groups resulting in enhanced mood states after receiving the group drumming intervention. However, there were no significant 

statistical differences found between post-tests for the groups.
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to channel rage that was followed with 

feelings of relief, satisfaction, and empow-

erment.13 Koyama et al. (2009) discovered 

that recreational music-making using the 

RMM protocol improved the mood of 

both young and aging Japanese men and 

women.14

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL 
LEARNING
 Social and emotional learning (SEL) in 

education has been around for at least two 

decades and can be traced back to social 

learning theory15 and emotional intelli-

gence.16,17,18 Social and emotional learning 

is defined as the process by which adults 

and children manage and recognize emo-

tions, develop healthy identities, set and 

achieve goals, feel and show empathy to-

wards others, maintain and establish sup-

portive relationships, and make responsi-

ble and caring decisions.19, 20 Social learning 

theory illuminates the importance of ob-

serving and modeling the social aspects 

of others as a path to influencing one’s be-

havior.15 Social learning theory connects 

to social-emotional learning because it is 

about building one’s self-efficacy, which 

is the confidence in one’s abilities.21 Emo-

tional intelligence was first addressed in 

the mid-1980s to 1990s with the publi-

cation of Gardner’s  book Frames of Mind 
22 and Goleman’s book,  Emotional Intelli-

gence.17 Gardner (1983) proposed that in-

dividuals have seven types of intelligence, 

including logical-mathematical, linguistic, 

musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, inter-

personal, and intrapersonal.22 Of these 

multiple intelligences, interpersonal and 

intrapersonal connect with emotional 

intelligence. Interpersonal intelligence 

builds the capacity to understand others’ 

desires, moods, or emotions, and intraper-

sonal builds the capacity to be self-aware 

of emotions, values, and beliefs.16 

 For the past two decades, researchers 

have studied the social and emotional 

benefits of group drumming for various 

populations such as low-income chil-

dren,23 preschool children,24 adolescents,25 

Aboriginal women,26 Native Americans,27 

and aging adults.3 There have also been 

various group drumming interventions 

that target the social and emotional 

well-being of participants.28,29,30,24 

 Drumming is frequently recommend-

ed as a complementary intervention in 

health and human services31 and has been 

found to promote social29 and emotional 

health.4  The following group drumming 

interventions have shown positive 

improvements in the social and emotional 

well-being of the participants researched. 

The Remo HealthRHYTHMS RMM proto-

col, is an evidence-based group empow-

erment drumming program that consists 

of ten steps that participants are guided 

through by a trained facilitator to ex-

plore personal expression and communi-

cation.32 Drums Alive is a research-based 

program that utilizes a multi-disciplinary 

approach to wellness including dance, 

music, drumming, mindfulness, fitness, 

physical education, relaxation, and inclu-

sion strategies.28 The Holyoake DRUM-

BEAT program was developed to provide 

a safe container to release emotion as 

well as connection and belonging to the 

community in response to isolation.29 

Faulkner (2017) connects his Rhythm to 

Recovery model of rhythmic music and 

movement to social and emotional learn-

ing through mindfulness and cognitive 

reflection.30 His drumming exercises use 

rhythm as a metaphor for things that we 

experience in our day-to-day lives. The 

use of the drum to express emotions in 

the Rhythm to Recovery model is utilized 

in a playful way where individuals play 

their emotions on the drum and the oth-

er participants play the opposite emotion 

back to them. Ho et al. (2011) used  Beat 

the Odds, a research-based school coun-

selor-led group drumming program for 

low-income Latino youth.24 Researchers 

in this study incorporated drumming ac-

tivities and counseling focused on team 

building, attention, awareness of self and 

others, stress and anger management, and 

leadership skills. From these studies, re-

searchers have demonstrated that group 

drumming is an effective tool for enhanc-

ing the social and emotional well-being of 

participants.

 The literature represented serves the 

purpose of introducing two primary 

concepts—the connections of Social and 

Emotional Learning (SEL) to group drum-

ming and the facilitation of online recre-

ational music-making. In January 2021, 

music therapist Christine Stevens offered 

a Remo HealthRHYTHMS ONLINE Proto-

col Professional Development training for 

HealthRHYTHMS facilitators. The train-

ing consisted of an online version of the 

original ten steps of the protocol modified 

for online participants. There were many 

similarities between both the online and 

in vivo HealthRHYTHMS protocol.32 The 

similarities were the teaching of the ten 

steps of the protocol and healing rhythms 

to facilitate in a variety of groups rang-

ing from schools, hospitals, and recovery 

centers. The differences between the in 

vivo and online protocol are the technical 

considerations, such as the online studio, 

and virtual facilitation on the Zoom con-

ferencing platform. 

  The application of this study speaks 

to the effectiveness of online learning 

and therapeutic environments for music 

educators, drum circle facilitators, home 

school populations, businesses, and music 

therapists. Before the Covid-19 pandem-

ic, music learning through social media 

platforms showed promising results for 

facilitation in remote places.33 During the 

Covid-19 pandemic, researchers showed 

promising results enriching synchronous 

music lessons with asynchronous mu-

sic lessons.34 Other advantages of remote 

learning spaces are that some students 

feel safer in an online environment than 

in a traditional classroom.35 A larger por-

tion of the population can be reached 

and the effectiveness of recreational 

music-making interventions can be ex-

plored.36 The purpose of this study was 

to investigate the effects of both online 

and in vivo group-based drumming on a 

person’s mood. The researchers chose the 

Remo HealthRHYTHMS RMM protocol 

because of its credibility and its many 

applications. The applications include 

but are not limited to music therapy set-

tings, hospitals, schools, aging centers, and 
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more. The main goal of the study was to 

better understand the effects on mood of 

using the online Remo HealthRHYTHMS 

Recreational Music Making (RMM) Proto-

col.  A secondary goal was to gain insight 

into how each participant’s emotions var-

ied when experiencing the protocol on-

line and in vivo. 

FIGURE 1
BMIS items and scales they fall under

The Four BMIS Factor-Based Subscales: Two Pairs of Scales

Pair 1: Unrotated Two-Factor Solution Pair 2: Varimax-Rotated Two-Factor Solution

The 16 
BMIS 

Mood Adj.

Pleasant – Unpleasant Arousal – Calm Positive – Tired Negative – Relaxed

Positively-
Worded 

Items

Negatively- 
Worded 

Items

Positively-
Worded 

Items

Negatively-
 Worded 

Items

Positively-
Worded 

Items

Negatively-
 Worded 

Items

Positively-
Worded 

Items

Negatively-
 Worded 

Items

Lively X X X

Happy X

Sad X X X

Tired X X X

Caring X X X

Content X

Gloomy X X X

Jittery X X X

Drowsy X X

Grouchy X

Peppy X X X

Nervous X X X

Calm X X X

Loving X X X

Fed up X X X

Active X X X

Totals

PW Items 8 10 5 5

NW Items 8 2 2 1

Scale Total 16 12 7 6

METHOD
 Descriptive statistics for both the on-

line and in vivo participants (N = 38) are 

seen in Table 1. There were (n = 14) music 

education majors, (n = 14) music therapist 

majors, (n = 4) music education/perfor-

mance (double majors), and (n = 1) music 

performance major enrolled in a large 

university in the Midwest United States. 

Five students did not respond with their 

descriptive information. Two intact class-

es received the intervention (RMM proto-

col) with one online (n = 20 ) and the other 

in vivo (n = 18). The ages of the participants 

ranged from eighteen to forty-three years 

old with a mean age of twenty-one. The 

genders represented were male (n = 14), 

female (n = 17), non-binary (n = 2), and no 

response (n = 5).

PROCEDURE
 In this study, I used the Brief Mood In-

trospection Scale (BMIS), an open-source 

assessment of 16 moods used in psychol-

ogy research to measure the participant’s 

mood before and after each online and 

in vivo group drumming session.37 (Fig-

ure 1). This scale in its original form con-

Year in School Gender Age Range Major

Freshman     18 Male                  14 18–43 Music Education                14

Sophomore   1 Female             17 Music Ed/Performance   4

Junior             12 Non-Binary    2 Music Performance           1

Senior              2 No response    5 Music Therapy                   14

No response  5 No response                         5

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics for the Pretest online and in vivo
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FIGURE 2
Pre-test and Post-test using Meddis responses of the BMIS mood assessment

(definitely 

do not feel)

(do not feel) (slightly feel) (definitely 

feel)

Lively XX X V VV

Happy XX X V VV

Sad XX X V VV

Tired XX X V VV

Caring XX X V VV

Content XX X V VV

Gloomy XX X V VV

Jittery XX X V VV

Drowsy XX X V VV

Grouchy XX X V VV

Peppy XX X V VV

Nervous XX X V VV

Calm XX X V VV

Loving XX X V VV

Fed up XX X V VV

Active XX X V VV

Choose the response on the scale below that indicates how well each adjective or phrase describes 
your present mood.

FIGURE 3
Recreational music making group drumming protocol

Building Blocks Time Description

1. Introducing the program 1 min. Create an open environment, establish credibility

2. Wellness Exercise 3 min. Breathwork, stretches, and relaxation

3. Breaking the ice 5–8 min. Steady beat game calling out different beats to play on

4. ABC’s of drumming 5 min. Introduction to drumming basics

5. Rhythmic naming 5 min. Participants play their names on their instruments and everyone echoes

6. Entrainment building 10 min. Facilitator leads participants in echoing rhythm patterns and one by one indi-

viduals layer improvised rhythms on top of each other to produce a collective 

rhythm

7. Inspirational beats 8 min. Drumming responses for individuals facing challenges

8. Guided Imagery Drumming 5 min. Guided meditation imagining travel to a happy place in nature while drum-

ming

9. Wellness Exercise 2 min. Breathwork, stretches, and relaxation noting any changes felt

10. The finale 2 min. Reflection and expression time

tains two sets of scales: one that measures 

Pleasantness-Unpleasantness and one 

that measures Arousal-Calm dimensions. 

The other way it can be used is to measure 

positive and negative affect. In this study, I 

implemented the recommended Pleasant-

ness-Unpleasantness scale using a 4-point 

Likert-like scale with reverse scoring 

suggested by Cavallero et al., 2019.38 This 

instrument appears to be widely used 39,40 

and represents a reliable mood assess-

ment according to (Cavallero et al., 2019).38 

 Both the online students (n = 20) and 

in vivo students (n = 18) were given the 

(BMIS) as a pre-test using a Google form 

(Figure 2). Then, they were provided with 

the Recreational Music Making (RMM) 

protocol (Figure 3). The in vivo students 

were also given the BMIS pretest using 

paper and pencil, then were provided the 

RMM protocol followed by the paper and 

pencil post-test.

 The researcher in this study was also 

the instructor for both groups and has 

been trained in facilitating the Remo 

HealthRHYTHMS protocol. I used the 

Remo HealthRHYTHMS ten step proto-

col as the independent variable (Figure 

3). The ten-step protocol consisted of in-

troducing the program, wellness exercise, 

breaking the ice, the ABCs of drumming, 

rhythmic naming, entrainment building 

(synchronized and coordination of differ-

ent rhythms), inspirational beats, guided 

imagery drumming, wellness exercise, 

and the finale.35 The facilitation of the pre-

test, recreational music-making protocol, 

and post-test lasted approximately 50 

minutes.

 For the introduction, I established 

credibility and trust with participants 

by reviewing the health and wellness 

benefits of group drumming and encour-

aged participants to experience equality, 

self-love, and to have an open mind. To 

begin the protocol, I started with a well-

ness exercise that lasted approximately 

three minutes. I played recorded hand 
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FIGURE 4
Reverse Scoring Example

1. Convert the Meddis response scale (XX, X, V, VV) to numbers: 

XX = 1

X = 2

V = 3

VV = 4

2. Next, reverse score the responses for: Drowsy, Fed up, Gloomy, Grouchy, Jittery, 

Nervous, Sad, and Tired.

That is, recode, such that:

XX = 4

X =3

V = 2

VV = 1

3. Now, add up the scores for all 16 items to obtain the scale score. The sum is the total 

score on the Pleasantness-Unpleasantness scale.

Score the Pleasantness-Unpleasantness scale using these steps:

pan music as participants followed me in 

touching their hearts and stomachs for 

three calming breaths. Participants were 

invited to close their eyes or lower their 

gaze as they inhaled peace and exhaled 

love. In addition to breathing, partici-

pants did light stretches of their wrists, 

forearms, necks, and side bodies (muscles 

along the side of the body from the lower 

back to the shoulders). For the breaking 

the ice exercise, we played a steady beat 

game calling out beats one, two, three, 

and four to play on as designated by the 

facilitator with recorded music online 

and without music in vivo. This exercise 

lasted approximately three minutes and 

included responding to dynamic changes 

from soft to loud to soft. During the ABCs 

of drumming, participants learned how 

and where to strike the drums. The drums 

used in this study consisted of Remo Fi-

berskyn 16-inch frame drums and vari-

ous-sized Remo Tubanos supplied by the 

students and the university. For the frame 

drums, students were instructed to hold 

the drum in their non-dominant hand 

and strike it with their dominant hand. 

The students learned three tones on the 

frame drum called the doum, tek, and kah. 

For the tubanos, students used both hands 

to play the drums. The three tones taught 

were the bass, open tone, and slap.  The 

rhythmic naming exercise consisted of 

each person playing the rhythm of their 

name one at a time, while participants 

echoed back to one another. In the en-

trainment-building exercise, participants 

listened to the rhythm of the facilitator, 

kept a steady beat in their body, and lay-

ered their unique rhythm into the group 

one person at a time. This exercise lasted 

approximately five minutes. In the inspi-

rational beats segment of the protocol, I 

asked the participants to play the answer 

to the following question on their drums. 

“How has isolation from Covid-19 made 

you feel this past year?” The students re-

sponded to the question on their drums. 

One student demonstrated his feeling on 

his drum to the class and in return, the 

class echoed. Upon echoing his response, 

I asked the students to respond with how 

they felt playing his rhythmic answer. I 

asked the students if anyone else had felt 

this way, and many students responded 

positively to the question. The person 

who shared their answer on the drum 

then responded with how they were feel-

ing. 

 The next step in the protocol is called 

guided imagery drumming. In guided im-

agery drumming, the participants are in-

vited to take a deep breath and close their 

eyes. I gave participants an option to play 

along softly or sit and listen to the guided 

meditation. As I guided participants on a 

journey into nature, the drumming played 

in unison throughout, built to an impro-

vised section, and came to a soft closing as 

the journey came to an end. Upon closing 

this segment of the protocol, everyone 

was invited to take three calming breaths 

as they did at the beginning and put them-

selves in a reflective mindset. Students 

were asked to complete the post-test and 

provide a one-word response as to how 

they felt at that moment after completing 

the HealthRHYTHMS protocol.

DATA ANALYSIS
 Of the sixteen mood adjectives, eight 

positive mood adjectives and eight neg-

ative mood adjectives were assessed us-

ing the Brief Mood Introspection Scale 

(BMIS)37 Participants in both online and 

in vivo groups were given a pre-test and 

post-test using the BMIS. Data were col-

lected through Google Forms for the 

online participants and by a paper and 

pencil assessment for in vivo participants. 

The data were transferred into a Micro-

soft Excel spreadsheet and were scored 

using the recommended reverse-scoring 

method (Figure 4).38 The sixteen mood ad-

jectives, known as Meddis responses were 

converted to numerical values.42 Then, 

the reverse scores were input for respons-

es containing drowsy, fed up, gloomy, 

grouchy, jittery, nervous, sad, and tired 

according to the appropriate usage of the 

instrument. Upon completion of the re-

verse scoring method, I added all sixteen 

number responses per participant to ob-

tain the Pleasantness-Unpleasantness 

scale score for each participant. The sum 

is the total score on the Pleasantness-Un-

pleasantness Scale. Figure 4 displays the 

range of the minimum and maximum 

response values for the BMIS Pleasant-

ness-Unpleasantness Scale. Then, data 

were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 

(Version 26) predictive analytics software.

 According to (Cavallero, R. et al., 2019), 

the BMIS Pleasantness/Unpleasantness 

(PU) has a high-reliability coefficient (r > 

.80) as compared to the Arousal and Calm 

mood scale (AC).38 The PU mood scale was 

found to be a valid and reliable assess-
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Pre-test

N          M         SD

Post-test 

N           M          SD        Significance Level

in vivo (dependent) 18        41.0      7.2 18        47.2       6.3       .001*

online (dependent) 20        46.4      6.9 20        51.3       7.0       .030*

in vivo (independent) 18        47.2       6.3       .07

online (independent) 20        51.3       7.0       .07

TABLE 2
Dependent Pre-test and Post-test and Independent Post-test

*p <.05

Pre-test

N          M         SD

Post-test 

N           M          SD        Significance Level

in vivo and online

(combined)

38        43.8      7.5 38        49.4       6.9       .000*

TABLE 3
Dependent combined pre-test and post-tests

*p <.05

ment tool to measure current mood and 

is recommended for future use (Cavallaro, 

R. et al., 2019).38 The data were analyzed 

for descriptive statistics and four possible 

t-tests:  pre-tests and post-tests for both 

the in vivo and online groups.  A test for 

differences between the two groups using 

post-test data, and if no statistically signifi-

cant difference (SSD) is found between the 

two groups then they will be combined to 

look at the pre-tests and post-tests for all 

participants.  

RESULTS
 The mean values of the pre-post-inter-

vention data and mood pleasantness-un-

pleasantness scale scores can be seen in 

Table 2. Pre-test and post-test data suggest 

an increase in mood pleasantness in both 

online and in vivo groups; the post-test 

results for online and in vivo showed no 

significant statistical differences in mood 

affect between the groups. In statistical 

terms, the lack of significant statistical 

differences means that the finding can 

reliably exclude a worthwhile differ-

ence. Therefore, I combined pre-test and 

post-test scores as shown in Table 3. The 

combined in-vivo and online pre-test and 

post-test results showed a significant sta-

tistical difference. A significant statistical 

difference means the result is not attribut-

ed by chance. 

 The first analysis (Table 2) was the de-

pendent pre-test (n =18) and post-test (n 

=18) in vivo. The results from the in vivo 

pre-test (M = 41.0, SD = 7.2) and in vivo 

post-test (M = 47.2, SD = 6.3) mood assess-

ment indicate enhanced pleasant-un-

pleasantness scores resulting in signif-

icant differences t(17) = 4.0, p < .001. The 

alpha level was set at .05 for all statistical 

tests demonstrating that there were sig-

nificant statistical differences between 

the pre-tests and post-tests of students 

who were in vivo. 

 The second set analyzed (Table 2) was 

the dependent pre-test (n = 20) and post-

tests (n = 20) for the online group. The 

results from the online pre-test (M = 46.4, 

SD = 6.9) and online post-test (M = 51.3, 

SD = 7.0) mood assessment indicate en-

hanced pleasant-unpleasantness scores 

(enhanced mood states) also resulted in 

differences within the group t(38) = 3.9,  

p < .030. The alpha level, also known as 

the significance level, is used in hypothe-

sis tests. Usually, these tests are set at .05 

to avoid making a type I or type II error. 

Therefore, the alpha level was set at .05 

demonstrating that there were significant 

statistical differences between the pre-

tests and post-tests in the online drum-

ming group resulting in enhanced mood 

states after the participants received the 

group drumming intervention.

 In the third set analyzed (Table 2), the 

independent post data and mood pleas-

antness-unpleasantness scale scores are 

given with results in Table 3. The results 

from the in vivo post-test (M = 47.2, SD = 

6.3) and online post-test (M = 51.3, SD = 

7.0) mood assessment indicate enhanced 

mood in the online group, resulting in no 

differences between the groups t(36) = 

1.9, p > .07. This indicates improved mood 

states from both the online and in vivo 

groups, resulting in further analysis. Ac-

cordingly, I combined the online and in 

vivo pre-test scores and post-test scores 

for both groups.

 The fourth set analyzed (Table 3) the 

combined online and in vivo pre-test (M = 

43.8, SD = 7.5) and post-test (M = 49.4, SD = 

6.9) mood assessment for (N = 38). The re-

sults indicate that there was an improve-

ment in mood-pleasantness, t(37) = 5.0, p 

<.000. There were significant statistical 

differences between the pre-tests and 

post-tests for the combined online and in 

vivo groups, resulting in enhanced mood 

states overall. 

DISCUSSION
 Although this study used a different 

mood assessment scale than Koyama, 

(2019) and Mungus & Silverman (2014), it is 

consistent with improved mood states.14,7 

The present study found an improvement 

in mood states for university students 

using the Remo HealthRHYTHMS Rec-

reational Music Making (RMM) Protocol 

and Brief Mood Introspection Scale for 

online and in vivo groups. What many 

thought impersonal at first appeared to be 

effective both in person and in an online 

setting. The results of the independent 

post-tests found no significant statistical 

differences between the online and in 

vivo groups. This illustrates that mood 

pleasantness-unpleasantness scores were 

similar between the online and in vivo 

groups. This brings validity to the effec-

tiveness of the online RMM protocol and 
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provides facilitators with another avenue 

to assist their clients. 

 The existence of a comfortable environ-

ment may have put students at ease lead-

ing to significant pre-test and post-test 

gains for online group drumming.35 The 

increase in mood pleasantness in both 

online and in vivo participants appears to 

be aligned with the effect that consistent 

repetitive rhythm has on a person’s brain 

wave frequencies.6 The mind begins to fo-

cus attention on the rhythm and starts to 

lower cortisol levels, also lowering stress.6 

At the time of this study, there appear to 

be no known studies of this kind being 

performed with the RMM protocol online. 

It is important to note that earlier studies 

with in vivo participants are consistent 

with these results.14, 7 These results were 

somewhat expected because this group 

drumming protocol has been well-re-

searched.12,14 Also, much has been learned 

over the past year about the positive and 

negative aspects of online music-making 

due to the coronavirus pandemic.35

 The benefits of facilitating an online 

group drumming protocol provide more 

people the ability to receive social and 

emotional assistance. It is beneficial for 

teachers, counselors, group drumming fa-

cilitators, music therapists, students, com-

munity members, and others who seek to 

use this as a tool to improve the emotional 

well-being of themselves and others. The 

ability to facilitate an online group drum-

ming RMM protocol also serves the pur-

pose of reaching more individuals than 

the traditional in vivo experience.

LIMITATIONS AND 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH
 While these findings are positive and 

favor in vivo and online group drumming 

experiences using the RMM group drum-

ming protocol as a mood enhancer, there 

are limitations to this study. The present 

study utilized convenience sampling of 

college music majors with between four 

to sixteen years of music-making expe-

rience. Future studies should consider 

using adolescents and older adults with 

little musical experience to determine if 

the protocol affects their mood when be-

ing taken online. In this study, the musical 

experience of participants could have giv-

en them an advantage because they were 

familiar with rhythmic music-making. 

Further limitations include the number 

of participants sampled. Since there was 

no opportunity to randomize participants, 

convenience sampling was used which 

led to a limited number of participants 

available to take part in the study. 

 In this study, the researcher was also 

the facilitator of the group drumming 

intervention. Since I was a trained Remo 

HealthRHYTHMS facilitator, I felt it was 

important to implement the RMM proto-

col consistently between the online and 

in vivo groups. Therefore, I chose to im-

plement the protocol. To address research-

er bias, I consistently reflected on and 

monitored my subjectivity.41 Monitoring 

my subjectivity increased my awareness 

and helped me to keep an open mind 

throughout the research process allowing 

me to expand my knowledge. For future 

research studies, suggestions would be for 

the researcher to train facilitators to use 

the RMM protocol to eliminate potential 

researcher bias.

 Suggestions for future research would 

be to use a larger sample, and a participant 

pool of diverse ages, musical experienc-

es, and cultures with the RMM protocol. 

Using a larger sample would allow more 

quality data to be collected, increase the 

power of the test, eliminate errors, and 

pinpoint outliers. Including diverse ages, 

experience levels, and cultures will fur-

ther future research studies and advance-

ments for underrepresented groups. Par-

ticipants online who played with found 

sounds (homemade instruments found 

in the home) in place of a drum may have 

had a different experience than if they 

had a drum. Future studies would benefit 

from everyone having a drum to eliminate 

confounding variables in the data. Using 

an easily understood mood assessment 

with pictures for diverse age groups, and 

providing drums for participants online 

who may not have a drum would also be 

beneficial for future research. This would 

allow more consistency in the study and 

create fewer variables, especially with 

playing the drums and understanding the 

assessment tool. 

 What is of particular interest is that 

the university students participating in 

the study were in a stressful time of year 

when this study began. According to the 

pre-test and post-test results, both the in 

vivo and online students’ moods showed 

improvement from the beginning of the 

group drumming protocol to the end. In 

future studies, it would be beneficial to 

disaggregate the data for each mood to 

help researchers in understanding which 

moods were affected the most by the pro-

tocol. Breaking down the data into small-

er parts can also provide information on 

similarities and differences in moods be-

tween various demographic groups. This 

is essential information to know because 

it provides drum circle facilitators with 

clear evidence of the effectiveness of the 

moods that were enhanced, as well as a 

purpose for using the protocol for the pop-

ulations they serve.

 The current research could also be 

pursued as a mixed-methods study. Add-

ing participant interviews that assist in 

analyzing whether online or in vivo is 

preferred; studying how participants felt 

throughout the protocol would bring an-

other perspective to this study. These sug-

gestions are integral in telling the story of 

why the RMM protocol was successful in 

enhancing moods both in vivo and online.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MUSIC 
EDUCATION
 The implications for music education 

are the social and emotional benefits of 

group drumming, and the importance of 

community drumming either presented 

online or in vivo, as it serves the purpose 

of reaching more individuals than in vivo 

alone. 

 The study appears to have discovered 

there is a positive effect of performing 

music online as evidenced by mood en-

hancement measures. The RMM protocol 

could be used with other instruments and 
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voices to see if they have the same effect 

on mood as group drumming does. The 

RMM protocol has the ability to be broken 

into small parts and be used as a warm-up 

and improvisational tool for instruments 

and voice. In addition, it can be used to 

improve the social and emotional well-be-

ing of students while educating them on 

elements of music is essential for music 

educators.
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Feedback Loops Between 
Drummers and Tap Dancers: 
Papa Jo Jones
by John MacDonald

Abstract
At the beginning of his 2023 interview on the 80/20 Drummer Podcast, renowned jazz drummer Gregory Hutchinson stressed the 

foundational importance of tap dancing in relation to jazz drumming, emphasizing rhythm and phrasing. Hutchinson is certainly 

not the first drummer to highlight this relationship, echoing often non-specific assertions of earlier jazz drummers, including Chick 

Webb, Max Roach, Buddy Rich, Louis Bellson, and Max Roach. This paper sheds light on the relationship between jazz drumming and 

tap dancing, centered around tap-dancing drummer Papa Jo Jones. Drawing on research by Marshall Stearns and Brian Harker relat-

ed to the comingled histories of jazz music and dance, I point towards the dialogic exchange of musical vocabulary and style between 

drummers and tap dancers, exemplified by several tracks in Jones’ solo album “The Drums” dedicated to his favorite tap dancers, Bill

Robinson, Eddie Rector, and “Baby” Laurence. Examination of transcriptions of these tracks aids in detailing their influence on Jones’ 

drumming style and, further, the influence of Jones’ drumming on tap dancing style. While focusing on the specific case of Papa Jo 

Jones, this paper sets the stage for further exploration of the broader relationship between tap dancing and drumming in jazz music.

INTRODUCTION
 There are numerous approaches to ex-

amining the development of jazz drum set 

vocabulary. Previous examinations have 

focused on tracing the influence of drum-

mers on other drummers and the similar 

influence of other instrumentalists on 

drummers.1 While musical analyses of 

this nature are crucial in illustrating a lin-

eage, they overlook the musical influence 

of non-musicians on the development of 

musical style. Many influential jazz musi-

cians, including Louis Armstrong, Thelo-

nious Monk, and Max Roach among oth-

ers, have spoken about the influence of 

tap dance on their personal style, without 

ever articulating the musical specifics of 

this influence. Examinations of the influ-

ence of tap dancing on the development 

of Louis Armstrong’s soloistic style by 

Brian Harker provide a foothold for fur-

ther studies of this nature.2 In this paper, 

I will focus on the career of tap dancer 

and drummer Papa Jo Jones to clarify the 

musical specifics of the relationship be-

tween jazz drumming and tap dancing. I 

briefly summarize the relevant historical 

background of tap dance and American 

rudimental drumming, centering around 

Jones’s “brushes” with tap dance, leading 

up to an analysis of three tracks dedicat-

ed to his favorite tap dancers found on 

his 1973 drum solo album, “The Drums.” 

After examining transcriptions of these 

tracks in comparison with tap dance per-

formances, it is shown to be likely that 

several of Jones’ innovations, such as the 

use of sweeping brushes on the snare 

drum and the sustained sound of time-

keeping on the ride cymbal, took heavy 

influence from various tap dancing styles. 

SETTING THE STAGE
Papa Jo Jones
 Papa Jo Jones (b. 1911, Chicago) worked 

as a tap dancer at carnival shows on the 

Vaudeville circuit at a young age.3  In an 

interview, he claimed that he was “the 

Tap Charleston champion of the United 

States” for two years.4 Jones was pres-

sured into joining Count (William) Basie’s 

band as a drummer, after initially think-

ing of himself “as a piano player who 

could also sing and dance.”5  

 Papa Jo Jones is recognized in the jazz 

community for having a significant influ-

ence on popular drum set style between 

the early jazz and swing eras, shifting 

timekeeping from the heavy “kick” (bass) 

drum accompanied by woodblock to 

lighter sounds from the hi-hat and brush-

es on the snare drum. In Jones’ own style, 

this dramatic change in drumming style 
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was largely inspired by tap and sand 

dancing, a style of dance where sand is 

sprinkled across the floor allowing the 

dancer to achieve a coarse, sustained 

sound by dragging their feet across the 

floor. Jones often spoke about the influ-

ence of tap dance on his playing, eventu-

ally recording several tracks on his album 

“The Drums” inspired by and dedicated 

to his favorite dancers. The subsequent 

generation of drummers took influence 

from Jones, and contemporary tap danc-

ers took influence from these drummers. 

Years later, Jones took influence from 

these young dancers, completing what 

I will call a feedback loop in this paper. 

As Jones is often credited for many fun-

damental principles of modern drum set 

playing, the impact of dance on his style 

has been surprisingly underrepresented 

in writing.  

Dancers and Drummers
 Though many influential drummers 

including Philly Jo Jones, Papa Jo Jones, 

Sid Catlett, Chick Webb, Max Roach, Bud-

dy Rich, Earl Palmer, and Steve Gadd have 

spoken openly (if sometimes non-specifi-

cally) about the importance of the rela-

tionship between tap and drumming, 

there is little scholarly work that exam-

ines the musical relationship between 

these coexistent rhythmic arts.6 The 

most closely related literature to the top-

ic at hand can be found in the latter half 

of chapter two of Brian Harker’s “Louis 

Armstrong’s Hot Five and Hot Seven Re-

cordings” and in chapter eight of Con-

stance Valis Hill’s “Tap Dancing America”. 

Harker examines the influence of rhythm 

tap on Louis Armstrong’s rhythmic lan-

guage, examining Armstrong’s rhythmic 

tendencies before and after his collabo-

rations with tap dancing act Brown and 

McGraw, among others.7 Hill approaches 

the issue from the viewpoint of dance, 

writing of the bebop-like characteristics 

of the rhythm tap style during the sixties. 

After recounting a heated dance battle 

between Groundhog Basie and Chuck 

Green accompanied by Jo Jones and Max 

Roach on the drum set, Hill writes of the 

influence of drummers on the style of 

tap dancer Baby Laurence, going so far 

as to assert that Laurence was “essen-

tially a great drummer.”8 Several other 

books, including Burt Korall’s “Drummin’ 

Men” and Robin D.G. Kelley’s “Thelonious 

Monk: The Life and Times of an American 

Original”, contain sections that similarly 

assert the influence of dancers on jazz 

musicians, though these assertions are 

conversational and non-analytic. Korall’s 

chapter on Jo Jones contains excerpts of 

interviews with Jones and several of his 

bandmates over the years speaking about 

the numerous ways that working closely 

with tap dancers influenced the styles of 

drummers in Kansas City. 

  In his 1973 solo album “The Drums”, 

Jones speaks about the influence of sever-

al drummers and dancers on his approach 

to drumming and then plays drum solos 

dedicated to each. The C side of the al-

bum, specifically tracks C3-C7 titled after 

several tap dancers, is critical to the dis-

cussion at hand because Jones repeated-

ly asserts the importance of several tap 

dancers to his style, though his brief in-

troductions do not fully express the spe-

cifics of this importance. Transcription 

and analysis of Jones’ solos on the tracks 

dedicated to tap dancers will provide 

deeper insight into what he considered to 

be the defining elements of their dancing. 

Examination of the solos dedicated to Bill 

Robinson and Eddie Rector will provide 

a clearer understanding of the feedback 

loop between the earliest dancers and 

Jones’s style. Jones’ style had a significant 

impact on the popular drum set style of 

the time, which, in turn, influenced the 

style of the subsequent generation of 

dancers and drummers. Ultimately, this 

stylistic development came full circle, 

feeding back into Jones’ style decades lat-

er through the drummer-like dancing of 

Baby Laurence. 

 Decades prior to this mixing of dance 

and drumming styles, drummers and 

dancers played very different roles as en-

tertainers. In the nightclubs of early 20th 

century New Orleans, dancers were the 

center of attention onstage while drum-

mers kept simple time, often situated 

behind horn players and dancers. Danc-

ers performed flashy, attention-grabbing 

steps; drummers played mostly quarter 

notes and didn’t take many solos, playing 

a more foundational role in the ensem-

ble.9 Early jazz drummer Zutty Singleton 

described the secondary role of drum-

mers in the ensemble, stating “We just 

kept the rhythm going and hardly ever 

took a solo”.10  

 Differences in style and function began 

to blur over time as the styles of drum-

mers and dancers converged around 

their shared repertoire. In other words, 

the more that dancers and drummers per-

formed together, the more influence each 

took from the other. It was especially com-

mon for big bands, such as those of Louis 

Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Chick Webb, 

and Count Basie, to regularly perform 

with tap dancers in nightclubs across the 

country, notably in Kansas City, where Jo 

Jones rose to prominence with the Count 

Basie Band.11 Pianist Jay McShann assert-

ed that Kansas City drummers played 

better than famous drummers from else-

where because of how often they played 

with dancers, continuing that “drummers 

and dancers get to understand each other, 

particularly if they work together for a 

while.”12   

 By the end of the swing era, tap and 

jazz drumming shared many musical el-

ements, such as phrasing, “rudimental” 

vocabulary, and stage presence. There 

were also notably greater differences be-

tween tap steps and drum rudiments at 

the beginning of the swing era compared 

to the notably more similar sets of steps 

and rudiments at the end of the swing 

era, some of which will be highlighted in 

the analysis portion of this paper. Though 

modern jazz drumming and tap dancing 

have stylistically diverged over time, they 

developed in a mutually influential man-

ner for much of the first half of the 20th 

century, constantly taking feedback from 

each other while musicians and dancers 

shared the same stages. 
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Jazz Drumming Styles in 
Relation to Tap
 As mentioned above, early drum set 

players simply “kept the rhythm going 

and hardly ever took a solo.”13 Papa Jo 

Jones is recognized in the drumming 

community as a major influence on shift-

ing the standard timekeeping pattern 

from heavy quarter notes on the bass 

drum, press rolls on the snare drum, and 

lighter patterns on various percussion in-

struments to more syncopated, over-the-

barline rhythms on the hi-hat.14 By the 

late 1920s and early 1930s, Jones’s hi-hat 

rhythms had evolved into the ubiquitous, 

mnemonic ‘lang-spang-a-lang’ ride cym-

bal pattern (see Figure 1 for notation).15 

This pattern was the driving force behind 

drumming throughout the swing era 

and remained one of the most important 

stylistic signifiers of the bebop era of the 

1950s. Kenny Clarke (1914-1985), one of 

the most renowned drummers associated 

with the transition from big band swing 

to the bebop era, is credited as the most 

prominent progenitor of this pattern.16 

Though Clarke rarely spoke about the 

influence of tap on his playing, he of-

ten spoke about the influence of Papa Jo 

Jones, who, in turn, spoke openly about 

tap’s influence on his playing.17 Max 

Roach, another important drummer of 

the bebop era who openly spoke of Jones’ 

influence, was also a tap dancer and of-

ten accompanied tapper Baby Laurence, 

trading with him in a call-and-response 

format and imitating his rhythms.18  

 It is no secret that many jazz drummers 

before and during Jones’ time, includ-

ing trendsetters like Baby Dodds, Kenny 

Clarke, and Jones, stressed the impor-

tance of practicing and incorporating ru-

diments (figure 2), basic sticking patterns, 

into their playing.19 Rudiments were orig-

inally used by Swiss mercenaries during 

the Renaissance to signal battle forma-

tions. The earliest list of rudiments has 

been traced to 1612 in Switzerland. Ru-

dimental drumming eventually spread to 

America, where it was used to send sim-

ilar signals during the Civil War. Below, 

I will discuss the relationship between 

rudiments and the tapping patterns of 

dancers.

Figure 1: Notation for the ‘lang spang-a-lang’ 

or ‘spang-a-lang’ pattern. Most often at slower 

tempi, eighth notes are played with a swing feel.

PERCUSSIVE ARTS SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL DRUM RUDIMENTS
All rudiments should be practiced: open (slow) to close (fast) to open (slow) and/or at an even moderate march tempo.

Copyright © 1984 by the Percussive Arts Society™
110 W. Washington Street, Suite A, Indianapolis, IN 46204

International Copyright Secured               All Rights Reserved

I. ROLL RUDIMENTS
A. Single Stroke Roll Rudiments
1. Single Stroke 
Roll *

2. Single Stroke 
Four

3. Single Stroke 
Seven

B. Multiple Bounce Roll Rudiments
4. Multiple 
Bounce Roll

5. Triple Stroke 
Roll

C. Double Stroke Open Roll Rudiments
6. Double Stroke 
Open Roll *

7. Five Stroke 
Roll *

8. Six Stroke Roll

9. Seven Stroke 
Roll *

10. Nine Stroke 
Roll *

11. Ten Stroke 
Roll *

12. Eleven Stroke 
Roll *

13. Thirteen 
Stroke Roll *

14. Fifteen Stroke 
Roll *

15. Seventeen 
Stroke Roll

II. DIDDLE RUDIMENTS
16. Single  
Paradiddle *

17. Double  
Paradiddle *

18. Triple  
Paradiddle 

19. Single  
Paradiddle-diddle* These rudiments are also included in the original Standard 

26 American Drum Rudiments.

III. FLAM RUDIMENTS
20. Flam *

21. Flam Accent *

22. Flam Tap *

23. Flamacue *

24. Flam  
Paradiddle *

25. Single 
Flammed Mill

26. Flam  
Paradiddle- 
diddle *

27. Pataflafla

28. Swiss Army 
Triplet

29. Inverted Flam 
Tap

30. Flam Drag

IV. DRAG RUDIMENTS
31. Drag *

32. Single Drag 
Tap *

33. Double Drag 
Tap *

34. Lesson 25 *

35. Single  
Dragadiddle

36. Drag
Paradiddle #1 *

37. Drag Paradiddle #2 *

38. Single  
Ratamacue *

39. Double Ratamacue *

40. Triple Ratamacue * 

For more information on becoming a Percussive Arts Society member contact PAS at:
110 W. Washington Street, Suite A, Indianapolis, IN 46204 . E-mail: percarts@pas.org . Web site: www.pas.org

Listen to the 
rudiments 

now!

Figure 2: A partial list of the drum rudiments from the Percussive Arts Society. Several of these rudi-

ments are discussed in the analysis portion of the paper, namely the single stroke roll, five stroke roll, 

seven stroke roll, paradiddle, and drags/ruffs (the drag as listed in Section IV of this figure is referred 

to as a ruff in this paper) .
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Tap Styles in Relation to Jazz 
Drumming 
 The phrase “tap dance” was already in 

use by 1905. 20 Tap was brought to life by 

the spirit of one-upmanship, with danc-

ers constantly appropriating and recom-

bining each other’s styles.21 What began 

as tap, though it had existed under dif-

ferent names for many years previous, 

branched into styles such as flash tap, 

soft shoe, eccentric dance, class dancing, 

and rhythm tap.22   The most percussive 

of these styles — and therefore those most 

relevant to the current discussion — are 

eccentric dancing, flash tap, and rhythm 

tap. John Bubbles is recognized as the fa-

ther of rhythm tap and was known for his 

syncopated rhythms that sounded like 

bebop drumming.23  Bubbles was one of 

the few tap dancers, also including Baby 

Laurence, Groundhog Basie, and Bub-

ble’s protégé Chuck Green, who danced 

to highly improvisational, less danceable 

bebop music.24

 Tap steps like those listed in Figure 3 are 

the foundational movements of tap danc-

ing, very similar in function to drum rudi-

ments. Steps are basic building blocks that 

are combined into longer patterns which 

are organized further into routines. 

Names for tap steps have not been as 

universally recognized as those for drum 

rudiments. There is no standardized list 

of tap steps, though there are several 

sources that compile similar lists of basic 

steps.25 Many tap steps existed earlier in 

other types of dance.  Some of these em-

anated from African (specifically Kongo-

lese) Juba dancing while a step called “the 

Irish” is rooted in jig dancing. Other steps 

are named identically to drum rudiments, 

such as the paradiddle.  

 Brian Harker’s book and article deeply 

explore the interplay between eccentric 

and tap dancers (especially tappers Her-

bert Brown and Naomi McGraw) and 

the style of Louis Armstrong.26 A similar 

comparison between the use of drum ru-

diments and tap steps provides a basis for 

analysis of tap performances and Jones’ 

solos dedicated to tap dancers on “The 

Drums.”

Analysis: Feedback Loops 
Between Jazz Drum Set 
and Tap Dancing 
 The purpose of this analysis is to ex-

amine the nature of the changes in the 

style of tap dance and drumming during 

the swing era focusing on rudiments/

steps, phrasing, and the relationship to 

swing music. The analysis focuses on the 

relationships between the drumming of 

Papa Jo Jones and dancers Eddie Rector, 

Bill Robinson, and Baby Laurence. I char-

acterize the performance styles of these 

dancers and the drumming of Papa Jo 

Jones as a “feedback loop” that influenced 

the behaviors of jazz drummers from the 

1930s through the 1960s.  

 In this paper, I will use the term “feed-

back loop” to describe exchanges in mu-

sical vocabulary between drummers and 

tap dancers. A feedback loop occurs when 

a system’s output is taken as input by the 

same system. For example, a microphone 

amplifies input noise which is then pro-

jected through a loudspeaker. The sound 

from this loudspeaker is fed back into the 

microphone, amplified again, and so on. 

 I will trace this phenomenon over the 

course of several years so that one can 

examine which group (dancers or drum-

mers) originated a particular concept, how 

it was interpreted by the other group, and 

how it was reinterpreted once again as it 

found its way back to the first group. This 

paper examines a feedback loop over the 

course of almost 50 years. An interval this 

large is necessary to demonstrate a signif-

icant change in musical vocabulary, as the 

exchange of vocabulary is very gradual. 

A primary source for my analysis is the 

second half of his 1973 drum solo album, 

The Drums;  full transcriptions from this 

recording may be found in the Appendix. 

First, I will detail the styles and founda-

tional mechanics of both drumming and 

tap dancing. Then I will use these analyt-

Figure 3: A list of basic tap steps. Some of these steps are compared to drum rudiments in the follow-

ing analysis.
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ical tools to investigate three tracks from 

this recording in which Jones creates a 

drum solo dedicated to three different tap 

dancers.  

Track 1: Bill ‘Bojangles’ Robinson
 Bill ‘Bojangles’ Robinson (1878-1949) 

was one of the most renowned tap danc-

ers of the early 1900s.27  His career began 

on the Vaudeville circuits around 1902, 

where he was often the only black per-

former. His signature stair dance catapult-

ed him into the spotlight in 1918.28  He was 

featured in nine feature-length Holly-

wood films, including four Shirley Temple 

movies. Robinson performed alongside 

jazz giants such as Don Redman, Duke El-

lington, and Count Basie.29   

 In the words of Papa Jo Jones, Robin-

son “stepped before there was music” to 

go along with it.30 Jones may have been 

referring to swing music specifically be-

cause Robinson’s rhythms have much in 

common with earlier ragtime rhythms. 

In contrast to the young rhythm tappers, 

Robinson perfected old steps rather than 

creating new ones.31 Several character-

istic patterns appear regularly in Robin-

son’s dances. Robinson frequently uses 

an eighth-quarter pattern that creates 

a three-over-four over-the-barline feel 

and a quarter-note triplet rhythm (Figure 

3); these rhythmic figures originate from 

ragtime and were later adopted by instru-

mentalists.32   

Structure
 Jones’s solo dedicated to Robinson is 

played entirely on the rims of his drum 

set, including a snare drum with the 

snares turned off and two tom-toms. 

Jones uses only the rims to achieve an 

articulation that is timbrally much more 

similar to a tap dancer than to the typ-

ical jazz drum solo. The use of all of the 

different rims creates an accent pattern 

that illuminates sticking patterns much 

more clearly than they would be if played 

on a single surface. Jones marks accented 

beats with his kick drum throughout the 

solo. This deeper sound is likely an imita-

tion of a stamp or stomp, a tap step that 

uses the whole foot to create a heavier 

sound.

 Jones begins the solo with a short 

4-measure introduction, marked by click-

ing his sticks to a ragtime rhythm instead 

of striking the rims of his drums. Ragtime 

influence is further solidified in Jones’s 

use of the secondary rag. The first 16 mea-

sures of the solo are almost entirely com-

posed of three-note groupings over a 4/4 

time signature. Jones begins to use ruffs 

and rolls (see Figure 1.1 for notation) to ac-

cent the downbeat beginning in measure 

16 (into the downbeat of 17), as well as in 

measures 21, 25, 29, 33, and 35. He rare-

ly uses ruffs or drags to emphasize beats 

other than the downbeat. Jones contrasts 

quarter note-heavy phrases with over-

the-barline phrases beginning in measure 

24 and continuing to the end of the solo. 

Jones ends the solo with a powerful quar-

ter-note triplet phrase. 

Implications
 This solo represents the beginning of a 

feedback loop between rhythm tap and 

jazz drumming. The dominant element 

in Jones’s solo is undoubtedly what many 

call the ‘secondary rag’, as it constitutes 

most of the solo. Jones’s usage of this 

rhythm demonstrates his belief that this 

rhythm was characteristic of Robinson 

Figure 6: Excerpts from Bill Robinson’s ‘King for a Day’ (top) and Jones’s solo (bottom). Robinson 

utilizes the two-note secondary rag rhythm while Jones achieves a similar feel by accenting eighth 

notes in three-note groupings.

Figure 5: The introduction to Jones’s solo on ‘The Drums’; uses a rhythm very similar to the cakewalk 

rhythm.

Figure 4: Three popular rhythms of the early 1900s, notably used by King Oliver and Louis Arm-

strong.33
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and his contemporaries. If Jones’s claim 

that “Robinson danced the way that he 

danced before there was music to accom-

pany him” is taken literally, then Robin-

son may not have considered his over-

the-barline syncopation a reflection of 

ragtime.34  Instead he may have thought 

of it as more rooted in dance tradition. 

Whatever his view of its origins, Robin-

son helped to popularize the rhythm. 

 Though Jones plays several of para-

diddle stickings in his solo, most of these 

stickings appear to be an unintended 

product of the three-eighth-note accent 

pattern. For example, there are inverted 

paradiddles in measures 7 and 8 as well 

as a paradiddle in measure 9. Given the 

context that they appear in (surrounded 

on both sides by three-eighth-note group-

ings), I doubt that Jones was thinking of 

playing paradiddles but was instead fo-

cusing more on creating variations of the 

secondary rag. Jones only plays three 

7-stroke rolls in the whole solo, a number 

significantly lower than the twenty-four 

drags played. This shows that Jones asso-

ciated ruffs/drags with Robinson much 

more strongly than paradiddles, drum 

rolls, and other marching drumming ru-

diments. While Robinson may not have 

added many stickings to Jones’s vocabu-

lary, Robinson’s repetition, development, 

and displacement of phrases certainly 

influenced Jones’s playing while his stage 

presence and style influenced Jones’s ap-

proach to showmanship. 

 Though little in Jones’s solo for Robin-

son points towards influence from sand 

dance, it is still worth noting that Jones’s 

trademark ride cymbal pattern is very 

similar to Robinson’s timekeeping sand 

dancing in “Stormy Weather”(1943). Be-

cause Robinson’s dance remained “un-

changed for 60 years”, his interpretation 

of the sand may provide valuable insight 

into the dance’s roots.35 Sand dancers pop-

ularized this rhythm before Jones adapt-

ed the rhythm to the drum set, first using 

brushes (introduced in 1912) on the snare 

drum and eventually moving to the cym-

bals. 

 Measure 15 in my excerpt of “King for 

a Day” is identical to the second to last 

measure of Jones’s solo. These measures 

also serve a similar transitional purpose; 

Jones uses the passage to end his solo 

while Robinson uses it to end a section 

and move into a tempo change.  While 

their phrasing and sounds are very sim-

ilar, the rudiments that Jones uses to imi-

tate Robinson’s tapping are fundamental-

ly different from the steps that Robinson 

uses. 

Track 2: Eddie Rector
 Eddie Rector (1898-1962) is known for 

his seamless flow of sound and move-

ment. He began his career as a dancer 

on the vaudeville circuit at age 15. Rector 

performed alongside Duke Ellington at 

the Cotton Club throughout the 1930’s. 

Few recordings of Rector exist, possibly 

due to his mental breakdown and institu-

tionalization in 1934, which took him out 

of show business for several years. 

 Jones credits Rector as the “inventor 

of the sand”, though sand dance existed 

long before Rector. Jones was likely ref-

erencing Rector’s sand dance feature on 

“Underneath the Swanee Moon” from the 

musical “Shuffle Along.” 

Structure
 Jones’s solo dedicated to Rector is 

played entirely with brushes. It begins 

with a 16-bar introduction on the hi-hat, 

which is likely intended to imitate a band 

introducing Rector. Jones reveals his 

‘Rector’ by shifting entirely to the snare 

drum after his introduction. For the first 

eight bars of this section, Jones sweeps 

smoothly and continuously with his left 

hand and taps percussively with his right, 

imitating the sustained sound of Rector 

sweeping his feet across a sandy floor. 

Jones returns to this texture momentari-

ly in measures 49-50 but doesn’t linger for 

too long, as this pattern is more common-

ly invoked as an accompaniment than a 

soloistic line.   

  The theme of the solo is introduced in 

the 25th measure; this theme is returned 

to regularly with small variations for 

the rest of the solo (Figure 4). Passages 

between the recurrences of this theme 

are broken into mostly 16-bar phrases 

that can be broken down further into 

two-measure calls and responses (figure 

4). 

 Jones limits his vocabulary to legato 

brushed sweeps, single-handed shuffles, 

single taps, and 5-stroke rolls. He uses 

fewer than five 3-stroke ruffs and only 

a single flam. Most phrases are rhythmi-

cally resolved at the downbeat every two 

bars with the exception of the extended 

secondary rag from measures 87-96. 

Figure 7: The ending of Jones’s solo (left) side by side with a transitional section in Bill Robinson’s 

dance in ‘King for a Day’ (right).

Figure 8: The ‘spang-spang-a-lang’ pattern played with brushes on the snare drum in Jones’s solo 

dedicated to Rector.
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Implications
 This solo represents the beginning of 

a feedback loop between Jones and the 

sand dance. Most of the material in Jones’s 

solo is an interpretation of sand dancing, 

which makes this solo something of an 

ode to the beginning of a relationship be-

tween two previously separate arts. Jones 

uses notably fewer drum rudiments than 

he regularly solos with, which indicates 

that Jones viewed sand dance vocabulary 

to be fundamentally separate from rudi-

mental drumming vocabulary. Addition-

ally, Jones uses several techniques that 

are derived entirely from sand dance and 

have no rudimental predecessor, such as 

his sweeping and shuffling motions from 

measure 49-53. The time-keeping pattern 

introduced in measure 17 is the prototype 

for the previously mentioned ‘spang-

spang-a-lang’ ride cymbal pattern. As 

the drum set prior to Jones’s time didn’t 

utilize a sustained ride cymbal sound as 

the primary timekeeper, Jones’s attention 

to the sustained sounds of sand dancing 

likely significantly influenced the evolu-

tion of the drum set itself. 

Track 3: Baby Laurence
 Jackson ‘Baby’ Laurence (1921-1974) 

was a professional singer before he was a 

dancer. At the age of 11, he went on tour 

as a vocalist with Don Redman. He began 

to perform as a tap dancer in the 1930s, 

appearing alongside Count Basie, Duke 

Ellington, Art Tatum, and Charles Min-

gus, among others. He became known as 

a bebop tapper and was capable of trading 

on equal footing with giants such as Miles 

Davis, Charlie Parker, Max Roach, and 

Bud Powell. Unlike previous tap danc-

ers, Laurence was known to improvise 

routines instead of performing rehearsed 

routines such as Rector’s “Sand Dance” or 

Robinson’s “Stair Dance.” 

Structure
 Jones begins his solo with a 16-mea-

sure introduction on the hi-hat. Again, 

he plays only on the rims of his drums af-

ter this point. The following 16 measures 

utilize the secondary rag very similarly 

to Jones’s solo for Bill Robinson. Jones 

begins to group phrases into large group-

ings of eight bars, as can be seen from 

measures 33-40 and 61-68. Jones breaks 

steady streams of eighth notes with six-

teenth notes (m. 59, 61, 65) and quarter 

notes (m. 70-76), supplanting the second-

ary rag used in his previous solos. Jones 

ends his solo with a decelerando and de-

crescendo to fade out. 

 Jones uses many rudiments in this 

solo: ruffs (m. 17, 41, 42, 43, 53, 69, 78, and 

more), 5-stroke rolls (m. 33, 54, 55, 56, 58, 

and more), 7-stroke rolls (m. 24, 40, 48, 62, 

and more) and paradiddles (m. 57, 58, 59, 

60, 63, and more) among other rudiments. 

Jones also regularly uses note rates out-

side of the swung eighth note subdivision 

(m. 24, 41-43, 48, 57-63, and more).   

Implications
 Jones’s solo dedicated to Laurence rep-

resents a full trip around a feedback loop. 

Just as Jones began taking influence from 

tap dancers, Laurence’s rudimental vo-

cabulary, marked by his use (and the pre-

vious dancers’ non-use) of paradiddles, 5 

and 7-stroke rolls, sixteenth notes, and 

Figure 10: An excerpt of Jones’s solo for Baby Laurence. Note the use of sixteenth notes, paradiddles, 

5-stroke rolls, and 7-stroke rolls that were not used in the previous two solos.

Figure 9: Several repetitions and small variations of a one-bar phrase of Jones’s solo for Rector (on the 

left side). The one-bar phrase is used as a call and is followed by a one bar response.
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more, takes clear influence from rudi-

mental drummers. 

 Laurence incorporates footings that are 

seemingly much more rudimental than 

the previous two dancers, using many 

more odd-numbered stroke rolls (5, 7, 9), 

paradiddles, and ruffs/drags. Laurence’s 

rolls are very defined; every stroke can be 

heard clearly and strokes are very even-

ly spaced, much like the rolls of a bebop 

drummer. He also uses rolls to accent 

beats other than the downbeat, unlike 

the previous two dancers. Laurence reg-

ularly shifts between triplets, shuffled 

eighth notes, and sixteenth notes while 

Rector and Robinson stay mostly with-

in the swung eighth note subdivision. 

This marks an expansion on previous tap 

styles, incorporating rhythmic variety 

that is more characteristic of bebop drum-

ming. Jones imitates Laurence by using 

many rudiments, increased syncopation, 

and breaks out of the swung eighth note 

grid, yielding a solo that contains a much 

higher concentration of all of these ingre-

dients than the previous two solos. 

 Laurence is almost certainly improvis-

ing in many of the segments of the Jazz 

Hoofer film, as is made evident by the 

uncertainty of the ending (for example, 

the band finishes and Laurence’s tapping 

slowly dies out).36 Previous tap dancers 

often worked out routines, like Bill Rob-

inson’s “Stair Dance” or Eddie Rector’s 

“The Sand”. These significant differences 

between Laurence and his predecessors 

illuminate the influence that he took 

from drummers of the time. On the oth-

er hand, influential drummers (such as 

Papa Jo Jones later in his life and Max 

Roach) spoke about taking influence from 

Laurence. Looking back, it is clear that 

early tap dancers (such as Bill Robinson, 

and Eddie Rector) influenced the style of 

Papa Jo Jones, who influenced the next 

generation of drummers (Kenny Clarke, 

Max Roach), who influenced younger tap 

dancers (Baby Laurence), who influenced 

drummers again (Jones and Roach). 

CONCLUSION
 While I have explored the relation-

ship between the drumming of Papa Jo 

Jones and several famous dancers of his 

era, this paper only begins to examine 

the relationship between tap dance and 

drumming. This paper identifies several 

ideas originating from dance, such as the 

smooth texture of the sand of Rector and 

the over-the-barline tapping of Bill Rob-

inson, and then attempts to clarify how 

Jones (and, by extension, other drum-

mers) interpreted these styles. It seems 

likely that the ‘spang-spang-a-lang’ pat-

tern evolved from the textural sustained 

sound of sand dancing combined with 

typical tap dancing patterns, an evolu-

tion that was largely facilitated by Papa 

Jo Jones. The paper finally examines 

how tap-inspired drumming influenced 

drumming-inspired tap. While this pa-

per examines the beginning (in the 1920s) 

and the end (in the 1960s) of this feedback 

loop, there is a 40-year range between 

that requires more in-depth study. In this 

period, drummers may have taken more 

influence from Jones and other drum-

mers than directly from dancers, though, 

as this paper demonstrates, their musical 

vocabulary was still heavily derived from 

dance. Many of these drummers, such as 

Max Roach, likely influenced later tap 

dancers such as Baby Laurence. Further 

studies could search for musical traces of 

tap dancing (some of which are discussed 

in this paper) in drummers of this era who 

never directly spoke about the influence 

of dance, such as Kenny Clarke. Addition-

ally, studies can examine the relationship 

between other drummers and dancers 

who directly spoke about the influence of 

tap, such as Max Roach and Steve Gadd. 
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APPENDIX: 
Full Transcriptions
 Here you can find several of the transcriptions that I completed to aid in my analysis and interpretation of Jones’ drumming. As 

usual, ‘R’ and ‘L’ refer to right and left stickings, and ‘S’ instructs to play a sustained, sweeping sound. It was quite difficult to tran-

scribe the solos that were played entirely on the rims; there are oftentimes very few sonic points of reference. I hope that these 

transcriptions can aid in navigating Jones’s solos. 
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Shifting the Paradigm:
challenging conventions of classical 
percussion performance and presentation 
Music has the irresistible power to strike at 
our head and heart
Ryszard Pusz

Abstract

INTRODUCTION
Rationale
 Paradigms of performance in the arts 

periodically undergo review when en-

trenched practices are challenged be-

cause they no longer serve changing con-

texts.  The elevation of percussion onto 

the concert stage is one such challenge, 

and of such magnitude as to demand a 

re-examination of first principles of con-

cert-giving. So, I asked two questions:

 1. What is the purpose of a concert? 

 2. How can percussion best fulfill it?

Answering the first question – to commu-

nicate ideas, points of view, feelings, to 

uplift, to inspire, to give enjoyment - de-

termined the need to examine particulars 

of percussion instruments that impinge 

on concert-giving. Very obvious move-

ments of playing and set-up of a multi-

plicity of disparate instruments intro-

duced a pronounced and more theatrical 

visual element, not present in traditional 

concert practice. To find a new model I 

analysed elements of the wider perform-

ing arts and use of technology as applica-

ble to modern modes of music enjoyment. 

As a result, I formulated a model of con-

cert-giving in which these elements are 

interconnected under a theme. In this 

context I researched the four forms of 

percussion concert presentation and de-

cided on an appropriate theme for each.

 1. Accompanied solo – More than Ma-

rimba, one voice among many, with dif-

ferent accompaniments of choir, piano, 

concert band and digital orchestra

 2. Percussion ensemble – Playing with 

Style, styles of musical discussion, with 

players moving between instruments in 

set positions rather than moving the in-

struments

This article challenges the aurally-based conventions of performance and presentation as inappropriate models for percussion con-

certs. Conspicuous movements of players on and around disparate sets of instruments on stage underscore the visual and intellec-

tual elements of performance, presenting a strong argument for adopting a theatrical mode of presentation. So, the assertion is that 

a concert presented under a theme, with every element of presentation from program notes, to stage design, music and manner of 

performance thematically inter-related, could enhance appreciation of the music. I tested the hypothesis in the four concert forms of 

unaccompanied solo, accompanied solo, percussion ensemble and chamber music, presenting each under a specifically appropriate 

theme. In the first, used as an example here, I narrate a story of migration, in an unaccompanied solo performance, which reflects 

the personal nature of the narrative. The theme is reflected in the form of the concert with each piece of music relating to an aspect 

of the theme, and interpreted in that context, at times through unusual or adapted playing techniques; and incorporating elements 

of stage design, technology and theatricality. Programs were prepared as powerpoint displays projected onto large screens, which 

also enlarged details of playing action. New compositions incorporated unusual notational directions and demanded non-traditional 

playing approaches to further accentuate the migration theme. This study has presented a concert model that demonstrates appro-

priate principles and practices in line with the expansive, complex, and still evolving percussion instrument family. In doing so it 

challenges old paradigms of constraining attitudes and practices, to reveal a timely shift in context and practice paradigms that strike 

at the very heart of percussion’s musical, technical, and artistic development. 
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 3. Chamber music – Australian Land-

scape, a variety of instrumental sounds to 

represent disparateness of nature

 4. Unaccompanied solo – From Other 

Worlds, journeys taken alone, physical, 

intellectual and musical.

 Videos of each, and their accompany-

ing e-program notes can be viewed on 

https://hdl.handle.net/2440/135817. The 

research and concerts were conducted 

and produced at minimal cost to under-

line the universal applicability of this ap-

proach.

 In this article I present my arguments 

for a new concert model that better 

demonstrates the musical voice of percus-

sion as a medium of providing a deeper 

concert experience; and I use the unac-

companied solo form as example.

 Classical music concerts traditionally 

generate intellectual and emotional audi-

ence engagement through uninterrupted 

aural focus on the technical and expres-

sive execution of the music.1 The instru-

ments, developed and standardised with-

in the western classical tradition, have 

defined musical roles, and their playing 

emphasizes an undisturbed and seam-

less visuality to limit distractions from 

the expressive enunciation of the music. 

Consolidating this, concerts are typically 

presented in fixed positions and the un-

obtrusive dress code is uniform in style 

and colour. Even with stage presentation 

modifications the visually smooth perfor-

mance of intense aural focus, developed 

in the nineteenth century, remains con-

stant today.2 Haydn’s ‘Farewell’ Sympho-

ny departed from this convention, but 

was written for a specific purpose to a 

closed audience and a single occasion.3

 Percussion concerts have attempted to 

emulate the accepted model. However, in 

several pronounced ways, the medium, 

with over one hundred conspicuous and 

non-standardized instruments, instru-

ment concepts and beaters,4 is at variance 

with a visually seamless, aural-based 

focus. First, as measured within the pre-

cepts set in the classical context, the 

instruments have limited means of con-

ventional musical expression as shown 

by their inability to create long sounds or 

produce differences between legato and 

staccato indications essential to music 

enunciation.5 This situation also defines 

the difference in approach and under-

standing of making music. 

 Music theory is taught in terms of rel-

ative lengths of sound, with melodic and 

harmonic structures built in that context; 

and rhythmic flow evolves from that. In 

other words, rhythm is learned through 

melody. Percussionists however, elicit 

music rhythmically, and understand it 

in relative speeds of articulation. Melo-

dy and harmony move in defined units 

of time, posing a challenge for playing 

of rubato phrasing and eliciting what is 

accepted as musicality of performance. 

This disparity of approach underscores 

the degree to which percussion is at vari-

ance with established classical music 

convention. And to elicit a broad range of 

intonation, a large number of percussion 

instruments are used, creating on stage a 

prominent and discernible heterogeneity. 

 This patently obvious visual footprint 

is even more pronounced through the 

conspicuous micro and macro-move-

https://hdl.handle.net/2440/135817
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Fig. 1 Morgan, Voyage into Solitude, p. 26

ments of playing actions needed to eluci-

date the sound. However, the actions, and 

the singularly particular characteristics 

of the instruments and beaters do allow 

for the elucidation of musical expression 

across a range of textures and tone co-

lours, with each limb able to elicit discrete 

rhythmic statements. And this range and 

mode of expression can vary even within 

a musical phrase. David Morgan’s duo for 

Clarinets and Percussion, Voyage into Sol-

itude, for example, asks the percussionist 

to coordinate all four limbs to play differ-

ent rhythms on Wind Chimes, Cymbal, 

Snare Drum, pedal Bass Drum and Vibra-

phone, while standing up (see Fig. 1). Both 

the flexibility offered, and restrictions 

imposed by this situation again under-

score percussion’s separateness from es-

tablished modes of instrumental expres-

sions of music.

 Second, depending on the intend-

ed compositional effects of each piece, 

varying musical roles are attributed to 

the instruments of percussion. Bongos 

provide one example of the different 

contextual roles they can play. In Latino 

pieces they are improvisatory solo instru-

ments played with fingers; they can also 

provide an ostinato accompaniment to 

denote a folkloric atmosphere or portray 

a driving rhythmic pulse as in A. Cirone 

4/4 for Four, (Menlo Park CA: Cirone Pub-

lications, 1972); in William Kraft’s Suite 

for Percussion, (New York: Mills Music, 

1963), they play a solo part, with snare 

drum sticks; in David Morgan’s Concer-

to for Percussion, (manuscript 1991), they 

are simply high membranophones played 

with sticks, mallets or fingers; in Kent 

Williams’ African Sketches, (Cleveland 

OH: Ludwig Music, 1968), they substitute 

djembes and as a set of three are played 

with wooden dowels and fingers. 

 These two imperatives of convention-

al music requirements determine that 

instruments and their positions on stage 

can change according to the demands of 

the individual pieces, which, in line with 

the concert program, then require cum-

bersome repositioning by players. Such 

indiscreet and distracting movement 

forcefully interrupts audience and play-

er concentration, deflecting attention 

from the music. Significantly it creates a 

conflict of interest with the visually neu-

tral and seamless aural focus of tradition. 

Clearly, expressive limitations as well as 

the visual and aural disharmony of lo-

gistical rearrangements are incompatible 

with classical concert conventions and 

contexts.

 Historically the importation of percus-

sion instruments from other cultures, 

genres and playing circumstances to con-

vey specific and singular musical effects 

has worked against the interests of the 

percussion medium and its music by fos-

tering narrow perceptions that they are 

substantially mono-tonal.7 This ill-con-

sidered view has unnecessarily defined 

them in limited capacities resulting in 

constrained compositional practices and 

convergent instrument-specific playing 

approaches.8 Such flawed perceptions 

and practices have undermined and bri-

dled a more developed and sophisticated 

actualisation of the sonic and expressive 

capacities of the percussion medium. In 

partial reappraisal of this misperception, 
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Fig. 2 Concert performance and presentation model

percussion concerts and compositions 

traverse genre-specific boundaries, fus-

ing elements of classical, jazz, world mu-

sic and rock categories.9 However, for the 

percussion medium to fully express its 

voice and to further the development of 

its extensive sonic base and discrete ex-

pressive capabilities, the perceptual and 

playing contexts of percussion perfor-

mance must undergo purposeful change.

 It is clear that each of these issues: a 

non-uniform visual footprint; perceived 

limitations of expression; visual and lo-

gistical distractions; narrow appreciation 

of instrumental capability; stifling com-

positional practices and convergent play-

ing approaches, cannot be easily resolved 

within the limitations of conventional 

practice models and traditional perfor-

mance contexts. Therefore, it is timely 

to present a new and discrete model of 

practice and concert context appropriate 

to the percussion medium. To incorporate 

these elements into a seamless perfor-

mance it is necessary to envisage the con-

cert as an integrated whole, comprising 

the three elements of performance and 

presentation – sonic, visual and, stem-

ming from these, subliminal.10 In such a 

concert the instruments contribute as 

sound sources beyond their traditional 

contexts; the individual pieces of music 

develop a continuity of focus; and the 

presentation is centred on experientially 

engaging with the audience. At the same 

time, the music retains primacy of posi-

tion. 

 So the concert is conceptualized 

around a theme. Each piece of music re-

flects it, each instrument is used in a 

manner that is appropriate to it; and the 

theme enhances appreciation of the mu-

sic and manner of its realization. Tested in 

a reformed framework of principles and 

practices the proposed model acknowl-

edges the intricacies of the percussion 

medium and highlights its actual and 

evolving visual, sonic and expressive ca-

pabilities and potentials. The form of con-

cert execution, unaccompanied solo, was 

integrated into specific cross-disciplinary 

presentation features of stagecraft meth-

odology, purposefully designed to target 

enhanced intellectual and emotional en-

gagement of the audience and player. In 

a fresh context suited to the complexity 

of percussion, this model challenges the 

limitations of conventional paradigms. 

This new performance and presentation 

model, in its transitional shift towards a 

more relevant and authentic realization 

of the percussion medium, challenges the 

restricting, linear, aural-based paradigms 

of the past (see Fig. 2).

Theoretical Framework of 
thesis concert model —
principles and practices
1. Theoretical background 
 To establish a working model, it was 

necessary to look to an area of the arts 

that also contains multiple levels of com-

plexity in performance and presentation. 

Only such a model could provide a suit-

ably adaptable set of principles. This con-

viction led me to the dramatic arts area 

of performance. It too has non-standard 

variables of function, form and execution; 

and during the twentieth century un-

derwent a series of changes as the mode 

of presentation became less stylised, a 

direction determined by three theatri-

cal reformers, Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), 

Konstantin Stanislavski (1863-1938) and 

Jerzy Grotowski (1933-1999). Dramati-

cally confronting entrenched attitudes 

and approaches in their field, their revo-

lutionary ideas and practices addressed 

the compelling need to advance their 

stagecraft in radically new directions. 

The musically unique voice of percussion 

can also be potentially actualized with 

equally assertive thinking and challeng-

ing approaches, and percussion resonates 
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closely with the essence and spirit of the 

practices of the renowned theatre re-

formers. 

 Brecht established what he called dia-

lectical theatre to engage audiences more 

closely with the action on the stage. 

We need a type of theatre which not only 

releases the feelings, insights and impuls-

es possible within their particular field 

of human relations in which the action 

takes place, but employs and encourages 

those thoughts and feelings which help 

transform the field itself.11  

 This direction for transforming per-

cussion performances has been shown 

in the different conception of the snare 

drum in Colgrass’ Six Unaccompanied So-

los, the playing guidelines on cymbal in 

Kraft’s English Suite, and dramatic encir-

cling of the audience by Les Percussions 

de Strasbourg’s performance of Xenakis’ 

Persephassa (Salabert, 1969) in 1978 and 

in Adelaide Percussions’ performance of 

Cary’s Rivers (Australian Music Centre, 

1987) in 1987.12 The question does arise 

nevertheless as to whether the musical 

intent was conveyed to the audience by 

the performance alone. Inclusion of the 

individual pieces in a concert themed 

for continuity, enhanced with theatrical 

elements and explained to the audience, 

could intensify the experience for both 

audience and players without relegating 

the music to incidental accompaniment. 

Incorporating screen technology, pur-

posed lighting and color, movement and 

instrument placement all affect theatri-

cal events. They would also impact on the 

enjoyment and appreciation of musical 

events.

 To understand the process of making 

the music aesthetically engaging, I inves-

tigated the Stanislavski Method with a 

view to adapting its principles to percus-

sion performance. As is well known, the 

goal of the system was to ‘portray believ-

able, natural people on stage’,  which in-

volved answering certain questions.13 

What would I do if I were in this situa-

tion?

How can I exhibit true-to-life human na-

ture and still project enough to be heard?

How can I observe other people to capture 

their physical traits and personalities?

What is my motivation in performing this 

particular move?

How can I feel the actual emotion being 

expressed?14

 Adapting this to music performance, 

the goal becomes one of portraying the 

intent of the music. The questions, though 

relevant to the theatre do not directly ap-

ply to music. Music is more abstract and 

the questions need to reflect that, so I de-

vised and formulated the following set of 

questions.

What is the intent of the music (the piece, 

the phrase, the note)?

What technique(s) and playing approaches 

can best exhibit or reflect this intent?

What is my motivation in evincing this 

sonic character, in using this action or ges-

ture?

How can I be convinced to convincing-

ly portray the intent (the emotion, the 

musical flow)?

 The answers to these questions are spe-

cific to each piece, but should nonethe-

less follow the principle of enhancing its 

music. Stravinsky already alluded to this 

type of approach.

The sight of the gestures and movements 

of the various parts of the body produc-

ing the music is fundamentally necessary 

if it is to be grasped in all its fullness...why 

not follow with the eye such movements 

as those of the drummer, the violinist, or 

the trombonist, which facilitate one’s au-

ditory perceptions?15 

 Applying this approach to percussion 

performance impels a reassessment of 

the role of choreography of both mallet 

and body movement, and their place in 

technical approaches and musical effect.

The Stanislavski System was continued 

and further developed by exponents of 

physical theatre such as Jerzy Grotows-

ki, an innovative theatre director and 

theorist, who delved more deeply into 

the practice of acting, saying ‘The actors 

should have time for research…to plant 

the seeds of creativity.’16 This accords 

with the approach needed for performing 

percussion, as the lack of standardisation 

in the medium places extra demands on 

the player to try various approaches to 

achieve the desired musical result. Dif-

ferent beaters, techniques and sometimes 

even different instruments have to be 

explored, and decisions made in terms 

of seamless flow of action or depiction of 

musical intent.17 Grotowski elaborates on 

the concept, saying,

Rehearsals are not only a preparation 

for the opening, they are for the actor a 

terrain of discoveries, about himself, his 

possibilities, his chances to transcend his 

limits. Rehearsals are a great adventure if 

we work seriously.18 

 The ‘terrain of discovery’ is a compel-

ling encapsulation of the process of prac-

tice and rehearsal. For example, most 

percussion playing is based on using 

alternate sticking (R L R L etc). But this 

is not compulsory and any move away 

from this standard produces different 

results; and continuing changes to tech-

nique and playing approaches delay the 

development of standardised methods 

of playing.19 Consequently to reach a par-

ticular interpretation of a piece entails a 

degree of experimentation and research 

into sticking patterns, beaters and physi-

cal and expressive approaches. 

2. Theoretical Framework 
of Principles and Practices 
 Based on three strategic principles and 

their associated practices, I aimed to the-

matically integrate performance and pre-

sentation elements into a comprehensive 

concert model that amplifies the beauty 

and potentials of the medium (see Fig.2). 

The principles of percussion music artic-

ulation:

 1. Accord equality of status to the inter-

dependent elements of performative and 

presentation values together with their 

structural device of theme in the articu-

lation of the music; 

 2. Re-envisage the instruments beyond 

traditional and limited perceptions of so-

nority; and

 3. Re-appraise the connections with au-
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Fig. 3 Conceptual relationship of theme, musical form and enhancements

Theme Concert form and purpose Music Enhancements

Narrative - A Musical Tale of 
Migration: 
a story of personal historical 
migration towards new lands 
and destinations, while enun-
ciating the shared experience 
of our inner psychological 
journeys. 
Also as metaphor for this 
research study of new music 
directions.

Unaccompanied solo: 
to highlight the essential solo 
nature of all our journeys - 
inner and outer -toward new 
material and psychological 
destinations. 
To also highlight the solo 
element of technical music 
research.

Staging – a symbolic arrow-
head: to depict direction of 
travel
Screens: images and informa-
tion on aspects of migration; 
magnifying details of playing
Lighting: a wash of colours 
to emphasise tone and atmo-
sphere of images, symbolism 
and music

dience.

 The first principle accords equality of 

status to three elements of music eluci-

dation: performance, presentation and 

theme. With a primary structural role, 

the theme drives the performance and 

presentation of the concerts. It acts to 

interpretively filter the music perfor-

mance values of function, execution 

and form, simultaneously integrating 

these with their presentation features 

of music enhancement (see Fig.2). They 

include: stagecraft application of in situ 

instrument placement and symbolic 

stage design; current and pioneered dig-

ital orchestra technologies; theatrical el-

ements; re-appraised visual elements of 

technique; and new player and audience 

intellectual and emotional participation 

modes. These multiple subliminal and 

conscious focal points of engagement 

contained in this framework, afford both 

players and audience access to the visual 

and aural complexity of the percussion 

medium and the beauty of its music.  This 

conceptualisation challenges the linear 

approaches of aural-based conventions 

that are less appropriate to percussion.

 The second principle re-envisages per-

formance function and execution roles 

of both the music and instruments (see 

Fig. 2) confronting current composer-au-

thority and customary playing manners 

inherent in conventional paradigms.21  

Flexibility in interpretation moves ste-

reotypical limitations beyond mono-ton-

al expressions, contributing to more in-

timate engagement with the music and 

the percussion medium. This expansion 

of the distinctive sonic and expressive 

capabilities of the instruments and tech-

niques of execution challenges tradition-

al restricted compositional practices and 

convergent playing approaches. Further-

more, the form of performance integrated 

with theme and enhancement features 

also takes on symbolic values where ap-

propriate, (see Fig. 3) a feature not consid-

ered in normal contexts.

 The third principle recognises the 

multi-faceted cognitive dynamic of con-

temporary audiences.22 Moving away 

from customary passive listen-dominant 

modes, this design invites unusual inter-

active and personalized proximity to the 

music through several modes of physical 

and psychological engagement (see Fig. 

2) intended to facilitate whole-person 

visual, intellectual, emotional and senso-

rial stimulation towards a deeper music 

engagement and experience. To realise 

the principles of the performance and 

presentation framework, this concert 

is based on practices appropriate to the 

theme (see Fig. 3). 

From Other Worlds - migration 
of people and ideas

A voyage to a destination is 
also a voyage inside oneself 
–Laurens van der Post23 

Rationale
 Migration is a universal process and 

experience embracing the complex phys-

ical, psychological and conceptual move-

ment of both people and ideas towards 

new enhanced destinations.25 In the pro-

cess, confrontations to former lifestyles 

and orthodox modes of expression natu-

rally arise.  Integrating the parallels of a 

percussion concert with the nuances of 

a human migration was informed by my 

own journey from Germany to Australia 

in 1950.26 The narrative reveals selected 

challenges to conventions that people 

confront as they travel inwardly or exter-

nally towards new life destinations. Fur-

thermore, in processing this journey, the 

enduring capacity of both humans and 

performance conceptualisations to mod-

ify, adapt and innovate in new directions 

is revealed in the music interpretations, 

inventive technique development and 

instrument use. The coordinated concert 

plan uses cross-disciplinary elements to 

highlight these departures from tradition 

and includes symbolic devices on a pur-

posed stage, lighting and screen technol-

ogy, as well as e-program notes (see Figs. 3 

and 4). Migration as portrayed here is also 

a presentation of the movement of new 

ideas from often-heretical beginnings to 

acceptance into normality of life.

 The totality of this unorthodox pre-

sentation of melded text and music aims 

to generate a coherent, blended perfor-

mance for enhanced music and narrative 

appreciation. It was envisaged within 

sonic, visual and subliminal elements of 

performance and presentation. Careful 

consideration was given to sounds obtain-

able from placement on the instrument, 

beaters used and manners of execution. 

Visual impressions from actions, move-

ment, staging, lighting, dress and colour 

enhanced the presentation of the music. 

Subliminal enhancements, not always 

appreciated on first presentation were 

reinforced through the use of technology. 

This multi-dimensional approach sets up 

clear challenges to the less nuanced per-

formance-dominant concert paradigms 

of the past (see Fig. 4). 

Concert Design
1. Narrative background 
 The decision of a migrant to depart a 

troubled homeland for a better life may 

superficially appear to be straightfor-

ward. However, the reality carries a multi-

plicity of physical and psychological com-
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Fig. 5 Stage setting of tam-tam, marimba, snare & PTS drums, derabucca and bathtub; numbers refer to 

the concert order of the pieces

Fig. 4 Table of thematic inter-relationships: 
From Other Worlds – migration of people and ideas: Unaccompanied Solos

Piece/Composer Instruments / Profile / Time codes Enhancements

Screens: images 

of migration and 

enlarge-ment 

of playing

e-program

Having Never Written a Note for Percussion
James Tenney

Tam-tam: the metal is symbolic of the ship, the 
playing action is symbolic of the ocean waves 
00 00:00

Blue light increasing with 
crescendo

Waiting for… 
Veit Erdmann-Abele

Marimba: two melodic lines represent emi-
grants and those left behind.
00 19:56

Verdant Green light of Eu-
rope

Improvisations on a Kandian Theme 
Ryszard Pusz

Derabucca: a glimpse of unknown landscape 
and cultures
00 24:04

Blue light of ocean

On The Outer 
Ryszard Pusz

Hand drum: the sense of ‘being on the outer’ of 
their new society
 00 28:41
Allegro 00 28:41
Slow 00 30:52
Vivace 00 32:51

Red light - Australian heat

Improvisation B 
Ryszard Pusz

Bathtub: starting life again relies on improvi-
sation
00 35:21

Gentle light of repose

Variaciones sobre un tema de Atahualpa 
Yupanqui 
Maximo Pujol/R Pusz

Marimba: an allegory of sadness
00 40:05

Purple light of emotions

Recuerdos de la Alhambra 
Francisco Tarrega/R Pusz

Marimba: a musical walk through beauty
00 48:20

Suite for Snare 
Ryszard Pusz

Snare drum: unusual techniques to show mi-
grants’ different approach to life  
 00 54:05
After M 00 54:05
An if?... 00 57:24
Scherzando 01 00:31   
 Continuity 01 02:58

4 lights of green blue red 
full reflecting the journey

plexities of orientation to new realities. 27 

Sequencing typical aspects of a journey to 

a foreign land, this concert narrative also 

alludes to the multifarious origins, cul-

tures, and ideas that underscore uneasy 

relationships between new arrivals and 

local inhabitants.  Differences in appear-

ance and behaviours, incoherent accents 

or idiomatically peculiar language, all 

exemplify the polarity of cultural diver-

gence implied in the title Other Worlds. 

Similarly, unusual playing approaches, 

such as bouncing a drumhead on a plinth 

and using fingers to play rim shots, could 

also be seen by traditionalists as absurd 

performance ideas from Other Worlds.29 

However, both these areas of deviation 

and their challenges to accepted para-

digms are essential features on the path 

to enhanced outcomes of new integrated 

lifestyles or performances. This spectrum 

of the narrative was paralleled in the mu-
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Fig. 6 Pattern of player’s physical movement on 

stage

Fig. 7 Diagrams of intersections 

Instruments:

Derabucca

Tam-tam 

Marimba 

Snare Drum

Cast-iron bathtub

Instrument type:

Skin

Metal

Wood

Skin

Metal

Method of playing:

Hands

Mallet

Mallets and Hand

     Mallets, Brush and Hands

Hands

sic of the concert and challenged the lin-

ear contexts of tradition.

2a. Stage design - symbolic 
representation of new 
destinations
 In contrast to a typical horizontal stage 

arranged on a predictable linear axis,30  

this multi-levelled and symbolically pur-

posed stage was designed to illustrate and 

develop complexities characteristic of mi-

gratory and music movements towards 

new destinations, and with an aesthetic 

view of the playing. Pivotal to the depic-

tion of the migration narrative – the jour-

ney, feelings of isolation, nostalgic past 

connections, and a persistent need to im-

provise and adapt to the new life – is the 

stage representation of new destinations. 

Designing an arrowhead shape with in 

situ playing stations, and a triangular tip 

delineated by the seated playing positions 

of derabucca, bathtub and snare drum, 

created a representational illustration of 

entry to a new land for both humans and 

music. This stage design and instrument 

set-up is fundamental to the symbolism 

of this concert’s thematic and music pre-

sentations (see Fig. 5).

 Four tiers of staging, including the au-

ditorium floor at audience level, granted 

the concert performance descending lev-

els of operation. Player movement in a 

sequential, downward progression traced 

the arrowhead through the discrete mu-

sic stations, illustrating both visually and 

aurally the migratory experience. This 

perceptible time-continuum tangibly 

moving from distant past at the rear to 

present and future in the audience fore-

ground, defined the context of life for the 

migrant and progress of the new musical 

idea. 

 Physically descending towards the au-

dience and into the symbolically immer-

sive and psychological realm of perspec-

tives, attitudes and emotions, the stage 

design also represented the move into 

depths of thought attending the develop-

ment of new musical ideas and the very 

experience of migration (see Fig. 6). 

 The design of this multi-tiered stage 

also facilitated a clearer view of the in-

struments and their playing details as 

well as the vital visual separation of each 

piece of music. This permitted a range of 

significant musical and symbolic gestures 

that afforded appreciation of each music 

offering as a discrete event. Simultane-

ously, the sequence of music stations, by 

their inter-connections to the central 

thematic purpose, added psychological 

weight to the performance of the theme. 

This uncommon stage and music repre-

sentation symbolically challenged more 

orthodox linear and pragmatic modes.

2b. Stage Design - symbolic 
migration of ideas 
 The setup of the stage also showed two 

intersecting lines - from the back to the 

front of the stage and across the stage (see 

Fig. 7). Viewing the lines left-to-right and 

upstage-to-downstage by individual in-

strument, instrument type, and method 

of playing, identified the developments in 

material and technique. It is symbolic of 

the way ideas travel and change, through 

constant feed and intersection of diver-

gent influences.31 Personally exemplify-

ing the depth of this process were the im-

provisations played on the very bathtub 

my parents and I brought with us from 

Germany. Moving the performance in-

crementally closer to the audience poten-

tializes a more personalized, even sympa-

thetic response to the migration theme 

and its music. It illuminates the profound 

observation of philosopher and writer 

Laurens van der Post, that, ‘a voyage to a 

destination is also a voyage inside oneself’ 

(see Footnote 24).

 This unusual arrangement of intersect-

ing instruments, materials and method of 

playing was given further focus on stage 

with the marimba deliberately positioned 

in the centre of the cross. Being the only 

instrument made from living material,32  

it symbolised the vitality of life in the de-

velopment of all ideas.

 Furthermore, this portrayal of the pro-

cess of human and ideas exchange in the 

concert illuminated how both conven-

tional techniques of execution and ap-

proaches to interpretation also undergo 

modification, adaptation and innovation. 

At the centre point was the aim of finding 

ways to percussively elicit long sounds 
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Fig. 8 Conditions of travel from Europe, post-WW2

 

Fig. 9 Staging of Having Never Written a Note for Percussion
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmSWs35wCLA

to convey various thematically related 

moods, a management of technique that 

is contrary to the capability of percussion 

instruments. As evidenced in the concert, 

migratory elements such as ocean waves, 

continuity of existence, improvisation, 

appreciation of beauty and alternative 

approaches were all represented by illu-

sory long sounds. These innovations mu-

sically reflect the process of inter-cultural 

exchange, expanding the technical spec-

trum of percussion through unorthodox 

modes of playing while demonstrating 

specific elements of the migratory experi-

ence.

3. Use of technology
 Challenging conventional modes of 

presentation and approach, a broader 

scope of narrative and music reinforce-

ments was sourced from outside the 

percussion discipline. Use of green, blue 

and red coloured stage-lights, in sync 

with the music, paralleled the landscapes, 

seascapes and inner-scapes of migrants’ 

physical and psychological journey. 

 Visually linking music and narrative, 

images of theme and stage design on 

raised screens created an air of pre-con-

cert expectation. Further images used 

throughout the concert literally brought 

the audience closer to both texts. Left-

hand screen magnification of playing 

was counter-balanced by the right-hand 

screen’s notational details and stark imag-

es of migratory realities.33 An e-program 

of these images and program notes aug-

mented this further by being accessible 

before, as well as during, the concert.

 Harmonising music and technical en-

hancements offered deeper emotional 

and intellectual appreciation of the per-

sonal and shared issues of physical, psy-

chological and intellectual migration, re-

inforcing the unconventionality of this 

performance mode. 

The Concert
 A concert of unaccompanied solos was 

chosen to represent the fundamentally 

solo nature of migration, as each indi-

vidual adapts in their own way to the 

changing circumstances and contexts. 

As a constant symbolic reference to my 

personal sea voyage, whose features are 

shared with infinite numbers of name-

less migrants, a maritime cap was worn 

throughout the concert.

 Our journey under austere conditions 

on the American troopship, USAT General 

W. G. Haan, determined the music choice 

of an apparently simple American com-

position by James Tenney, entitled, im-

plausibly, Having Never Written a Note for 

Percussion (see Fig. 8). 

 I deliberately commenced with this 

piece to confront predictable notions of 

what properly constitutes percussion 

music and presentation. Furthermore, 

musically and symbolically facilitating 

the solitary decision to migrate, the singu-

lar note played by one hand while facing 

away from the audience, illustrated the 

personal ramifications of going forward 

amongst strangers. And by not facing 

the audience, it moved the focus to the 

instrument and sound, further denoting 

the intensities of thought and action that 

presuppose significant change and new 

developments. It was an apt metaphoric 

symbol for migrant and music adapta-

tion and innovation; and was added extra 

poignancy by the fact that the work was 

written on a postcard – so it too under-

went a migration to concert realization.34 

 Deepening the metaphor, using con-

trolled striking against the tam-tam’s 

amplitude elicited surges of sound remi-

niscent of the buffeting ocean waves that 

physically and emotionally test those on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmSWs35wCLA
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Fig. 10c Staging of Waiting for… Details about the migration (right screen)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmSWs35wCLA

Fig. 10a Staging of Waiting for… enlargement of action, left screen               Fig. 10b Staging of Waiting for… playing

the arduous journey of new ideas and 

approaches. Beginning extremely softly 

within a normality of life the intensity 

of the crescendo subjugated all else to the 

sound, just as the transitional journey 

became the sole life of the people on the 

ship to the exclusion of the past and even 

of the future. It also symbolised the in-

creasing obsession that envelops innova-

tors of non-traditional ideas, before they 

return to a new type of normal, external 

existence as indicated in the diminuen-

do to void. Washing the stage in oceanic 

blue-tinted light together with screened 

images of the actual ship I came out on,35  

the tam-tam and an example of the mu-

sic on the right-hand screen synchronous 

with the playing on the left, heightened 

parallels for music engagement (see fig. 9)

 Performing down one tier stage level, 

Erdmann-Abele’s Waiting for…, (see Fig. 

10) reflected the descent into migrants’ 

mental preoccupation with the past they 

were leaving,36 the present they were en-

during and the hoped-for future, illustrat-

ed clearly with screen-images. Serving as 

metaphor for these psychological chal-

lenges was the marimba, with its very 

history,37 structure and appearance of 

elongated inter-connected pieces of rose-

wood timber. It symbolised the wooden 

crates and boxes constructed to contain 

possessions or even, like my father expe-

rienced, as temporary living accommo-

dation, highlighting migrant enterprise 

in overcoming resource scarcity.38 This 

Farewell movement, written in the same 

vein as Beethoven’s Sonata, op.81a,  was 

played under green light symbolising a 

verdant Europe, dichotomising past and 

future in the contrapuntal movement of 

two melodic lines of emigrants and those 

left behind. The harmony of their combi-

nation signified their resolution.40  

 The purposeful title, Waiting for…, im-

plied hope of a fresh beginning, expressed 

through liberal interpretations of tempo, 

pauses, dynamics, and mallet and body 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmSWs35wCLA
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Fig 11a: Staging of Improvisations on Lloyd’s Kandian Theme — enlargement on screen

Fig 11c: Staging of Improvisations on Lloyd’s Kandian Theme — enlargement on screen — information on migration progress

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yDkZsfmIcAc

Fig 11b: Staging of Improvisations on Lloyd’s Kan-

dian Theme — playing

movement. The soft dynamic of the final 

statement clearly showed that the focus 

of emigrants and those left behind had 

moved in their different directions, po-

tently reflecting the disjunction of life at 

the crossroads.

 The ship’s passage through the Mid-

dle East, unveiling glimpses of unknown 

landscapes and cultures, was musically 

depicted in Improvisations on Lloyd’s Kan-

dian Theme (see Fig. 11). The Sri Lankan, or 

Kandian, rhythms were played on a Mid-

dle Eastern derabucca. In keeping with 

the spirit of migrant extemporization, 

innovative hand-drumming techniques 

revealed various sonorities of the drum 

while improvising around the original 

rhythms.41 Playing tremolos with fingers 

and nails of one hand emulated the ‘long 

sounds’ of normal, everyday activity, set 

against specific rhythms of cultural con-

texts. And displaying on screen the detail 

of synchronous playing and images of the 

journey allowed the audience further in-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yDkZsfmIcAc
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Fig. 12a Staging of On the Outer: three playing positions across the stage

Fig. 12b Staging of On the Outer: examples of notation

Fig. 12c Staging of On the Outer: arrival document and placement 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNY6SycTPdg

sights into the intricacies of the music.

 Arrival in a new land is confronting. 

Described on the large screens, a sense of 

estrangement felt by newcomers is par-

tially caused by the alien categorisation 

on the arrival documentations42  as well as 

uneasy temporary accommodations,43 be-

fore settlement in suburbs of ethnic con-

centrations.44 From the outset everything 

is foreign, including food, culture and 

the language of communication.45 This 

detachment from hopes and dreams cre-

ates a sense of ‘being on the outer’ of their 

new society,46 an attitude that prevails 

throughout the process of adaptation and 

assimilation. The use of red stage lighting 

contrasted to the previous gentle green, 

underscored this alienation and reflected 

the new Australian climate and its sum-

mer heat, so contrasting to the verdan-

cy of European homelands.47 My piece 

On The Outer (see Fig. 12), exhibited this 

sense of being ‘on the outer’ of accepted 

societies of both humans and percussive 

technical expression. I used unconven-

tional improvised one-stick, finger and 

bouncing techniques on a drumhead not 

attached to a shell, while moving across 

the stage to separate music stations. This 

exclusion from tradition was made obvi-

ous in musical close-up on the left screen, 

playing against images of administrative 

arrival documents and camp life on the 

right.48 

 The extent of these departures from 

orthodox techniques illustrates advanced 

directions of playing, such as intricately 

pressing fingers onto the drumhead for 

degrees of dampened sounds,49 and using 

different parts of the beaters on the rim 

as well as the head. Finger and fingernail 

sounds extended the range of playing 

possibilities and rhythmic variations, 

including thumb rolls and one-handed 

tremolos played against other rhythmic 

phrases.50 Representing a serious depar-

ture from orthodox paradigms, these pro-

gressive techniques and their uncommon 

applications paralleled with the nuances 

of adaptation necessary for migrants to 

assimilate into a new life. 

 Starting life again in a new context re-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNY6SycTPdg
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Fig. 13a Staging of Improvisation B — enlarge-

ment on screen

Fig. 13c Staging of Improvisation B — image of the tub and commentary

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ygljyTbFiO8

Fig. 13b Staging of Improvisation B — playing 

lies on improvisation, epitomised in the 

materials and extempore rhythms of my 

Improvisation B (see Fig. 13).51 Adapted 

beaters and playing approach magnified 

on the left screen and the image of a small 

plain bathtub on the right implied a broad 

context of improvisatory necessities. 

The spontaneous rhythms paralleled the 

delights in drawing a bath; with gliding 

handles of keyboard mallets across the 

surface of the tub facilitating the smooth 

long sound of watery relaxation - a fleet-

ing moment of respite from the demand-

ing life outside. This was reinforced by 

the accompanying vision of floral beauty 

under a gentle light.

 In a context of imperfect understand-

ings of new language and customs, mi-

grants gather to “relive past lives, and 

help each other make sense of this new 

world.”52 This transitional state of adapta-

tion to new surroundings is exemplified 

in the translations of Pujol’s Variaciones 

sobre un tema de Atahualpa Yupanqui and 

Tárrega’s Recuerdos de la Alhambra (see 

Fig. 14), from guitar to marimba. Innova-

tions borne of an improvisatory approach 

of non-traditional technique and choreo-

graphed body and mallet movement re-

flected these cross-cultural interactions. 

They were elaborated in images onscreen, 

backwashed by the purple lighting of qui-

eting emotions accompanying a sense of 

progress made in adaptation.

 Translating the guitar direction tambo-

ra in the Variaciones sobre un tema de Ata-

hualpa Yupanqui to marimba required ex-

pansion of a newly-instituted technique; 

using mallet shafts melodically and in 

combination with the mallet head to elic-

it contrasts in both texture and volume.53 

This change of dynamic balance from the 

guitar version presented a new perspec-

tive of the music and its deeper nuances 

of emotion.54  

https://w w w.youtube.com/watch?v=B-

vWT5IQD_8Y

 The one-handed tremolos in Tárrega’s 

Recuerdos de la Alhambra exemplified 

the overcoming of obstacles by viewing 

the problem from different perspectives, 

which then open broader possibilities of 

action. Experimentation and consequent 

extended application of the LRRR tech-

nique introduced a smoothness of con-

tinual musical line, reflecting beauty in 

gentleness.55   

 By their presence, migrants intro-

duce obvious and sometimes confront-

ing change into society, paralleled in the 

technical approaches far removed from 

traditional snare drum traditions. In my 

Suite for Snare (see Figs. 15 - 19),56 played at 

the very front of the stage in close prox-

imity to the audience, the casual nature 

of integration was symbolized by being 

seated on the floor. The several unortho-

dox and possibly confronting techniques, 

and largely uncategorized nuances of 

sound were counter-balanced by the 

light-hearted spirit of its music and the-

matic intent.

 Enhanced by stage-lighting customised 

to reflect each of the four movements of 

the journey, it commenced with its green 

European beginnings, blue oceanic trav-

el, purple emotional adaptation, and full 

lighting of acceptance of both the new 

land and ideas. These aspects of the jour-

ney were symbolised in various playing 

styles of long sound, often produced by 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ygljyTbFiO8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BvWT5IQD_8Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BvWT5IQD_8Y


56        PERCUSSIVE NOTES ONLINE RESEARCH EDITION . VOLUME II

Fig. 14 Staging of Variaciones (L) and Recuerdos (R)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VH9hIP5b148

Fig. 15 Staging of Suite for Snare – preparatory information on screen as player walks to front of stage

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VH9hIP5b148
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Fig. 16a Staging of Suite for Snare – After M: playing

 

Fig. 16b Staging of Suite for Snare – After M: notational information

Fig. 17a Staging of Suite for Snare – an’ if…? — playing Fig. 17b Staging of Suite for Snare – an’ if…? — notational information

Fig. 18b Staging of Suite for Snare – scherzando spiccato: notational 

information
Fig. 18a Staging of Suite for Snare – scherzando spiccato: playing
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Fig. 19b Staging of Suite for Snare – continuity of change:  notational information

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=giuipEvXSiw

Fig. 19a Staging of Suite for Snare – continuity of change:  playing

a one hand action, in reflection of the es-

sentially solo-nature of human and music 

journeys towards advancement.

 This positive note of conclusion, en-

larged on the left screen and elaborat-

ed in the images of drum, notation and 

beaters on the right, suggests the devel-

opment of new perceptions and interpre-

tations of what constitutes the migration 

journey, as well as the development of 

music performance and presentation. 

Moreover, for the audience, seeing a ‘gen-

uine migrant’ performing in front of them 

tangibly humanizes the theme from both 

musical and individual perspectives.57 

Conclusion
 Evaluating suitability of past conven-

tions for new and changing contexts of-

ten generates shifts in paradigms toward 

more appropriate concert designs. A 

deeper intellectual and emotional appre-

ciation of the music was made possible 

through elucidation of a broader range 

of instrument sonorities and nuanced 

expressions, under-pinned by a concep-

tualized framework of concert principles 

and practices. This thematic integration 

of performance elements of music func-

tion, form, and execution with cross-dis-

cipline music enhancements of stage de-

sign, technology and theatricality enables 

a more appropriate voicing of percussion’s 

complexity. Emerging from this study, 

and fundamental to any transitional de-

sign, possible future directions are offered 

for consideration.

 Dovetailing the physical and psycho-

logical experience of migration with par-

alleled music is a significant move away 

from linear concert performance and pre-

sentation. The trajectory of the journey 

was conveyed in the selection of themat-

ically apt pieces sequenced for develop-

ment of emotional intensity. Progressing 

from the fundamental but radical deci-

sion to depart from the old paradigm of 

life, the concert commenced with Ten-

ney’s Having Never Written a Note for Per-

cussion, through to the substantial jour-

ney in Improvisations on Robert Lloyd’s 

Kandian Theme, survival adaptations 

being undertaken in Improvisation B to, 

finally, the sense of contribution made 

to the new life as shown in the Suite for 

Snare. Insights into the psychological di-

mensions of the inner journey are found 

in the anticipation of Erdmann-Abele’s 

Waiting for…, the emotional isolation de-

picted in On The Outer and the grievous 

sense of loss heard in Pujol’s Variaciones 

sobre un tema de Atahualpa Yupanqui and 

Tárrega’s Recuerdos de la Alhambra. 

 Reflecting experiences of a migrant 

journey, the music introduces new and 

unusual playing techniques of modified, 

adapted, and improvised approaches, 

which speak to the resourcefulness of 

the migrant circumstance and of mu-

sic experimentation. Using innovative 

techniques, such as the one-handed roll 

variations to identify subtle tensions of 

cultural disparity, exemplifies possibili-

ties of a broader scope of applications of 

sonic nuance in areas such as theatrical 

mood enhancement. And while height-

ening appreciation of a greater musical 

potential of the instruments, the levels 

of technique development also provide 

deeper insight into the adaptive features 

of migration. Injecting a personal note 

into the performance as both participant 

and exponent of narrative and music also 



    PERCUSSIVE NOTES ONLINE RESEARCH EDITION . VOLUME II        59

created an empathetic context to which 

the audience could more privately relate. 

This significant purposing of technical 

execution for expressive effect challenges 

the tacit acceptance of instrument-specif-

ic technique limitations. Timbral and in-

terpretive depths thus unveiled demon-

strate an expansive range of instrumental 

sonorities through original use of beat-

ers and techniques. In this, they bring to 

light the capabilities of the instruments 

to reflect mood and intent enlarging the 

context for more visceral responses to the 

music. Assertively questioning limiting 

attitudes and practices of tradition invites 

further research that embraces progres-

sive evolution away from more static and 

audience-distancing practices of perfor-

mance.  

 This approach does however question 

the authority unthinkingly conferred to 

composers. Their inadequate knowledge 

of percussion instrumental and technical 

intricacies further complicates the short-

comings in conventional percussion no-

tation to clearly indicate musical intent.  

This impedes the deeper expression of the 

music. Challenging the validity of uncrit-

ically accepting deficient compositional 

directions, this study embraced flexibil-

ity of interpretation to express musical 

intent. It included broader sonic creation, 

technique re-evaluation, improvisational 

latitude and use of mallet choreography, 

demonstrated throughout the concert. 

Tackling compositional limitations of tra-

dition resulted in more nuanced instru-

mental expressions and playing effects 

in keeping with a deeper understanding 

and revelation of the pieces. To develop 

this ultimate aim of music, critical refine-

ments to notational directions and in-

terpretive parameters are required. This 

demands greater awareness and more 

precise knowledge of the instruments’ 

sonic nuances and expansive means of 

expression. And for performance efficacy 

it also requires upgrading the system of 

notational scribing in a manner specific 

to percussion, illustrated in On the Outer.

 In that spirit of challenge to progress 

from old restrictive forms into more ap-

propriate works, I also composed pieces 

with specific thematic relevance. To elic-

it the concert theme, nuances of musical 

expression were explored that highlight 

new instrumental parameters of unusual 

sonorities with their very different play-

ing methods. For example, the emulation 

of percussively elusive long sounds in 

Suite for Snare illustrates a non-tradition-

al use of beaters in a one-hand playing ac-

tion that thematically reflects innovative 

approaches migrants bring to a society. 

As the final piece in the concert entitled 

From Other Worlds - migration of people 

and ideas, this unusual form of execution 

resonates with the manner of playing the 

opening piece, Having Never Written a 

Note for Percussion, thereby representing 

a cycle and endpoint in that particular 

research. It also demonstrates that more 

developed instrument appreciations re-

sult from the practice of cross-fertilising 

techniques with thematic content. Cross-

ing boundaries of historically accepted 

playing approaches to convey thematic 

meaning catalyses a greater intensity of 

focus to evoke particular musical effects 

of artistic expression. It is a relationship 

bypassed in conventional thinking. 

 Furthermore, music enhancement 

features amplify the thematic context. 

Incorporating a purposed symbolic stage 

design with concrete information on the 

e-program, alongside playing details, an 

aesthetic view of the instruments, and 

imagery magnified on elevated screens, 

enhances both the intellectual and emo-

tional feeds for the audience. Subliminal 

suggestions provided by sympathetic 

coloured lighting and stage movement 

also enhance the presentation without 

detracting from the music. Its intent is to 

assist in accessing the complexity of per-

cussion sounds and music by providing 

multi-disciplinary feeds to inform, en-

hance or illuminate the music mood, con-

tent, or aesthetic. Features are designed 

for music effect, commencing before and 

continuing throughout each concert. So, 

to pique a level of audience anticipation, 

performance and presentation informa-

tion is introduced in pre-concert down-

loadable e-programs containing images 

and program notes expressly related to 

theme. During the concert, relevant im-

ages and magnified playing details dis-

played on large screens intensify the 

connection between music, player and 

audience, further augmented with pur-

posed lighting. For instance, a darkened 

stage opens the performance of From 

Other Worlds - migration of people and 

ideas. A controlled increase in intensity of 

the blue light of ocean migration gradual-

ly unveils the long, suspenseful tam-tam 

note of Tenney’s Having Never Written a 

Note for Percussion, played with one hand 

while facing backstage. Merging music 

and presentation, this dramatic opening 

highlights the solitary nature of such 

experience, offering a personalised and 

different perspective on the universality 

of migration. As well, enlargement of the 

music-action on one screen and images of 

notation and physical migration on the 

other induce reflections on the import of 

both sound and theme. This melding of 

performance and presentation encourag-

es the player to embrace a broader inter-

pretation and appreciation of the music 

in its thematic context while also invit-

ing the audience to expand their under-

standing of both. Providing a variety of 

intellectual and emotional inducements 

that confront the more passive perfor-

mance-centric paradigms of tradition, 

this interactive model opens a path to 

deeper appreciation of the music.

 Across all levels of the concert creation 

in this research study: conception, organi-

zation, performance and presentation, the 

introduced role of theme as a structural 

device resulted in an unexpected level of 

congruency. Conceived primarily to filter 

and interpret the music of performance 

as well as structurally integrate with its 

presentation features, its presence facil-

itated unanticipated levels of corollary. 

As the underlying concert design ref-

erence-point, theme: informed all music 

performance decisions of concert focus 

in the selection and sequencing of music 

compositions, the purposed exploration 

of sonic nuance and technical expres-
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sion, and the form of player participation; 

directed organization of the introduced 

stationary in situ instrument placement 

to develop musical and thematic intensity 

with uncluttered sightlines for both au-

dience and players; and brought cohesion 

and continuity to the music performance 

and its presentation enhancement fea-

tures to assist audience grasp of the per-

cussive medium in its complexities. 

 Use of theme also adds another layer 

of import that penetrates all aspects of 

music outcome. It sits very delicately in 

a symbiotic relationship where music 

serves unfoldment of theme, and, most 

profoundly, where theme uplifts the mu-

sic. Linking theme and music for mutual 

enhancement and illumination is not a 

consideration in traditional contexts. In 

keeping with the complexity of the per-

cussion medium, this unusual filtering 

and integrating device forcefully driving 

concert structure and design, also con-

tains valuable, even exponential benefits 

to its ultimate intention to elevate the 

music. 

 The concert also revealed the limita-

tions of performance spaces designed 

specifically for acoustic clarity within 

their general venue aesthetic. With both 

presentation and performance consider-

ations paramount in percussion concerts, 

several venue and staging improvements 

would address the hindrances. A plain 

stage, with white or black walls and the 

ability to block out daylight, would neu-

tralize visual distractions and bestow the 

disparate look of the instrumentation 

with presence as a centerpiece of interest. 

This visually more suitable space would 

also allow for theatrical elements of the-

matic design to be developed. Contribut-

ing directly to music engagement and ap-

preciation, flexible tiering for both stage 

design and audience seating would better 

facilitate the synchronization of perfor-

mance platforms with the symbolic and 

content gestures of theme. This would im-

prove audience view of the instruments 

and important playing action, thus visu-

ally, aurally, and aesthetically enhancing 

the music. Redesigned music stands with 

small lips to accommodate their flat posi-

tioning without impeding reading of the 

music would further improve audience 

and player sightlines. Finally, a sophisti-

cated lighting rig and several purposed 

on-stage cameras would illuminate and 

magnify player performance thereby 

advancing thematic mood and atmo-

sphere. Overall, these venue and staging 

upgrades would considerably expand 

the visual and psychological engagement 

possibilities with percussion music. And 

future considerations could include tech-

nological improvements to develop more 

sophisticated telecasting of the event to 

remote or incapacitated audiences or, as 

at present, COVID-19 medically isolated 

households.

 This study offers a transitional concert 

model in the constantly evolving paths of 

performance directions, creating a more 

accommodating and appropriate context 

for percussion’s complexities. Shifting the 

paradigm in both principle and practice 

towards concert models more suited to 

percussion impels a reinvigoration of the 

medium. Emanating from this study, a 

number of directions emerged for further 

research into the discrete percussion me-

dium.

 First, essential to advancing the medi-

um is the creation of a detailed, orderly 

and cross-referenced audio-visual ar-

chive to capture and systematically doc-

ument percussive sonic and expressive 

capabilities. This would greatly enhance 

the informal, ad hoc documentations in 

non-peer reviewed percussion journals 

and on media platforms such as YouTube 

and individual websites. Audio-visual 

digitization of the timbral range of each 

instrument concept accompanied by ex-

planatory notes and examples of musical 

expression and effect would reveal the 

breadth and depth of instrumental sonic 

potential and possible playing and com-

positional applications. Second, develop-

ing a purposed notation system in an ex-

panded software application will enable 

greater accuracy of compositional direc-

tion and player interpretation. Beyond 

the scope of this study, these develop-

ments are essential to a medium evolving 

into broader practice paradigms.

 This model has further implications 

for players. Extending performance 

techniques beyond limitations of instru-

ment-specific approaches and historically 

accepted perceptions, involves expansive 

use of beaters, fingers and instruments 

in purposeful exploration of the per-

cussion medium towards deeper music 

revelation. Player re-orientation away 

from presentation-neutral paradigms 

of the past impels consideration of visu-

al performance elements of mallet and 

body-choreography for music enhance-

ment. These collective progressions in at-

titude and practice towards a greater re-

alisation of technical and visual elements 

of the medium suggest a reassessment of 

instrumental teaching practices and the 

current pedagogical focus in tertiary con-

servatoriums. 

 As well, to deepen appreciation of the 

music from this heterogeneous and elab-

orate instrument family, more research is 

needed into approaches of presentation 

in percussion concerts. This will yield 

better understanding of interrelation-

ships between design features, and tech-

nological and theatrical enhancements 

for visual, intellectual, emotional and 

sensorial engagement. Integrating all 

these performance and presentation el-

ements thematically provides a more fo-

cused, coherent and directional approach 

for enhancing the concert and its music. 

The model presented in this research is 

but one, and other pathways can also be 

pursued to progress the evolution of the 

percussion medium. An open-minded 

curiosity to perceive, research and action 

the instruments in their broader sonic 

and playing dimension while simultane-

ously challenging outmoded and inappro-

priate conventional notions of practice 

are requisite to further development and 

advancement of the medium. Creating 

a concert paradigm consistent with the 

complexities of percussive sound and 

music expression, also strongly suggests 

the need for a re-appraisal of concert ra-

tionale and practice frameworks in the 
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continual search for a more intense ap-

preciation of the medium and its music. 

 Finally, it is appropriate for percussion 

to give further research emphasis to the 

changing nature of contemporary audi-

ences whose media exposure may require 

more wide-ranging stimulation than is 

provided by listen-dominant modes of 

conventional concerts. Capturing the po-

tential of whole-person engagement to si-

multaneously access visual, technical and 

aural stimulation can determine new lev-

els of concert design and provide deeper 

intellectual and emotional appreciation 

of the nuanced sound-base unique to per-

cussion music. 

 This study has demonstrated a concert 

model that addresses appropriate prin-

ciples and practices in line with the ex-

pansive, complex, and still evolving per-

cussion instrument family. In doing so, it 

challenges old paradigms of constraining 

attitudes and practices. By thematically 

integrating performance function, exe-

cution, and form with presentation en-

hancements of purposed stage design, 

technology, theatricality, and interactive 

participation, a deeper appreciation of 

both music and theme are potentialized. 

For the wider percussion community, this 

evolving shift in concert paradigm im-

plies the need for an active interrogation 

of conventional misperceptions of inhib-

ited instrument voice and expression. To 

actualise a revitalised performance and 

presentation context requires the con-

ceptual and practice shift into fresh para-

digms appropriate to its distinctive music, 

instrumentation, and voice. Amplifying 

the opening words of the concert,  this 

performance-led research of the percus-

sion medium has demonstrated a timely 

shift in context and practice paradigms 

that strike at the very heart of its musical, 

technical, and artistic development.

END NOTES
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concert season https://asq.com.au/on-de-
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3. https://www.charlottesymphony.org/blog/

story-behind-haydns-farewell-symphony/ 

4. Many of the instruments are also concepts 

of the sound. For example, snare drum is 

thought of an instrument. But with basic 

drum sizes of 3”, 5”, 6.5”, 8” and 15” depths 

it should more properly be considered 

as a concept of snared drums. Similarly, 

the term snare drum sticks covers a wide 

range of sizes, weights and design details. 

Beyond the scope of this study, this idea of 

instrumental and beater concepts is worthy 

of further investigation to deepen under-

standing of the medium.

5. The uncritical ear accepts a series of short 

even sounds as the effect of a long sound; 

and body and mallet movement produce 

a visual impression of differentiation be-

tween legato and staccato.

6. David Morgan, Voyage Into Solitude, manu-

script in the author’s collection, 1983

7. For example, using castanets to convey a 

Spanish flavour, snare drums to denote a 

military sense, tam-tams to add volume, 

ignores the reality that each one of these 

instruments comes in a variety of sizes and 

registers and as such could more properly 

be understood as concepts of those sounds.

8. Standard orchestration tutors only provide 

limited, and not always accurate, descrip-

tions of the instruments and their uses. G. 

Jacob, Orchestral Technique (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1970), 64-71 and W. Piston 

Orchestration (London: Victor Gollancz, 

1969), 296-323. The convergent playing 

approach is evident in standard teaching 

manuals such as G. Cook, Teaching Percus-

sion (New York: Schirmer, 1997), and R. 

Holloway and H. Bartlett, Guide to Teaching 

Percussion (Dubuque IA: W. C. Brown, 1971).

9. For example, Eric Bryce’s Concerto for 

marimba/vibraphone calls for jazz improvi-

sation against a Latino accompaniment in a 

classical form.

10. Subliminal messages support the sonic and 

visual elements in ways that may not be 

obvious on first hearing or viewing but are 

significant in conveying the intent. Playing 

an ostinato figure with one hand to suggest 

urgency, or wearing a maritime cap and 

using blue light to reinforce the idea of a sea 

voyage are two such examples.

11. Brecht A Short Organum for the Theatre 

paragraph 35 (p. 7) http://tenstakonsthall.se/

uploads/139-Brecht_A_Short_Organum_

for_the_Theatre.pdf accessed 9 April 2017.

12. In Adelaide, Australia the performance 

by Les Percussions de Strasbourg was on 

specially constructed stages above the 

audience to emphasize the spatialisation 

of the piece; Adelaide Percussions set up 

in 4 corners of the hall with 4 speakers in 

between to enclose the audience ‘within 

the river’. However, both could have been 

enhanced by greater use of stagecraft such 

as lighting.

13. W. Bradford, The Stanislavski System  

Elements of the Russian Master’s meth-

od, https://www.thoughtco.com/stan-

islavsky-system-acting-method-2712987 

accessed 19.01.2018.

14.  Ibid.

15. Stravinsky, Chronicle of My Life, Trans. 

from French. (London: Gollancz, 1936), p. 

122.

16. Stravinsky, op,cit., p. 117.

17. This is discussed at length in Pusz, R. 

‘Percussion performance: challenges of the 

medium, technique and repertoire’, MPhil 

Dissertation, University of Adelaide, 2016

18.  J. Grotowski, From the Theatre Company, 

118.

19. Aside from the obvious variations of RLL 

or LRR stickings, it is also worth consider-

ing the musical effect of extended one-hand 

ostinati.

20. The significance of multi-focal purpose 

https://asq.com.au/on-demand-2020/
https://asq.com.au/on-demand-2020/
http://proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/docview/304256412?accountid=8203
http://proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/docview/304256412?accountid=8203
http://proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/docview/304256412?accountid=8203
http://proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.proxy.library.adelaide.edu.au/docview/304256412?accountid=8203
https://www.charlottesymphony.org/blog/story-behind-haydns-farewell-symphony/
https://www.charlottesymphony.org/blog/story-behind-haydns-farewell-symphony/
https://www.thoughtco.com/stanislavsky-system-acting-method-2712987
https://www.thoughtco.com/stanislavsky-system-acting-method-2712987
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was recognised by the renowned architect 

J. Mordaunt Crook. ‘As all the pleasures 

of intellect arise from the association of 

ideas, the more the materials of association 

are multiplied, the more will the sphere of 

those pleasures be enlarged.’ J. Mordaunt 

Crook ‘Style in architecture: the historical 

origins of the dilemma’, The Question of 

Style in Philosophy and the Arts, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1995), 75.

21. Composer-authority is implied in the 

notational directions of the printed score, 

but like the written script of a play relies 

on the performer to express the depths of 

meaning within it. This is also analysed 

in M. Doğantan-Dack ‘Artistic Research 

in Classical Music Performance’, Parse 

(Gothenburg, Sweden, Faculty of Fine, 

Applied and Performing Arts, University 

of Gothenburg, 2015) accessed August 2019 

http://parsejournal.com/article/artistic-re-

search-in-classical-music-performance/ 

27-39.

22. Contemporary audiences are accustomed 

to an array of fast-moving stimuli through 

the exponential impact of technological and 

communication advances over the last thir-

ty years. (Will W.K. Ma, Yuen, Park, Lau, 

Deng, eds., New Media, Knowledge, Practices, 

Multiliteracies: HKAECT 2014 International 

Conference DOI 10.1007/978-981-287-209-8, 

2015, accessed 19 July 2020.) Particularly 

evidenced during the COVID-19 pandem-

ic ravaging the world in 2020, multiple 

technology platforms are utilised for more 

intensified personal, business and corporate 

virtual communication such as zoom for 

seminars and webinars, YouTube confer-

encing, podcasting and increased uses of a 

variety of social media. The public’s greater 

ease and more frequent inter-facing with 

these platforms have relaxed the attitudes 

to, and expanded styles of, dispensing and 

receiving information. This behavioural 

change validates the alternative concert 

modes proposed in this research.

23.  L. Van der Post, Venture to the Interior, 

(New York, William Morrow and Co., 1951), 

51.

24. A. Mckeown, ‘Global Migration, 1846-1940’, 

Journal of World History, Vol. 15, No. 2 (Jun., 

2004), 173, University of Hawaii Press, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20068611 

accessed 7 May 2018.

25. A musical example of this confrontation 

was Handel’s inclusion of snare drum in op-

era, a small change, jarring in its initiative 

but eventually acquired a broader accep-

tance in the orchestral milieu. ‘W. Gooding, 

“Messiah.” Opera Canada, vol. 57, no. 3, (Fall 

2016), 59. Gale Academic OneFile, https://

link-gale-com.proxy.library.adelaide.edu.

au/apps/doc/A481518366/AONE?u=ade-

laide&sid=AONE&xid=40f52e99, accessed 

15 Aug. 2020.

26. We were part of the post-World War 2 

mass emigration from Europe

27. These include: pressure to accurately fulfil 

administrative requirements across home-

land and future contexts; the unrelenting 

need to improvise and adapt; controlling 

grief at loss of both family and culture; han-

dling the overwhelming sense of isolation; 

apprehension of future difficulties; and the 

joy of reaching journey’s end. For example, 

living in a camp replenished by Red Cross 

parcels, in a part of Germany occupied by 

American troops, and keeping in contact 

with Polish State and Church authorities 

while determining the requirements of 

migration to Australia, presented unique 

challenges. 

28. E. Kunz, Displaced Persons: Calwell’s New 

Australians, (Canberra, Australian National 

University Press, 1988), 163-169.

29. W. Bagehot, Physics and Politics, (Kitchener 

Ontario, Batoche Books, 2000), 92.

30. A predictable axis places derabucca and 

bathtub together on one side of the ma-

rimba, using only one chair. Snare and PTS 

drums played in a standing position could 

balance the set-up at the other end of the 

marimba. Tam-tam, usually on a low stand, 

could be at either end.

31.  The process of exchanging ideas through 

these intersections was visually and 

aurally illustrated in the playing of the PTS 

drumhead. A clear head symbolised this, 

showing both sides of the playing action. 

An instrument of skin and metal was 

played with wood and skin using atypical 

techniques while moving across the stage. 

The action moved from a skin instrument 

(derabucca) played with skin (fingers) to 

playing with wood (mallet handles) on 

metal (bathtub).

32.  The ‘skin’ of the drums is today predomi-

nantly made of plastic, though still referred 

to by the old name of skin.

33.  Magnifying the playing action also 

introduces a more aesthetic view of the 

instruments. This is markedly at odds with 

a traditional presentation that, from an 

audience perspective, gives prominence to 

resonators and stands.

34. The work was the last of Tenney’s postal 

pieces – a series of works with minimal 

playing directions and written on postcards, 

between 1965 and 1971.

35. USAT General Haan. Courtesy, U.S. Naval 

Institute, Annapolis, MD.

36. Kunz, Displaced Persons, 33-34

37. Pusz, op. cit., 42-54

38. My father constructed a wooden crate to 

hold our clothes, but as they were lost in 

a fire it only contained a small cast-iron 

bathtub, the sum total of our possessions. It 

was later used to hold grain for the chickens 

my parents raised, then contained wood for 

the fire and currently houses a collection of 

my percussion instruments. To save money 

my father also lived for a few months in 

a tar-papered wooden crate (used at the 

time to transport new cars) on the property 

they bought while the house was built, 

illustrating migrant enterprise to overcome 

survival challenges. That crate finally 

morphed into a fence, the uprights of which 

my brother and I used as goalposts for our 

football (soccer) games.

39. Beethoven’s Sonata op. 81a was written on 

the departure of the Archduke Rudolph, 

on May 21 1809. The three movements are 

often labelled The Farewell, The Absence and 

The Return. Ironically, Waiting for… was 

written for me following a concert series 

in Germany – the Farewell for my leaving, 

a ‘musical migration’ back to Australia, the 

Absence for my time there and Return for 

my return to Germany to play the work 

in its entirety in a Musica Nova concert in 

Reutlingen.

40. My mother also recalled the moment of 

departure from Napoli with the words, 

‘They [people onshore] threw streamers to 

us and only then did I realise that we were 

http://parsejournal.com/article/artistic-research-in-classical-music-performance/
http://parsejournal.com/article/artistic-research-in-classical-music-performance/
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leaving behind a life, and I cried.’

41.  The improvisation was three-fold. The 

original piece by Lloyd was written on 

one line for, in his words, ‘any resonant 

drum’, with the assumption that it would 

be played with sticks. Suggesting a two-line 

notation to depict contrasting phrases, and 

playing it with fingers was a departure 

from convention and an improvisational 

one, as I had no certainty that the transition 

would be successful. That it worked gave 

me the impetus to improvise round the 

themes.

42. Displaced Person was the description 

stamped on entry documents of migrants 

on the Government’s refugee program; 

nationality was in accordance with infor-

mation on the Arbeitsbuch (workbook) from 

Germany, as most did not have a passport; 

and women were all classed as housewives. 

National Archives of Australia, https://

recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/

Interface/SearchScreens/BasicSearch.aspx . 

The Arbeitsbuch and related documents are 

housed in the South Australian Migration 

Museum, https://migration.history.sa.gov.

au/. 

43. Accommodating families in army barracks 

without internal walls saw blankets hung 

up as temporary means of separation in-

stead of being used for warmth. Complaints 

led to a rectification of the situation.

44. J. Collins, Migrant Hands in a Distant Land, 

(Sydney: Pluto Press, 1991), 38-42.

45. Displaced Persons (DPs) were housed 

in camps and moved to different sites. 

Teachers at the camps called the form of 

German that became the unofficial com-

mon language ‘DP Deutsch’, Bruce Pennay, 

Calwell’s Beautiful Balts, (Albury-Wodonga: 

Parklands, 2007), 8.

46. Collins, Migrant Hands, 208-11.

47. We disembarked in Melbourne on a hot 

summer’s day, 21st February 1950.

48. A transparent drumhead was deliberately 

chosen to show the extent of difference of 

playing technique, reflecting disparities 

of culturally attuned approaches to life’s 

issues.

49. Notationally indicated with a “+” and 

preceded by a number indicating number 

of fingers used to dampen the sound.

50.  Thumb rolls are effected by sliding a damp 

or rosined thumb over the surface of the 

head or in this case, rim. The second move-

ment is played wearing thimbles on the left 

hand. Another version without thimbles is 

evident in the attachment. See 9. Adden-

dum in PART A, Folder1, From Other Worlds 

- migration of people and ideas.

51.  Lacking goods and easy access to them 

necessitates improvisation.

52. Collins, Migrant Hands, 39, 209, 194-96.

53. Initiated by noted Japanese marimbist 

and composer Keiko Abe, Voice of Matsuri 

Drums, for marimba, 1992, Tokyo: Xebec 

Music Publishing, and American composer 

Joseph Schwantner, Velocities, 1990, New 

York: Schott Helicon Music Corporation.

54. Pujol’s Variaciones, subtitled Lloran las 

ramas del viento, Crying of the Branch-

es in the Wind, expresses the pervading 

atmosphere of the music. Yupanqui’s (real 

name Héctor Roberto Chavero) aim was ‘to 

portray human beings as they weep, love 

and contemplate the world’. This sub-title 

defines the work as an allegory of sorrow 

M. Osorio, Atahualpa Yupanqui The Unesco 

Courier; Paris Iss. 9,  (Sep 1992), 2.

55. Used in a different way by well-known 

jazz drummer Buddy Rich on drums, it was 

not generally understood until explained 

in 2014 by Dennard http://drummagazine.

com/one-handed-roll-a-buddy-rich-trick/ 

accessed September 2018. It is still only 

rarely used on keyboard percussion. See R. 

Pusz, Percussion Performance. 100-105.

56. Coming out of the military tradition the 

snare drum is generally accepted as a 

tri-tonal concept of snares on, snares off, 

and rim, played with wooden sticks. These 

four movements display it in another light. 

After M makes a multiple piece of a single 

drum and extends the sound sources of the 

drum - after Milhaud (M) who composed 

the first multi-percussion concerto, and 

Michael (M) Colgrass, who after studying 

with Milhaud charted a new direction for 

the snare drum). 

  An’ if…? answers my question: 

  An’ if we have no sticks, what is left? 

  A silent drum? … Of sound bereft? 

  Or can fingers and nails in retrospect, 

  give a more subtle tone to this narrative?

 Scherzando spiccato explores sounds of 

various strokes produced by brush and 

fingers. Continuity of Change plays with the 

idea that long sounds on the drum are an 

illusion created by playing different types 

of rolls that also create different levels of 

tension.

57. Having a clear view of the drumhead 

added a level of aesthetic and intellectual 

stimulation.
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Shaky Hands and Cold Feet:
Analyzing Disability in Body 
Works
by Ross Aftel

Abstract

n high school I was often referred 

to as “Forrest Gump” or “Crazy Legs”. 

This was because of the ankle-foot 

orthoses (AFOs), or leg braces, that 

I have had to wear due to a hereditary 

neuropathic condition I have known as 

Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease (CMT). In 

college, I often encountered hesitation 

from performance faculty about follow-

ing a performance degree.  However, 

beginning in 2013, I became heavily in-

volved in dance collaborations with sev-

eral choreographers and developed an in-

tense fascination with Composed Theater 

(also known as instrumental theater and 

musiktheater). I began to explore artists 

such as Pina Bausch, Dieter Schnebel, and 

Heiner Goebbels; all of whom synthe-

sized music, theater, and dance into larger 

multidisciplinary art forms. Encouraged 

by musicologists Judith Lochhead and Er-

ika Honisch, I explored the field of music 

and disability studies to use my condition 

and experiences to my advantage. 

 After studying the literature of Joseph 

Strauss and consulting The Oxford Hand-

book of Music and Disability Studies, I no-

ticed that a large amount of scholarship 

has been devoted to analyzing metaphor-

ical gestures of disability through musical 

score analyses. Some writers however, 

provide unique perspectives on the topic 

of performance and disability, often from 

a first-person perspective in musical per-

formance. Taking initiative from pianist 

and music and disabilities scholar Stefan 

Honisch, I argue that physical gestures 

can be analyzed in a literal way by study-

ing and performing works written for the 

body of a performer, and using personal 

narrative as a means of phenomenologi-

cal investigation. The aim of my research 

is to identify what about compositions 

in which the body is the primary instru-

ment, or what I refer to as “Body Works,” 

could be significant to performance stud-

ies and disability studies. Through the 

analysis of my own performance experi-

ences and supporting literature, I explore 

how the act of performing works for the 

body interacts with disability tropes such 

as alienation, accommodation, passing, 

and the stare. I also show how certain 

music could be interpreted as disabling 

the performer and disabling the audience. 

Although a few pieces will be mentioned 

to understand the different aesthetic as-

I

After studying the literature of Joseph Strauss and consulting The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, I noticed that a 

large amount of scholarship has been devoted to analyzing metaphorical gestures of disability through musical score analyses. Some 

writers, however, provide unique perspectives on the topic of performance and disability, often from a first-person perspective in 

musical performance. Taking initiative from pianist and music and disabilities scholar Stefan Honisch, I argue that physical gestures 

can be analyzed in a literal way by studying and performing works written for the body of a performer and using personal narrative 

as a means of phenomenological investigation. I am a percussionist with “Charcot-Marie-Tooth Disease”, a neuro-muscular disease 

affecting the nerves in my hands and my ability to walk. The aim of my research is to identify what about compositions in which the 

body is the primary instrument, or what I refer to as Body Works, could be significant to performance studies and disability studies. 

Through the analysis of my own performance experiences and supporting literature, I explore how performing works for the body 

deals with disability tropes such as alienation, accommodation, passing, and the stare. I also show how certain music could be inter-

preted as disabling the performer and disabling the audience. Although a few pieces will be mentioned to understand the different 

aesthetic aspects of Body Works, I will focus on two pieces for case studies: Colin Tucker’s remainder (2013) and Frederic Rzweski’s 

Lost and Found (1985). These two pieces will help in the analysis of physical gestures and the body in a way that can be helpful to 

other scholars of disability and performance. 
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pects of body works, I will focus on two 

pieces for case studies: Colin Tucker’s re-

mainder (2013) and Frederic Rzweski’s 

Lost and Found (1985). These two pieces 

will help in the analysis of physical ges-

tures and the body in a way that can be 

helpful to other scholars of disability and 

performance. 

 Before any discussion of specific com-

positions proceeds, there should be an 

explanation about the types of pieces that 

will be used for this analysis. As stated 

in the introduction, the focus will be on 

body works. I claim that body works are 

pieces of music that focus on the body of 

the performer as the primary instrument. 

These pieces of music are often presented 

like western art pieces and also tend to 

be theatrical in nature. This term is not 

commonly used, but there is a rhetorical 

issue with referring to the works by the 

more widely used label, body percussion. 

This is because most practices of body 

percussion stem from traditional dances 

and popular music idioms. Body percus-

sion practices can be seen and heard in 

such dances known as hambone in the 

US, saman in Indonesia, and palmas in 

Spain. In contemporary youth culture 

in the US, stepping, a form of African 

American body percussion, is a popular 

dance practice that many millennials 

grew up with, and was featured in films 

such as Drumline (2002) and Stomp the 

Yard (2007). Using the case studies in this 

paper, I will present a gradually more-re-

fined explanation as to what body works 

are and what the represent.

 I argue that the aesthetics of body 

works are derivative of two other art 

forms: composed theatre and body art. 

This relationship is depicted in example 

1, which schematizes body works. The 

term “composed theatre” was developed 

at a symposium supported by the Stiftung 

Universität Hildesheim, led by Michael 

Roesner and Matthais Rebstock in 2009.1 

 Rebstock explains composed theatre as 

a practice of devising theater primarily 

through music-compositional techniques. 

These strategies include (but are not lim-

ited to) serializing extra-musical material 

such as movement, lighting, and stag-

ing. It might also involve the adaptation 

of musical forms like sonatas, or rondos 

within a theatrical work. This explana-

tion of Rebstock’s description is reductive 

and I encourage others to study his work.2 

 Practitioners of composed theatre pri-

marily focus on the creation of works that 

subvert the hierarchy of performative 

mediums such as music, dance, and the-

ater in order to create more holistic per-

formance pieces. Examples of this hierar-

chy might be the emphasis of narrative 

in a play over the use of music, or singers 

being the focus of an opera instead of 

utilizing the music or musicians to de-

velop the piece.  Composed theatre has 

its influence on body works specifically 

because they are both theater practices 

devised through music-compositional 

means. The potential for composing with 

non-musical material—specifically move-

ment— created a lot of artistic opportu-

nities for two composers starting in the 

early 1960’s: Mauricio Kagel and Dieter 

Schnebel. Kagel wrote that movement “is 

the fundamental element of Instrumen-

tal Theatre [the creation of instrumental 

pieces that also function as theatrical dra-

mas] and is taken therefore into account 

during musical composition. Movement 

on the stage becomes an essential feature 

for differentiating from the static char-

acter of a normal musical performance.”3 

 Kagel’s emphasis on composing move-

ment may be observed in a work such as 

his piece Pas des cinq, in which five per-

formers are instructed to walk along a 

pentagram of different surface textures 

in specified rhythms. The musical aspect 

of this piece is presented through differ-

ent forms and rhythms of walking. 

 Kagel’s interest in movement has 

been seen not only in his works, but in 

the works of Dieter Schnebel. Early in 

Schnebel’s career, he acknowledged the 

highly performative nature of the physi-

cal gestures of conductors. This led to the 

creation of Schnebel’s early work nostal-

gie (or Visible Music II) for conductor (1960-

62), which is a piece that is intended for a 

solo conductor.4 Nostalgie features a solo 

conductor without an ensemble, making 

the musical emphasis focused solely upon 

the physical gestures of the conductor. 

Nostalgie could arguably be considered 

the first body work. This could be argued 

because whereas there were other works 

from Kagel such as Transićion II and Staat-

stheater that used the body, those works 

were always presenting the body as 

sounding in reaction to something else 

such as broken machines, toys, or small 

percussion instruments. 

Example 1: Body Works Aesthetic Diagram
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 Although nostalgie is derived from 

the mimetic performance of conducting 

gestures, Schnebel was also one of the 

first to apply serial procedures to bodily 

movement in order to compose certain 

pieces. The score Körpersprache (1980) 

contains sketches, theories, and formal 

outlines for the creation of a “komposition 

der körperbewegengen” (a composition 

of body movement). Schnebel describes 

Körpersprache as an “Organkomposition”, 

which may be translated into English 

as “body composition/work”. Schnebel 

states within the score that this piece, in 

certain ways, can present the potential 

of the body through physical expression. 

He goes as far as to say that this work can 

contain a kind of “natural history” and 

“the history of human movement.”5 This is 

a bold claim, but it is possible to be sympa-

thetic to this idea if considering the piece 

as a statistical collection of body move-

ments. The score itself outlines a great 

number of potentialities for the body as it 

is in motion; in some ways the score reads 

as documentation for all possibilities for 

moving individual appendages. Much 

of this work was devised through serial 

techniques, whereby sequences of motion 

and selection of body parts were deter-

mined by conventional serial methods.6  

 Apart from the influence of composed 

theatre, the other aesthetic practice that 

body works is derived from is body art. 

Whereas the aesthetic ideology of com-

posed theatre is fairly straightforward in 

the creation of theatrical pieces through 

music composition techniques, body art 

has a more complex ideological back-

ground. Drawing from theorists and 

artists such as Elizabeth Grosz, Bryan 

Turner, Carolee Schneemann, and Michel 

Foucault, Amelia Jones has provided a 

comprehensive text on the philosophical 

and ideological background of body art. 

In her work Body Art, Performing the Sub-

ject Jones claims body art emphasizes

the position of the body— as locus of 

a “disintegrated” or dispersed “self”, as 

elusive marker of the subject’s place in 

the social, as “hinge” between nature 

and culture…The term “body art” thus 

emphasizes the implication of the body 

(or what I call the “body/self,” with all 

of its apparent racial, sexual, gender, 

class, and other apparent or uncon-

scious identifications) in the work.7 

 This definition describes how the body 

is a site for multiplicity. The body is nat-

ural, but simultaneously artificial as it is 

socially constructed. The body can ex-

pose itself as a subject and an object. In 

the quote, Jones describes the body as 

a “body/self”. This is understandable in 

body art, as the body and the self are of-

ten inseparable. For example, body art 

pieces are performed, or rather present-

ed, by the artist who created the work 

(for instance, Carolee Schneemann per-

forms her own work Inner Scroll, Marina 

Abramović performs her own work The 

Artist is Present). Thus, it is mostly the 

case that the specific body of the artist 

is necessary in the presentation of the 

work because what is being presented, 

according to Jones, is a political body that 

is expressed solely through the individ-

ual artist, or themself. Jones emphasizes 

the importance of political engagement 

with body art. By placing the body/self 

within the social domain, body art (with 

all of its potential for intersubjectivity) 

“provides the possibility for radical en-

gagements that can transform the way 

we think about meaning and subjec-

tivity (both the artist’s and our own).”8 

  The political implications of the body 

in body art and body works are slightly 

different. Firstly, there is a question of 

whose body is being presented and polit-

icized. In body art, the body of the artist 

is normally the body in question. Also ac-

cording to Jones, the presentation of the 

body does not always require a physical 

presence; body art can be presented in 

photography and other digital mediums. 

In contrast, body works do not typically 

depend on the physical presence of the 

creator’s (composer’s) body. Body works 

are created as conventional western mu-

sical compositions and are replicated by 

other performers. When a body work 

is being performed, the political body of 

the composer is rarely what is at stake. 

Although it could be said that the com-

poser’s authorship is present within the 

presentation of the work, it is the per-

former’s body that is the place of political 

interpretation. 

 Vinko Globokar’s ?Corporel is a compel-

ling example for this issue. ?Corporel is a 

body work that requires the performer 

to be topless. The score has no indication 

of an alternative way of presenting the 

body. Even though this idea is an assump-

tion, it is widely believed that Globokar 

did not initially intend for a woman to 

perform the piece. This is due to the piece 

being written for Gaston Sylvestre and 

has also been performed by the compos-

er himself. There are also moments when 

beating certain areas of the body might 

cause greater discomfort for a female as 

opposed to a male. 

 Because ?Corporel was likely written 

for male performers, the performance of 

this piece as presented by a female body 

can immediately become a politically 

charged spectacle. In the article “The 

Speaking Percussionist as Storyteller”, 

percussionist Bonnie Whiting provides a 

first person account of her experiences 

with ?Corporel. By presenting an exposed 

female torso, the female body becomes 

a political surface. A naked female torso 

presents an alienated body in the world 

of percussion, as percussion (similarly 

to low brass) is still heavily male popu-

lated.9 It is the political act of alienation, 

in regard to the body that allows for the 

discussion of disability in performance. 

Thus, Whiting’s performance of ?Corporel 

projects a critique of a naked Other.

 Alienation is a common feature within 

the body art movement. Sociologist Bryan 

Turner states, “The body is the most prox-

imate and immediate feature of my social 

self, a necessary feature of my social loca-

tion and of my personal enselfment and 

at the same time an aspect of my personal 

alienation in the natural environment.”10 

The body is alienated through its aware-

ness within social and cultural spaces, 

but it is also alienated within nature. As 
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an example, by presenting any body that 

does not exemplify the conventional 

body in western art (white, male), there is 

an inherent alienation of the body being 

presented. This is due to the white male 

body being the western symbol of the pa-

triarchy and thus the symbol of an able, 

strong body.

 This example of conventional bod-

ies versus alienated ones can be taken a 

step further. Within the world of perfor-

mance, the presentation of the disabled 

body is the exposure of an alienated form. 

The disabled body is an alienated body, 

and faces unique struggles through its 

alienated presence in performance. Even 

in regards to the relationship of a disabled 

body and to nature itself, the disabled 

body is viewed as lacking natural abili-

ty. For example, I am often described in 

medical reports as a person who cannot 

highly function without the assistance 

of ankle-foot orthoses (AFOs). The use 

of these braces allows me to walk with-

out my feet dropping, stumbling over my 

toes, or walking on the inside of my foot. 

In other words, I cannot function in a nor-

mal or conventional way without the use 

of AFOs. 

 As previously suggested, alienation is 

a significant concept within both body 

art and body works; this construct will 

be the entry point into disability within 

body works. From a general perspective, 

any body with physical abnormality or 

neuromuscular condition can quickly 

become an alienated body in musical 

performance. Most physical aspects in-

volved with musical performance are 

not designed to handle people with dis-

abilities, thus making higher-level stud-

ies in performance inaccessible to those 

performers with unique bodily predis-

positions. An example of such alienation 

would include the nature of the orchestra 

audition. In order to successfully win an 

orchestra audition, the candidate needs to 

create an idealized interpretation of mu-

sical excerpts. In classical percussion au-

ditions, it is most often the case that the 

physical capabilities required for ideal ex-

ecution limit the types of candidates who 

will be able to successfully complete the 

audition. I myself have extremely limited 

vertical and lateral motion in my ankles, 

making the lateral swinging clutches on 

Dresden timpani foot pedals used in most 

auditions highly prohibitive. Another ex-

ample could be a percussionist with one 

hand who may have difficulties playing 

crash cymbal excerpts. Even within uni-

versities or conservatories, one can often 

find a lack of accommodation alienating.11 

 Although many musicians live with 

physical conditions that inhibit us from 

easily performing in the more conven-

tional realms of orchestral repertoire or 

standard classical repertoire, thus alien-

ating us, there are ways of confronting 

the alienating effects of disability within 

the performing community. There are 

two potential ways of handling the ex-

perience of disability alienation in per-

formance. One way is to adapt one’s play-

ing in order to successfully perform the 

desired repertoire in a way that is most 

comfortable: the other way is to empha-

size and expose the difference a disabili-

ty presents with a performer. Adapting 

one’s playing technique is not something 

that is inherently unique to performers 

with disabilities; every player should al-

ways find a way of physically executing 

techniques in a comfortable way to play 

their instruments. But for persons with 

disabilities, this is often a daily obstacle 

and one that is not always as simple as ad-

justing playing posture. 

 In “‘Re-narrating Disability’ through 

Musical Performance”, Stefan Honisch de-

scribes his development of manual legato 

technique in order to bypass the difficul-

ty of using the una corda pedal on the pia-

no.12 In this article, Honisch also discusses 

the use of attachments to the sustain ped-

al of the piano, as well as performing in 

his wheelchair instead of sitting on the 

piano bench. Honisch’s examples of ad-

aptation are twofold; 1) he must develop 

a different physical skill that is not com-

monly used (due to technical innovations 

to the construction of the piano), and 2) 

the adaptation of his instrument to better 

accommodate his unique physicality. The 

first of these forms of adaptation—techni-

cal adaptation— is an obstacle that most 

performers with a disability can attest to 

dealing with at one point in their lives. I 

myself have had to change the way I hold 

mallets due to the lack of finger dexteri-

ty and the general strength of my hands. 

The other form of adaptation falls into 

the realm of organology. There are sev-

eral cases of instruments being adapted 

for certain body types. The most familiar 

examples would be smaller sized string 

instruments, but there are also curved 

flute head-joints, extended-range triggers 

for trombone, and bent mouth pieces for 

brass instruments.  

 Aside from adapting one’s disability to 

conventions, the other way of handling 

disability is to expose it, emphasize it, and 

embrace it as a unique signature of one’s 

individual performance style. This option 

is the essence of my argument, namely, 

that performance can be a means of uti-

lizing disability as a means of artistic rep-

resentation. Although many composers 

wrote pieces for musicians with physical 

differences such as one handed pianists, 

these works do not necessarily empha-

size the unique condition of the perform-

ers; players like Paul Wittgenstein or 

Siegfried Rapp performed these pieces 

because the works were designed to al-

low their technical abilities to pass as nor-

mative.  “Passing” in this context refers 

to the act of being accepted as able-bod-

ied. A piece of music like Ravel’s Piano 

Concerto in D Major does not expose the 

one-handedness of Wittgenstein, rather 

it demonstrates Wittgenstein’s ability to 

pass in the general world of two handed 

pianists. In the world of percussion, Greg 

Stuart has collaborated on many success-

ful pieces that allow for passing, includ-

ing works like Ricefall from Michael Pisaro 

and LOVE from Kunsu Shim.  

 My interest in body works, however, is 

not to present an art form that encourag-

es passing. I am interested in pieces that 

can display physical disability in a way 

that promotes bodily difference in artistic 

ways. It is not that body works necessar-

ily strive to do this, but they can. There 
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is a special piece of music however that 

does physically disable the performer in 

order to perform the piece as instructed. 

Kagel’s Pièce touchée, pièce jouée from So-

nant(1960/…) for guitar, harp, contrabass, 

and percussion requires the performers 

to play the written parts, but should try to 

touch the instrument as little as possible. 

According to the performance instruc-

tions, “Aside from a real (conventional) in-

strumental interpretation…the musicians 

can mimic exactly the instrumental per-

formance of their parts…All actions must 

be performed as near as possible to the 

strings or playing surfaces of the instru-

ments.” When playing Sonant, the players 

hover over their instruments, trying to 

balance the physical imitation of playing 

with the actual attempt of playing what 

is written in the score. These instructions 

result in the ensemble physically shak-

ing and trembling while they try to play 

the music. This is a type of piece that can 

actually benefit from the players losing 

control of the muscles through the ex-

haustion of excessively using them. Ka-

gel’s writing style in this piece literally 

disables musicians. The physical demands 

of the performers in this movement of 

Sonant would suit players such as myself 

who deal with shaky hands or a lack of 

muscular control due to neuromuscular 

disorders. Instead of strenuously imitat-

ing a performance of this piece through 

tense physicality, I am able to naturally 

provide an inconsistency of playing with-

out altering my playing technique.

 Some body works provide similar artis-

tic outcomes to that of Sonant, but with-

out the artistic goal of creating physical 

disability. As noted in the introduction, 

Colin Tucker’s remainder and Frederic 

Rzewski’s Lost and Found are two exam-

ples of body works that provide unique 

opportunities for performing gestures 

that expose and utilize a performer’s dis-

abilities. remainder is a solo work writ-

ten in 2013 that was derived from one of 

Tucker’s previous works for percussion 

duo, nor nothing towards obstruction or 

else erasure yet and (2012). remainder re-

quires a performer to produce sound by 

scraping a somewhat pliable surface with 

an equally pliable object. Tucker creat-

ed a highly technical notation system in 

which vertical pressure (red) and horizon-

tal pressure (blue) of the object against a 

surface are notated. The rhythms notated 

abov the staff correspond to the horizon-

tal pressure while the rhythm below cor-

responds to the vertical pressure. 

 In describing the aspects of the body in 

this piece, Tucker states,

remainder constructs a rhizomatic, non-hi-

erarchical assemblage between score, per-

former, and instrument, where the score 

activates dialogue between the particular-

ities of the performer and the instrument. 

In navigating contradictory actions, the 

performer’s body and the instrument are 

always in excess of the composer’s (and in-

deed often the performer’s own) intention. 

A successful performance of this piece 

will not entail compliance with an a prio-

ri sound image (there is none), but instead 

will articulate the notation’s contradictions 

in a way that is unique to the specific per-

former and chosen surface/implement 

combination.13

 This program note is important to 

consider when trying to understand 

what the relationship of the body is to 

the other aspects of Tucker’s rhizomatic 

structure. The description explains that 

the composer changes the value of the 

body in this piece by masking it within 

a Deleuzian “non-hierarchical” structure. 

But is the piece non-hierarchical as Tuck-

er suggests? I disagree with Tucker’s claim 

when considering what he suggests is the 

instrument. The program note claims that 

the instrument is the implement scraping 

against a surface. The composer also sug-

gests that a successful performance “will 

not entail compliance with an a priori 

sound image (there is none)”. I argue that 

the instrument, or the main source of 

sound and movement for this piece, is the 

wrist and arm. The score supports this 

claim because the notation is describing 

not the resulting sound or end result, but 

the physical mechanics of bodily motion, 

conceptually similar to musical tablature 

or other action notations. The score is 

supporting the importance of bodily ges-

tures in this piece because the motion and 

tension of the body is what the composer 

is notating, thus establishing the signifi-

cance of the body within this work. The 

surface and implement are of far less sig-

nificance to the piece. These two tools are 

a means of hearing the physicality of ver-

tical and horizontal pressure that is being 

exerted by the body. This is one way that 

the performer can be understood as hier-

archically more significant than the rest 

of the actors in remainder. 

 Another way that the work can be fo-

cused around the body of the performer 

is when considering the manner in which 

the performer is scraping the implement 

on the surface. Superficially, this scraping 

action is presented as a highly mechani-

cal gesture. Looking at the score excerpt 

in example 2, the composer notates the 

gestures in a way that are counter-in-

tuitive to the way in which most people 

consider how they move their body. For 

example, there is never a consideration of 

vertical pressure versus horizontal pres-

sure when using a pencil. When learn-

ing to play remainder however, I quickly 

become aware of the physics involved in 

scraping a piece of wood with a piece of 

cardboard. 

 Apart from the awareness of the me-

chanics of motion, what becomes most 

apparent to me is the effect that Charcot 

Marie Tooth disease (CMT) has on my per-

forming and reception of the piece. When 

I perform remainder, the result is some-

thing similar to that of a performer play-

ing Sonant. As previously stated, CMT is 

a motor neuropathic condition that has 

affected my hands through the gradual 

deterioration of my nerves. Because of 

the deterioration, my hands are always 

shaking, even at rest. When playing re-

mainder, CMT causes my hand to appear 

tense because of the hand tremors. This 

does not mean that there is tension in my 

hand. In fact, my hand might be bare-

ly holding the implement at all and the 

shaking is the result of CMT. When scrap-
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Example 2: score excerpt from remainder

ing the surface with the implement, there 

is always varying inconsistencies as well. 

 The explanation of my performance 

experience with remainder might sound 

negative, but I want to emphasize that 

this is by no means the case. The side-ef-

fects of CMT have given my performance 

a unique style, or signature. Every time 

I perform this piece, there is a notable 

presence of my disability; one could say 

that I am performing my disability. The 

performance tends to be intensified by 

my shaky hand; all tension seemingly 

magnified by the lack of control with the 

fine motor skills in my left hand. When 

working with Colin Tucker on the piece, 

discussion of the disease was brought up, 

but not in a problematic way. Recall that 

“A successful performance of this piece 

will…articulate the notation’s contradic-

tions in a way that is unique to the spe-

cific performer and chosen surface/im-

plement combination.” Although Tucker’s 

idea was that the individuation of perfor-

mance interpretation would derive from 

the contradictions in notation, the physi-

cal ability of every player will also yield a 

unique rendition of remainder. 

 To assist with the visual perception of 

the hand and wrist in remainder, Tucker 

suggests live video of the performance 

surface projected onto a large screen. This 

video projection is meant to magnify the 

finer details of the physical gestures with-

in the piece. From a social standpoint, this 

part of the piece is a built-in critique of 

the stare. Disability studies and Bioethics 

scholar Rosemarie Garland Thomson de-

scribes the stare as: “Staring witnesses an 

intrusive interest on the part of the starer 

and thrusts uneasy attention on the ob-

ject of the stare.”14 

 It should be noted that scholars like 

Thomson understand staring and gaz-

ing as distinct from one another. Staring 

comes from the objectification of the 

viewer onto a body that is distinguished 

as a social other. Thomson refers to this 

body as most often being a disabled other. 

Gazing normally refers to the objectifica-

tion of (heterosexual) sexual desire; com-

monly between the male viewer and the 

female subject. “If…gazing is the dominant 

controlling and defining visual relation in 

patriarchy between male spectators and 

female objects of their gazes, staring is the 

visual practice that materializes the dis-

abled in social relations…Gazing says ‘you 

are mine.’ Staring says, ‘What is wrong 

with you?’”15 

 In remainder, one of Tucker’s initial 

motives behind the live video projection 

was to provide closer detail to the visual 

aspect of the piece (the performance can 

also be amplified so the material can be 

heard in larger spaces). Because of my 

CMT, the shaking of my hand and the 

inconsistency of my gestures is greatly 

enlarged. There is a common practice 

amongst people with disabilities to try to 

pass as normal, but in this piece I can per-

form my disability. When I perform my 

disability, I am engaging in self-aware-

ness with my own physical condition and 

what that might mean when performing 

certain pieces. Similar to performance 

artists Cheryl Marie Wade, Mary Duffy, 

and Carrie Sandahl, I perform my disabil-

ity so that I can have power and structure 

over the stare that I regularly encounter.16 

remainder as a body work provides a use-

ful tool for performing disability in that it 

creates a safe performative environment 

for engagement with the stare from au-

diences. The control over the stare in re-

gards to my shaky hands has always been 

a challenge; I cannot conceal the tremors. 

Tucker’s piece is significant to my musical 

identity because it encourages exposure 

sonically and visually under appropriate 

social conventions that allow for staring. 

 Not only does remainder allow for au-

diences to stare at my impairment, but it 

also allows for audiences to hear my im-

pairment. When claiming to “hear” my 

impairment, I am claiming that audiences 

can hear the sound of physical condition 

affecting my ability to perform. The idea 

of hearing someone’s impairment is an 

interesting idea that can be related back 

to the previous discussion of Kagel’s So-

nant or Wittgenstein performing Ravel. 

The thought of hearing disability can 

present a personal crisis to someone with 

a disability. For example, in regards to 

staring, it is often possible to conceal vis-

ible abnormalities; I myself always wear 

pants instead of shorts to cover up my leg 

braces. But if the disability can be heard, 

passing is far more difficult and can some-

times be traumatizing. Since 1998 I have 

worn AFOs that have a hinge to allow for 

vertical ankle mobility. When this hinge 

moves, there is always a sounding “click” 

with every step I take because the hinge 

returns to a closed position. This click is 

noticed by others. I regularly receive the 

comment “I heard you coming!” when-
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ever I walk down a hallway. With this 

example, hearing a disabled persons’ im-

pairment is disturbing to people who no-

tice it because there is never a way not to 

hear it. Hearing in this context can be de-

fined as the aural perception of disability 

or abnormality. This hearing could be as-

sociated with a stutter, prosthetics, hand 

tremor, deafness, or the sound of a cane.17 

Hearing disability, in this case CMT, as 

it relates to performing remainder, is the 

sound of my left hand with an irregular 

tremor, scraping cardboard across a cor-

rugated plywood surface.   

 Aside from remainder, there is another 

significant piece that deals with the stare 

and every other concept (adaptation, 

emphasizing physical difference, etc.) 

discussed in this paper. Frederic Rzews-

ki’s Lost and Found is a body work that 

is rarely performed and full of analytical 

oddities. Lost and Found was written in 

1985 as part of a set of commissions by 

percussionist Jan Williams.18 Williams 

is one of the preeminent pioneers of 

contemporary percussion in the United 

States, and in the case of Lost and Found, 

he commissioned Rzewski to compose 

pieces for small and minimal instrumen-

tation that would be suitable for travel. 

This piece requires a table, a chair, and a 

naked (“or nearly so”) performer. The ma-

terials (instrumentation, nudity, perfor-

mance instructions) will be discussed in 

further detail shortly.

 Lost and Found is far more unusual 

than most of the other pieces in the body 

works repertoire for several reasons. 

Primarily, this work is more similar to a 

monodrama than a conventional piece 

of art music. The score is an alternation 

between spoken text and action.19 The 

text is based on a fragment from one of 

the dozens of published letters from Lt. 

Marion Lee “Sandy” Kempner during his 

tour in Vietnam. The letter fragment 

used is a witty and sarcastic letter home 

to Lieutenant Kempner’s parents explain-

ing about a class he taught on ambushes 

and how his men are falling into line and 

obeying orders. 

 This piece is not performed often, and 

this likely has to do with the presentation 

of the work. Lost and Found benefits from 

and strongly implies some experience 

with Brechtian theories of acting, the 

physical action required is often painful 

and uncomfortable, and the composer in-

structs the percussionist “to be naked, or 

nearly so”. Each of these issues regarding 

presentation are complex and could ben-

efit from more extensive detail than will 

be provided in this paper, but I will intro-

duce issues with these topics that can lead 

to further inquiry while still focusing on 

the primary thesis of disability and ges-

ture. 

 First, I argue that the Brechtian aes-

thetic is something encouraged by the no-

tated format of the score, and the manner 

in which Rzewski wants the text deliv-

ered.20 As stated in the score instructions, 

“texts should be delivered with no par-

ticular expression. This does not mean: 

without expression; but: clearly and 

coldly, with a suggestion of ambiguity as 

to the meaning and how the performer 

relates to them.”21 This instruction is in a 

clear relationship with Brecht’s ideas on 

alienation as derived from his seminal 

monograph, “Alienation Effects in Chi-

nese Acting” (Verfremdungseffekte in der 

chinesischen Schauspielkunst). When first 

introducing the alienation effect, Brecht 

does so by explaining the reason why he 

thinks Chinese actors are aware of them-

selves during performance.22 “To look at 

himself is for the performer an artful and 

artistic act of self-estrangement. Any em-

pathy on the spectator’s part is thereby 

prevented from becoming…a complete 

self-surrender. An admirable distance 

from the events portrayed is achieved. 

This is not to say that the spectator expe-

riences no empathy whatsoever. He feels 

his way into the actor as into an observ-

er.”23 In regards to their emotions, Brecht 

did not want audiences to be taken ad-

vantage of. Plays should not be focused 

on their characters, but instead the plays 

should use actors as characters to present 

the implied meaning and ideology behind 

the story. This is also why Brecht valued 

the practice of breaking the fourth wall. 

This technique reminds the audience of 

the artificial construction within theater. 

If actors are aware of themselves on-

stage, there is little chance for audiences 

to become swept up by theatrical illusion.

 Rzewski values the same aesthet-

ic ideas as Brecht in Lost and Found. 

As a performer on stage, once there is 

self-awareness of the role one plays, there 

is a case for self-estrangement. Thus, 

when I adhere to Rzewski’s instructions 

“…clearly and coldly, with a suggestion of 

ambiguity as to the meaning and how the 

performer relates to them,” I am commit-

ting to self-estrangement, or alienation. 

This alienation allows for a performer to 

present different levels of meaning with-

in a single work. Supporting this claim, 

Brecht continues in his essay, “The ‘alien-

ation effect’ enters in at this point, not in 

the form of emotionlessness, but in the 

form of emotions which do not have to 

be identical with those of the presented 

character.”24 

 At this point, two questions arise. First-

ly, how does the performer enact and 

present Brechtian alienation in a perfor-

mance of Lost and Found? This will lead to 

the more important question – what does 

Brechtian alienation mean for perform-

ing with disability? In a performance of 

the piece, I clearly state the text. This is 

followed by approximately five seconds 

of silence. Following the silence, I per-

form each action forcefully, and to the 

best of my ability (one action requires the 

performer to “puke” on stage, and I have 

been unsuccessful in forcing myself to 

do so; the end result is a long period of 

dry-heaving). The relationship between 

text and action is often contrary and sar-

castic; rarely does the action reinforce 

the meaning of the text in a non-ironic 

way. This contrariness of text and ac-

tion represents the illusion of self-alien-

ation, or disembodiment. Recollect the 

previous quote from Brecht in which he 

argues that emotions do not need to be 

congruent with those of the character or 

the actor represented in the work. This 

could be interpreted in Lost and Found as 

Rzewski trying to present the performer 
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separately as a mind (text) and a body (ac-

tion). Post-dramatic scholars have written 

about how this is an impossible endeavor, 

but body works can regularly present the 

illusion of disembodiment. Ultimately, 

disembodiment is the alienation of self 

from body and Rzewski is clearly aiming 

for this in his design of Lost and Found.25 

To be clear, this piece is only an illusion of 

disembodiment. I am not suggesting that 

a body and a mind can be separate from 

one another, but artistically this separa-

tion can be implied.

 To answer the second question of 

Brechtian alienation and disability, recall 

Bryan Turner’s quote on alienation in 

body art: “The body is the most proximate 

and immediate feature of my social self, 

a necessary feature of my social location 

and of my personal enselfment and at 

the same time an aspect of my personal 

alienation in the natural environment.” 

Self-awareness can lead to alienation 

when recognizing bodily/social differ-

ence within nature or society. When 

performing in the Brechtian style as a 

person with a disability, this implies that 

the performer will be aware of their own 

impairment(s). Thus, when I perform as 

self-aware, I am alienating myself by per-

forming as a disabled body. When I am 

without my leg braces, I am immediately 

aware of my lack of balance, the dropping 

of my feet, and the irregular rhythm of 

my steps. When performing this piece 

without the use of AFOs, the issue of 

awareness and alienation becomes more 

obvious to the audience and myself when 

implementing Rzewski’s requirement of 

being naked. 

 The initial feeling of being asked to per-

form naked is one of fear. Audiences al-

ready hold great power through the stare 

and/or gaze of the performers. Would be-

ing naked only surrender more power to 

the audience? I argue that when a naked 

disabled body is presenting a body work 

such as Lost and Found, the performer 

regains power within the audience/per-

former dichotomy. To understand this 

change in power, the term “naked” must 

be defined.

 Taking an example from theoretical 

discourse, nakedness is the exposition of 

vulnerability. As philosopher and sinolo-

gist Francois Jullien notes in The Impossi-

ble Nude, 

Nakedness implies a diminished state, be-

ing stripped, laid bare (“stark nakedness”); 

it carries with it a concomitant notion of 

feeling shame or of cause for pity, where-

as no such sense is evoked by the nude—

the feeling, on the contrary, is one of plen-

itude; the nude is total presence, offering 

itself for contemplation…26

 

 To summarize this quote: to be nude is 

to be the ideal, true form of oneself. To be 

naked is never ideal. It is the exposure of 

oneself not as the ideal form, but one of a 

shameful state. The disabled body in soci-

ety is often a form that involuntarily re-

ceives pity or shame. When I use a cane or 

my limp is more present, I often get sighs 

of sympathy or the stare. In a naked per-

formance of Lost and Found, I take control 

of the stare. My scars become visible, my 

“inverted champagne bottle” legs are ex-

posed, the disfigurement of my right foot 

becomes apparent, and most significantly 

my true gait and step are seen and heard 

by the audience.27 

 Accepting that there is a difference in 

being “nude” versus “naked”, then what I 

am suggesting is that performing Lost and 

Found transforms my disabled body from 

being naked to being nude. Whether or 

not I am perceived as naked or nude will 

differ with the individual. Many audi-

ence members might react to my exposed 

body with the same pity as they do when 

I have a pronounced limp, but I perceive 

my body as unique and in its ideal form. 

I have never experienced a life without 

CMT, thus when I perform this piece, I ex-

perience myself as nude. I offer my body 

in its “total presence”, and for “contempla-

tion” by the audience. I do not share this 

piece to evoke pity from people watching 

me. 

 At this point, the argument of the per-

former’s individual gender and sexuality 

could be questioned in relation to ideal 

forms of the body. It is true that although 

I am disabled, I am still a white male. This 

is a complicated dynamic. When I am 

passing by covering up my AFOs, I per-

form as a member of the hegemony. Some 

disability scholars however disagree. So-

ciologist Tom Shakespeare discusses the 

asexuality or “third gender” quality of dis-

abled men in his well-known essay, “The 

Sexual Politics of Disabled Masculinity”.28 

Medical anthropologist Lenore Mander-

son and medical sociologist Susan Peake 

further develop Shakespeare’s idea of 

third gender to goes as far as saying that 

being a disabled man is an oxymoron be-

cause masculinity is (typically) defined as 

able-bodied and active.29 Manderson and 

Peake continue,

Becoming disabled for a man means to 

‘cross the fence’ and take on the stigma-

tizing constructs of the masculine body 

made feminine and soft…Cultural con-

structions of masculinity and femininity 

are reinforced by changes in physicality: 

male disabled bodies are seen to lose hard-

ness, containment, and control, becoming 

leaky (with explicit connections to infants 

and women), indeterminate, liminal and 

soft, vulnerable to the stares of others.30

 In the article that this quote is taken 

from, Manderson and Peake are dis-

cussing men that are becoming or have 

become disabled. The men that they in-

terview and use as subjects for the eth-

nography go through a noticeable change 

of identity. This is not an experience that 

I have directly encountered because I 

was born with CMT, but the previous 

quote is one that I can still identify with 

as my condition worsens. Although male 

sex organs are exposed when performing 

Lost and Found, I foreground the frailness 

of my body, the lack of hardness, and con-

front the stares of others. By performing 

Rzewski’s actions like falling on a table, 

self-flagellation, or tossing furniture with 

the full extent of my physical force, I am 

trying to emphasize the fragility of my 

disabled body in order to demonstrate 

that the disabled body is not a lesser body 
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in performance, but it is instead a body 

that can present valuable artistic expres-

sion. This does not necessarily suggest 

that I am trying to perform in a masculine 

way, but that I am presenting my disabled 

body as an exceptional body. 

 In many ways, being nude in a perfor-

mance of Lost and Found makes the most 

compelling case for an effective perfor-

mance of a disabled body. When audienc-

es watch an instrumental performance, 

there is little issue with staring at the per-

former and critiquing them; it is expected. 

But when I present my exposed disabled 

body as the primary instrument, the per-

formance situation is altered. The com-

mon practice to avoid staring at the dis-

abled performer is negated. I foreground 

my otherness in the performance. This 

makes audiences extremely uncomfort-

able as it goes against social constructs. 

As audiences watch me perform, I per-

form abusive, masochistic actions on my 

body. Rzewski tells the performer to slam 

the table, fall on the table, throw a chair, 

hit oneself in the crotch, run into a wall, 

fall into the audience, puke, and many 

other gestures that are not normal for 

an audience to experience, which, aside 

from being revulsive, is additionally com-

plicated when viewing the actions as be-

ing derived from my disabled body. Lost 

and Found thus presents a performance 

opportunity that allows the foreground-

ing of otherness while at the same time 

providing a unique vehicle of expression 

for persons with disability(s). Through a 

Brechtian interpretation of the score, my 

performing of self-alienation provides 

critique on the stare in a way that does 

not exploit my disability, but embraces it. 

 Using Frederic Rzewski’s Lost and 

Found and Colin Tucker’s remainder, I 

demonstrate what I conceive body works 

to be. Body works are pieces of music 

that focus on the body of the perform-

er as the primary instrument. This type 

of music derives its aesthetics from the 

practices of body art and composed the-

ater. Studying body works can be useful 

in exploring physical disability in perfor-

mance because the focus of this type of 

piece is on the physical body and how it 

moves or gestures. It is important to note 

that although mental and other invisible 

disabilities are not discussed in this paper 

on body works, invisible disabilities are 

conditions that can become apparent in 

numerous performance settings. Artists 

such as Gian Carlo Menotti, Samuel Beck-

ett, Pina Bausch, and Hans Werner Henze 

all artistically deal with issues of invisible 

disabilities. The discussion of post trau-

matic stress disorder could be an equally 

fruitful approach to contextualizing Rze-

wski’s Lost and Found. For the purposes of 

this paper, as it pertains to the potentiali-

ty of using myself as a case study, I chose 

to focus on analyzing physical disability 

in performance.

 Analyzing performances of body 

works allows for the exploration of dis-

ability tropes such as third gender, alien-

ation, the stare, and accommodation. 

Similarly to Stefan Honisch’s research, I 

utilize my first-person experience of per-

forming to share with others the expe-

riences I have of using my body with its 

impairments. Instead of focusing on pass-

ing as an able-bodied performer, I use my 

neuropathy to its advantage in my artistic 

interpretations to show the uniqueness of 

my physicality. In remainder, I expose my 

shaky hands to create an intense musical 

experience. In Lost in Found, I overcome 

my cold feet by performing not necessari-

ly as a naked percussionist, but as nude in 

my ideal and exposed form. 

ENDNOTES
1. Colin Tucker’s program note for remainder. 

https://colintucker.wordpress.com/works/

remainder/

2. Rosemarie Garland Thomson. “Disabled 

Women Performance Artists & the Dy-

namics of Staring” in Bodies in Commotion; 

Disability and Performance. (University of 

Michigan. 2005) 30. This is also an under-

stood aspect of the nature of performing; 

staring might be one of the major causes of 

stage fright.

3.  Garland Thomson. 32.

4.  ibid. 

5.  For more on the idea of hearing deafness, 

see the film version of Mauricio Kagel’s Lud-

wig Van as well as Peter Szendy’s analysis 

on the Waldstein piano scene in his book 

Listening: A History of Our Ears.

6.  The other piece that Rzewski composed 

in this set was his more widely performed 

work, To The Earth. 

7. All of Rzewski’s music is available online for 

free on IMSLP.

8.  Bertold Brecht was a German playwright, 

drama theoretician, and poet who was 

active in the first half of the twentieth 

century.

9.  Frederic Rzewski. “Lost and Found, for a 

Naked Percussionist (or Nearly So)”. New 

York, NY: Manuscript, 1985. http://imslp.

org/wiki/Lost_and_Found_(Rzewski%2C_

Frederic)

10. It should be noted that scholars have 

proven that Brecht was wrong in his under-

standing of Chinese acting. Brecht’s theory 

of Verfremdungseffekt was most likely pre-

conceived before his meeting of the Peking 

Opera singer, Mei-Lan Fang, in Moscow. See 

Yang Hon-Lun Music, China, and the West: 

A Musical-Theoretical Introduction. Univer-

sity of Michigan Press. 2017

11. Bertold Brecht, and Eric Bentley. “On 

Chinese Acting.” The Tulane Drama Review 

6, no. 1 (1961): 130-36. doi:10.2307/1125011. 

The original title of the article was 

Verfremdungseffekte in der chinesischen 

Schauspielkunst but when translated in 

this publication, the title was altered to “On 

Chinese Acting”. Many digital copies of the 

article are available online. This version 

was chosen for clarity. 

12. Brecht. 133.

13. Erika Fischer-Lichte states, “…presence 

represents a phenomenon which cannot 

be grasped by such a dichotomy as body 

vs. mind or consciousness. In fact, presence 

collapses such a dichotomy. When the 

actor brings forth their body as energetic 

and thus generates presence, they appear 

as embodied mind. The actor exemplifies 

that body and mind cannot be separated 

from each other.” from “The Performative 

Generation of Materiality.” In The Transfor-

mative Power of Performance, (New York: 

Routledge, 2008) 98-99.

14. François Jullien, The Impossible Nude. 1st 
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ed.(University of Chicago Press. Chicago, IL. 

2007.) 4.

15.  “Inverted champagne bottle” is the term 

used to describe the often atrophied legs of 

people with CMT.  “In addition, the lower 

legs may take on an “inverted champagne 

bottle” appearance due to the loss of muscle 

bulk. Later in the disease, weakness and 

muscle atrophy may occur in the hands, 

resulting in difficulty with carrying out fine 

motor skills.”-National Institute of Neuro-

logical Disorders and Stroke. https://www.

ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/Patient-Caregiv-

er-Education/Fact-Sheets/Charcot-Marie-

Tooth-Disease-Fact-Sheet#3092_2

16. Tom Shakespeare, “The Sexual Politics 

of Disabled Masculinity” in Sexuality and 

Disability, Vol. 17, No. 1. 1999. 55.

17. Lenore Manderson, Susan Peake. “Men 

in Motion, Disability & the Performance 

of Masculinity” in Bodies in Commotion, 

Disability &Performance. (University of 

Michigan Press. Ann Arbor, MI. 2005.) 233.

18.  ibid. 233-34.
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Amadeo Roldán’s Ritmicas 
V and VI (1930) and Edgard 
Varèse’s Ionisation (1931): 
Issues of Low and High Art in the 
Pan-American Modernist Era of the 
Percussion Ensemble
by Haley Nutt

Abstract

Amadeo Roldán’s Ritmicas V and VI (1930) and Edgard Varèse’s Ionisation (1931) codified a Pan-American modernist aesthetic that 

would serve as the primary catalyst for the percussion ensemble genre’s continued development over the next few decades. Despite 

the significance of both works to the history of the percussion ensemble, however, Ionisation has received far more attention and 

praise than Ritmicas V and VI by percussion performers, theorists, and musicologists since its premiere. In this article, I utilize score 

analysis, archival research, and my own knowledge as a trained percussionist to argue that this imbalance in scholarship and recog-

nition has resulted from the perpetuation of Eurocentric philosophies regarding the importance of primacy and prejudiced percep-

tions of “low” and “high” art that arose in the early twentieth century. Varèse’s powerful status as an icon of musical modernism and 

his insistence on Ionisation as a work of “high art” has allowed the work to attain, and maintain, a canonic status within the milieu of 

Western art music; his denouncement of Ritmicas V and VI as “low art,” on the other hand, has significantly impacted how the pieces 

have been perceived in the historiography of the percussion ensemble. By contextualizing the social and cultural circumstances 

surrounding the two compositions, I aim to demonstrate the equitable significance of both composers and their works in the devel-

opment of the percussion ensemble genre during the Pan-American modernist period. My attempt at historical revisionism aligns 

with current efforts in the percussion community to become more diverse and inclusive.

he first two decades of per-

cussion ensemble literature 

illustrate a distinctively 

Pan-American approach to 

musical modernism in the early twen-

tieth century. Building upon the radical 

ideas of musical futurists and avant-gard-

ists, the percussion ensemble’s earliest 

innovators in the United States and Latin 

America developed localized, yet creative 

methods of percussion composition and 

performance, officially introducing the 

genre into Western society. The term 

“modernism” in this case describes the 

experimental, open-minded attitude of 

the genre’s initial composers to explore 

the uncharted territory of percussion’s 

stylistic possibilities and break away 

from musical traditions regarding sound, 

rhythm, and timbre. The earliest percus-

sion ensemble compositions of the 1930s 

were not only demonstrations of radical 

modernist ideologies, however; by com-

bining the idiomatic rhythms and instru-

ments of Latin American popular and 

folk musics with that of Western Euro-

pean symphonic percussion, these works 

more appropriately represent a diverse, 

yet distinctive Pan-American style. Moti-

vated by the formation of the Pan-Amer-

T
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ic, continued to reinforce and play out 

Western societal distinctions between 

class, race, and taste.

 This article aims to discuss two per-

cussion works that not only demonstrate 

conflicting attitudes that characterized 

modernism’s nationalist and political 

charges, but also the degree to which 

notions of “high art” and “low art” per-

sisted in the West during the interwar 

era: Amadeo Roldán’s Ritmicas V and VI 

(1930) and Edgard Varèse’s Ionisation 

(1931). The works sound quite differ-

ent, but both showcase Latin American 

rhythms using percussion instruments 

now standard in the Western inventory 

and were composed to highlight the im-

portance of percussion as a central com-

ponent of musical modernism. The two 

works, together, codified a Pan-American 

modernist aesthetic that would serve as 

the primary catalyst for the percussion 

ensemble genre’s continued development 

over the next few decades; the trajecto-

ry of each work in terms of its reception 

and historicization, however, has been 

entirely different. As a result of “high art” 

connotations of musical modernism in 

the West and the perpetuation of power, 

primacy, and canonization in historical 

scholarship, the place of Ionisation within 

the history of the percussion ensemble is 

far superior to that of Ritmicas V and VI, 

so much so that Róldan and his contribu-

tions are often left out of percussion his-

tories completely.

 This article begins with a brief bi-

ographical sketch of the oft-overlooked 

Roldán and a theoretical overview of his 

two percussion-only works in order to 

situate the Cuban’s life and composition-

al ideologies within the abrocubanismo 

movement specifically and musical mod-

ernism more broadly. I then segue into 

a discussion of Roldán’s and Varèse’s in-

volvement in the PAAC, illustrating the 

circumstances that inspired the French-

man to incorporate Latin-esque timbres 

and rhythms into Ionisation and situate 

the work with the serious, legitimate, and 

“high art” niche of musical modernism. Fi-

nally, I reflect upon statements made by 

Varèse and his biographers that helped 

to solidify the Frenchmen’s reputation as 

the “first” percussion ensemble compos-

er, therefore skewing the history of the 

art form to his benefit. Varèse’s power-

ful status as an icon of musical modern-

ism and his insistence on Ionisation as a 

work of “high art” has allowed the work 

to attain, and maintain, a canonic status 

within the milieu of Western art music; 

his denouncement of Ritmicas V and VI 

as “low art,” on the other hand, has sig-

nificantly impacted how the pieces have 

been perceived in the historiography of 

the Western percussion ensemble. I ul-

timately demonstrate how Varèse’s at-

titude and the perpetuation of Western 

philosophies regarding primacy and co-

lonialist perceptions of “low” and “high” 

art, coupled with the Roldán’s “othered” 

Cuban status and untimely death, has 

largely prevented Ritmicas V and VI from 

receiving adequate recognition in the 

historiography of the Western percus-

sion ensemble. Through an illumination 

and reconciliation of historical facts and 

circumstances, the percussion communi-

ty can work toward recognizing and ad-

miring both composers and their works 

equally for their valuable contributions 

to the genre. 

 While the spirit of mechanization and 

the Futurist movement encouraged in-

novative and radical uses of percussion 

instruments and percussive sounds in 

Western Europe, modernist music in 

Cuba was largely prompted by the rise of 

the abrocubanismo movement.4 During 

a period of tremendous political insta-

bility in the late-1920s, leftist artists and 

writers that made up the grupo minorista 

(minority group) realized the potential of 

Afro-Caribbean traditions as an agent of 

nationalization in the construction of an 

independent post-colonial Cuban culture. 

As a result, the son and rumba, the pop-

ular music genres previously associated 

with the black minority, were appropriat-

ed by the white-Hispanic majority as an 

important symbol of national identity.5  

To further legitimize and internation-

alize the son and rumba genres beyond 

ican Association of Composers (PAAC) in 

1928 and a general desire to develop a mu-

sical style separate from that of Europe, 

composers in the United States, Cuba, and 

Mexico discovered in the percussion en-

semble a new musical language.1

 This strand of modernism – of a percus-

sive, Pan-American flavor – represents 

just one modernist approach among 

many, as the term “modernism” itself is 

notorious for its imprecision and plurali-

ty of meaning.2 Referring in its broadest 

sense to an artist’s self-conscious search 

for new means of artistic expression, the 

movement first took hold in the final 

decades of the nineteenth century as a 

response to new technologies, scientific 

innovations, and processes of industrial-

ization that were dramatically transform-

ing the Western world. By far the most 

impactful musical transformation at this 

time regarded the proliferation of popular 

and semi-popular musical genres in both 

live and recorded formats, made possible 

by recent inventions of the phonograph, 

radio, and microphone, as well as the 

emergence of new public venues catered 

to the lower and middle classes, such as 

cabarets and dance halls. The significant 

advancement of popular music, along 

with the cultural values it represented, 

had an immense impact on Western so-

ciety and were swiftly set in opposition to 

more traditional forms of classical music. 

By the early twentieth century, cultural 

divisions between the so-called “low-

brow” or “low art” forms – popular musi-

cal styles such as ragtime, jazz, and music 

theatre – and the “highbrow” or “high art” 

music of the concert hall – classical mu-

sic, including modernist musics – were 

well-defined entities that reflected the 

social order in both Western Europe and 

the United States.3 Although modernist 

compositional approaches would often 

freely incorporate authentic or stylized 

characteristics associated with popular or 

folk musics, again highlighting the mul-

tiplicity of modernism, the sociocultural 

associations of the movement to matters 

of “high” society, especially in terms of ar-

tistic purpose and audience demograph-
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the popular music realm, classical Cuban 

composers began appropriating their 

rhythms and instruments into modernist 

works by the early 1930s. The ideologies 

surrounding this nationalist movement 

yielded Amadeo Roldán’s Ritmicas V and 

VI (1930).

 Amadeo Roldán Gardes, one of the 

founders of the abrocubanismo move-

ment, was a renowned composer, con-

ductor, and educator in Cuba. Although 

Roldán was first introduced to Cuban 

popular music through his mother, who 

was a multa santiaguera (mixed-blood 

faith healer), his friendship with Cuban 

novelist Alejo Carpentier inspired him 

additionally to investigate Afro-Cuban 

music, traditions, and rituals. Beginning 

in 1923, the two men regularly attended 

santería and abakuá ceremonies; Roldán’s 

copious notes on the numerous melod-

ic and rhythmic fragments would soon 

serve as the basis of his new composi-

tional aesthetic.6 From these and other 

encounters with Afro-Cuban culture, the 

two men and other intellectuals initiated 

the movement that would be known as 

afrocubanismo, firm in their belief that 

the incorporation of popular and folk mu-

sical traditions would contribute a new 

perspective on Cuban nationalism.7

 Roldán’s first compositions from the 

early 1920s show the strong influence 

of Impressionism, but as a result of his 

friendship with Carpentier and their 

shared interests in local musics, his com-

positional style slowly began to reflect 

nationalist ideas.8 His first work demon-

strating his ability to combine Cuban 

popular melodies with Western classical 

styles was Obertura sobre tema cubanos 

(Overture on Cuban Themes), which was 

premiered by the Havana Philharmonic 

on November 29, 1925.9 Because the Ha-

vana orchestra typically performed stan-

dard symphonic works of the nineteenth 

century, the piece was somewhat con-

troversial, with some critics claiming the 

harmonies were “excessively tortured.”10 

As the first Afro-Cuban-inspired sym-

phonic work performed in Cuba, howev-

er, the afrocubanists were thrilled; Car-

penter declared the performance one of 

the groundbreaking events of twentieth 

century Cuban musical history.11 Perhaps 

the most controversial aspect of the piece 

was an extended percussion-only section 

in the third and movement titled “Fiesta 

negra,” which features many of the same 

instruments and rhythms that he would 

later use in Ritmicas V and VI. In the fol-

lowing years, Afro-Cuban percussion 

instruments continued to serve an inte-

gral role in Roldán’s development of an 

explicit afrocubanismo style. His cham-

ber work Danza negra (1928) for voice, 

two clarinets, two violas, bongos, mara-

cas, and cowbells, and his most famous 

ballet, La rebambaramba (1928), based on 

one of Carpentier’s stories depicting the 

lower classes of Havana in early eigh-

teenth-century Cuba, both feature per-

cussion prominently in the incorporation 

and fusion of Cuban popular, folk, and 

ceremonial dances.12

 Ritmicas, a suite of six short pieces 

for winds and percussion, is Roldán’s 

most radical attempt to manipulate and 

transform Afro-Cuban rhythms within 

a Western modernist framework.13 Un-

like his earlier works that mostly retain 

the original forms and structures of such 

dances, Ritmicas illuminates the com-

poser’s interest to not only introduce 

Afro-Cuban style to the broader Cuban 

public, but also to reinterpret it for an 

international audience. While the first 

four Ritmicas are scored for flute, oboe, 

clarinet, bassoon, horn, and piano, the 

last two are scored entirely for Afro-Cu-

ban percussion instruments: claves of 

various sizes, cowbell, maracas, quijada 

(jawbone), güiro, bongó, timbales, tim-

pani, bombo (large, two-headed military 

drum), and marimbula (large, resonating 

box with plucked metal strips). The only 

instrument that implies Western Europe-

an influence is the timbales de orquesta, or 

timpani, but its function is less pitch-cen-

tric than timbral or rhythmic. 

 Roldán’s instructions and explanations 

regarding notation on the first page of 

both Ritmicas V and VI demonstrate the 

composer’s attempts to explore the per-

formance practices of Cuban popular and 

folk musics in an authentic yet modern-

ist manner.14 For example, the composer 

utilizes four notehead styles to represent 

different timbres and playing styles in the 

bongo part: an “x”-shaped note is played 

on the rim of the instrument (i.e., a slap or 

edge tone), an unshaded diamond-shaped 

note is played in the center (muted or 

bass tone), a shaded circular note shape is 

played in the natural position (open tone), 

and a wavy line in place of a notehead 

refers to rubbing the index and middle 

finger across the drum head. These same 

general performance approaches are also 

applied to the timbales (of both the Latin 

and orchestral variety) and bombó parts. 

Roldán also notes that the güiro can be 

scraped with a varilla, or small rod, but 

also struck, a technique less common in 

contemporary Latin-influenced Western 

percussion works. The page also describes 

the types of beaters to be used on the var-

ious instruments, which can all be found 

or made from local materials; for example, 

the cencerros, or cowbell, can be struck 

with “a small hardwood log, more or less 

the thickness of a clave.”15 The flexibility 

regarding mallet implementation and the 

thorough instructions Roldán provides 

regarding how to play these instruments 

reveals the composer’s familiarity with 

and appreciation of Cuban popular mu-

sics.

 Ritmica V is essentially a study on the 

Cuban son; in just 109 measures, Roldán 

demonstrates how the rhythmic pat-

terns associated with the genre can be 

layered, combined, divided, and disas-

sembled without losing their Cuban in-

tegrity. The first half of the short work 

is played at a moderate andante in duple 

meter, the standard tempo and meter of 

a son, and features partial and full vari-

ations of tresillo (first half of the 3-2 son 

clave pattern) rhythms spread across the 

ensemble. Roldán utilizes these syncopat-

ed rhythms to create cyclic grooves that 

move over the barline, a common charac-

teristic of Afro-Latin rhythmic patterns 

(Example 1). 
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 A faster section commences at mea-

sure 51. Roldán labels this section, which 

continues to the end of the movement, 

“Montuno.” Although montuno has many 

meanings associated with Cuban music, 

Helio Oravio defines it as “final up-tempo 

section of a son that is semi-improvised 

and ends with a brash instrumental cli-

max.16 Here, Roldán takes into account 

the typical stylistic and rhythmic charac-

teristics of the genre. For example, the op-

posing rhythms between the bongó and 

timbales in measures 74 to 87 indicate 

something more reminiscent of a duel 

than a duo, as the instruments intertwine 

their complex, tripletized rhythms in a 

highly improvisatory manner, following 

the traditional rules of improvisation es-

sential to son music.

 The final section of the montuno chang-

es from simple duple to compound duple 

to heighten the energy that continues to 

accelerate and push toward the end of the 

movement. As in earlier sections, the use 

of numerous ostinato patterns can make 

it difficult to discern a unified groove, but 

Roldán’s deliberate use of accents helps 

to clarify the underlying feel, which di-

vides the eighth notes of the 6/8 meter 

into groups of three rather than two, of-

ten emphasizing the first and last quarter 

notes within this division (Example 2). 

Despite a busier texture and faster pulse, 

the conventions of the son style, includ-

ing syncopated accents, timbral effects, 

and a virtuosic approach to manipulating 

the rhythms, remain evident throughout 

the ensemble. 

 Ritmica VI, a composition of only 91 

measures, evokes the sounds of a rumba 

as one might hear on the urban streets 

of Havana in the early twentieth centu-

ry prior to its commercialization in the 

1950s.17 In contrast with the dynamically 

and texturally sectional form and style 

of V, Ritmica VI portrays one continuous 

development, as small rhythmic cells 

slowly morph into elaborate patterns 

and culminate in a loud, climactic ending. 

The opening ten measures of the piece 

are essentially a composite rumba clave 

pattern, most of which is supplied by the 

Example 1: Amadeo Roldán - Ritmicas V, diffusion of eighth notes across ensemble, mm. 25–8.

Example 2: Amadeo Roldán - Ritmicas V, division 

of 6/8 into groups of three as outlined by accent 

patterns, mm. 95–6.
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marimbula, with other instruments fill-

ing in gaps in the groove (Example 3). The 

occasional changes to a triplet meter fur-

ther complicate the underlying rhythmic 

structure.

 The texture steadily grows until the 

arrival of the final section at measure 

70, at which point each of the eleven in-

struments has its own individual rhythm 

made up of eighth or sixteenth notes that 

subtly shifts every time the meter chang-

es, making it difficult to discern where the 

time signature changes occur. The entire 

ensemble performs all or parts of a uni-

son sixteenth-note rhythm at the fortissi-

mo arrival point two measures from the 

end, which is perhaps the most uniform 

rhythmic demonstration of the entire 

composition. Although the formal struc-

ture of Ritmica VI is simpler than that of 

V, the piece demonstrates Roldán’s ability 

to create rhythmic excitement and drive 

through the modernist metamorphosis of 

a single rhythm.   

 Following Ritmicas, Roldán continued 

exploring the intersections of Afro-Cu-

ban and classical styles in chamber works 

with voice, including Curujey (1931) for 

chorus, two pianos, and two percussion 

instruments, and Motivos de son (1934) 

for voice and chamber ensemble.18 Unfor-

tunately his compositional output slowed 

significantly after he was diagnosed with 

cancer in 1932. He continued sketching 

out future works and even developed an 

interest in the aural music traditions of 

Cuba’s eastern provinces, but his work 

was cut short when he died in 1939 at the 

age of thirty-eight.19 In just over a decade, 

Roldán helped to renew Cuba’s interest 

in folk traditions by reconstructing Af-

ro-Cuban rhythms in modernist art mu-

sic, familiarizing Western composers to 

the richly intricate sounds and styles of 

Cuban music and dance. Ritmicas V and VI 

are perhaps Roldán’s most enduring con-

tributions to the afrocubanismo move-

ment. 

 The efforts of the grupo minorista to 

internationalize Cuban nationalism by 

disseminating their Afro-Cuban heritage 

garnered the attention of many Ameri-

cans and Western Europeans who sought 

alternative ways to frame their modern-

ist ideas. In the United States specifically, 

attempts to mend political relationships 

and foster cultural exchange between 

North America and Latin America were 

already in place at the turn of the twenti-

eth century following the Spanish-Amer-

ican War, and the afrocubanismo move-

ment provided additional incentive to 

collaborate further. The widely embraced 

“Pan-American” ideology of the time com-

bined with the receptivity of American 

composers to learn more about Afro-Cu-

ban musics led to the establishment of the 

Pan-American Association of Composers 

(PAAC) in 1928.

 An outgrowth of The International 

Composers’ Guild (1921–1927), which pro-

moted performances of contemporary 

modernist works in New York from all 

over the Western world, the PAAC was 

instead focused exclusively on the in-

terests of composers in the Americas. Its 

three founders, Edgard Varèse, Henry 

Cowell, and Carlos Chávez, all champions 

of musical modernism, hoped that the 

Association would lead to the “creation of 

a distinctive music of the Western Hemi-

sphere” that would be publicized and ap-

preciated all over the globe.20 Although 

the organization was short-lived and 

consistently lacked adequate financial 

and public support, the various concerts 

of new music that the group presented 

in New York, Boston, Berlin, Paris, and 

Havana brought international exposure 

to Latin composers including Roldán and 

Alejandro Garcia Caturla.21 The PAAC 

was a mutually beneficial enterprise for 

all involved; not only did it provide the 

first sponsorship of Latin American com-

posers in the twentieth century, it was 

American modernist composers’ first op-

portunity to engage with Afro-Latin in-

struments, rhythms, and styles in a more 

authentic manner. Furthermore, the as-

sociation was the primary catalyst in the 

development of the percussion ensemble 

as a wholly new genre, and the near-si-

multaneous emergence of Ritmicas V and 

VI and Ionisation.

 Varèse and Roldán were heavily in-

volved in the PAAC, the former as the pri-

mary founder and first president in 1928, 

and the latter as the regional director for 

Example 3: Amadeo Roldán - Ritmicas 6, composite rumba clave pattern, mm. 1–5.
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the West Indies beginning in 1929.22 It is 

unlikely that the two ever met in person, 

however; less than a year after form-

ing the organization, Varèse returned to 

France to present PAAC works by North 

and Latin American composers to Pari-

sian audiences. There he discovered a city 

already enraptured by Latin culture as a 

result of the many Caribbean intellectu-

als and artists residing and performing in 

the area. Alejo Carpentier, Roldán’s col-

laborator and confidant who now lived in 

Paris, befriended Varèse in the fall of 1928 

and shared with him Roldán’s orchestral 

scores to the two ballets based on Car-

pentier’s librettos, El milagro de Anaquillé 

and La Rebambaramba.23 Carpentier re-

marked that Varèse quickly developed 

“a weakness” for Roldán’s orchestration, 

enthusiastically studying his utilization 

and musical notation of Afro-Cuban per-

cussion instruments.24 Varèse also rekin-

dled his friendship with Heitor Villa-Lo-

bos in October 1928, whom he had met 

during a visit to Paris a few years prior.25 

Villa-Lobos’ music, particularly his set of 

Chôros (1920-29), further contributed to 

the Frenchman’s interest in Brazilian and 

Cuban percussion instruments and tech-

niques.26 His exchanges with both Car-

pentier and Villa-Lobos deeply impacted 

Varèse’s musical aesthetic in the final 

years of the 1920s, setting the ground-

work for Ionisation.

 Ionisation for thirteen percussionists 

is like many of the composer’s previous 

works including Hyperprism (1922–3), 

Intégrales (1924–5), and Arcana (1925–7), 

as demonstrated by the use of highly 

complex variations and manipulations 

of rhythmic cells and the utilization of 

numerous percussion instruments to 

aid in the production of intense “sound 

mass” timbral effects. One rhythmic as-

pect of Ionsiation that is not apparent in 

Varèse’s earlier works, however, is the 

use of an underlying steady rhythmic 

pulse. As Stephanie Stallings has argued 

in her dissertation, the appearance of 

a regular pulse, not unlike the rhyth-

mic drive of many Afro-Cuban musics, 

is a primitivist take on the music he en-

countered through Carpentier, Villa-Lo-

bos, and PAAC concerts: in other words, 

the composer’s appropriation of Latin 

rhythms is intended to create a “universal 

exoticism” that is removed from a specific 

time or place.27 Further evidence of the 

influence of Latin composers on Varèse’s 

new compositional direction is the work’s 

instrumentation; in addition to typical 

Western orchestral instruments, various 

Chinese-derived instruments, and ma-

chine-like instruments including the an-

vil and siren, Varèse also employed many 

of the same Afro-Cuban instruments as 

Roldán. Varèse employed a güiro in Ar-

cana, but Ionisation was his first work to 

include cowbell, bongos, claves, and ma-

racas. His employment of a lion’s roar also 

suggests a link to Afro-Cuban percussion 

technique; like the sound created by the 

rubbing technique in Roldán’s bongó part 

in Ritmicas V, the lion’s roar also uses fric-

tion to produce a similar timbre. Although 

a friction drum appeared in Varèse’s com-

positions written prior to Ionisation, it is 

featured more prominently in this later 

work.  

 Despite their indisputable influence on 

Ionisation, Varèse was highly critical of 

the Afro-Cuban popular music styles that 

served as the primary motivator behind 

the afrocubanismo movement. As demon-

strated by the prevalence of son and rum-

ba rhythms in Ritmicas V and VI, Roldán 

and other Cuban composers understood 

the rhythms and instruments of popular 

music as an essential symbol of Cuban 

identity that could be applied and altered 

in various musical contexts. Varése, how-

ever, believed that Cuban popular dance, 

with its connections to entertainment 

and black Cuban culture, was unsuitable 

as a musical source within the “high art” 

milieu of musical modernism. He later 

articulated his rigid understanding of the 

boundaries between low and high art in 

an article, writing that composers, “must 

draw a line between entertainment and 

art. Art is from the shoulders up. The 

other is from the hips down.”28 Although 

Varèse asserted in 1931 that Roldán han-

dled “percussion with amazing skill,” his 

conceptions of low versus high art made it 

fairly easy to overlook the significance of 

Ritmicas V and VI, and insist that his own 

Ionisation was superior in its abstraction 

and avoidance of explicit folk rhythms.29 

Indeed, Varèse’s biographer Odile Vivi-

er claimed that he once remarked to her 

many decades later, “I know I am really 

the first to have written compositions for 

solo percussion.”30

 Other musicologists and percussion-

ists throughout the twentieth century 

echoed Varèse’s dismissal of Roldán’s 

music on the basis of its folkloristic or-

igins.31 One of the only exceptions was 

the American music critic Alfred Fran-

kenstein, who acknowledged the signifi-

cance and primacy of Roldán’s Ritmicas V 

and VI in a positive review of John Cage’s 

performance of the work at Mills College 

in 1939 or 1940.32 In his 1966 biography 

of Varèse, Fernand Ouellette references 

the affirmations made by Frankenstein, 

but reassures his readers that Ritmicas V 

and VI are “very minor” and “quite prim-

itive pieces on folkloric rhythms,” while 

Ionisation is “of course, the first work of 

pure music for percussion alone born in 

the West and not referring to any folk-

lore.”33 Georges Charbonnier, another 

Varèse scholar, copies Ouellette’s exact 

statement, in his 1970 Entretiens avec Ed-

gard Varèse, again emphasizing why Ion-

isation should be recognized as the first 

legitimate percussion ensemble.34 The 

first percussionist to analyze and discuss 

Ritmicas V and VI was Larry Dean Van-

landingham in his 1971 DMA disserta-

tion, writing that they are “possibly the 

earliest extant works written for an en-

semble of percussion instruments.”35 Two 

pages later, Vanlandingham admits that 

there is “little revolutionary about the in-

strumentation” because the timpani and 

bass drum were the only two orchestral 

instruments, while the remaining instru-

ments were indigenous to Latin Ameri-

can music.36 Matthew George, in his 1991 

DMA dissertation, similarly criticizes 

Ritmicas V and VI, declaring the rhythms 

in the pieces “not difficult,” and therefore 

unworthy of thorough analysis.37
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 Graciela Paraskevaídis was one of the 

first scholars to thoroughly investigate 

the colonialist notions at play in the his-

toriography of Ritmicas V and VI with-

in Western music scholarship. In her 

2002/2004 article “Edgard Varèse and 

His Relationships with Latin American 

Musicians and Intellectuals of His Time,” 

Paraskevaídis argued that Eurocentrism 

was the primary motive behind the 

scholarly dismissal of Roldán’s percussion 

pieces:

 

Although under such a north-centric vi-

sion of the world, it is not possible even to 

imagine that something could have hap-

pened or could have been produced, cre-

ated, invented, by ‘the other’ outside the 

boundaries of cultural centralism, and, al-

though it seems perhaps meaningless for 

cultural purposes to find out who arrived 

at a goal first, it is simply a question of ac-

cepting a historical fact and of explaining 

to the cultural centralism of the north-

ern hemisphere—always very eager to 

demonstrate it—that this fact took place 

in the ‘periphery’.38

 Aesthetic characteristics of the two 

compositions aside, Paraskevaídis insist-

ed that Western scholars overlooked 

Ritmicas V and VI mainly because an 

“othered” composer on the periphery of 

the Western world wrote them. Richard 

Hall reiterated a similar sentiment in his 

2008 DMA dissertation, but also pointed 

to the failure of Latin scholars to recog-

nize Ritmicas V and VI as the true “first” 

percussion ensemble compositions as an 

additional problem.39 He mentions that 

Alejo Carpentier was the first to write 

about Ritmicas V and VI as percussion-on-

ly pieces in his 1934 book, La música en 

Cuba, but Carpentier did not use words 

like “first” or “percussion ensemble.” Hall 

argued that the lack of such terminology 

was likely due to the Cuban’s unfamiliar-

ity with the genre as a separate entity.40 

To build upon Hall’s argument, I contend 

that Carpentier, like other proponents of 

art music on the periphery of the West-

ern world, was far less concerned with 

the issue of primacy than his European 

modernist counterparts: pointing out 

whether or not a piece was the first of its 

kind was typically not a priority and thus 

not worthy of mention.

 The timing and nature of both works’ 

premieres are also telling. Parskevaídis 

notes that Ionisation was premiered first, 

at New York’s Carnegie Hall on March 6, 

1933, and in Havana, Cuba a month later.41  

Nicolas Slonimsky, an avid supporter of 

modernist musical developments in the 

United States and a close friend of Varèse, 

conducted the premiere. His autobiogra-

phy contains an eloquent summary of the 

immense difficulty of the composition:

 

Dealing with the world of infinitesimal 

particles, Ionisation presented consider-

able problems to musicians unaccustomed 

to differential calculus. The metrical di-

visions were simple, but the rhythmic 

segments within them were asymmetric, 

and the players had a difficult time in en-

capsulating groups of five sixteenth-notes 

within the metrical unit of a single quar-

ter-note, particularly where Varèse in-

serted sixteenth-note rests to replace cer-

tain notes of the quintol.42

 Although percussionists with vary-

ing levels of professionalism played the 

premiere and subsequent performances 

of the work across the United States in 

the following months, the first recording 

project of Ionisation during May 1934 was 

executed by American composers rather 

than trained percussionists.43 Varèse had 

originally enlisted members of the New 

York Philharmonic, but they deemed the 

piece too difficult, forcing the compos-

er to acquire the assistance of emerging 

composers of new music affiliated with 

the PAAC who could quickly master the 

complex rhythms and unusual orches-

tration. This “star-studded ensemble” 

included Carlos Salzedo, Paul Creston, 

Wallingford Riegger, Henry Cowell, Wil-

liam Schuman, Albert Stoessel, Georges 

Barrére, Adolph Weiss, and Egon Ken-

ton, with Varèse managing the sirens.44 

Despite their lack of percussion train-

ing, Slonimsky writes that the “Vare-

sian asymmetry was child’s play” for the 

professional ensemble; fellow performer 

Schuman later commented that the suc-

cess of the recording session launched 

Varèse international musical career.45

 As Carol Oja has argued, Varèse had 

achieved a powerful, “god-like” status in 

New York by the mid-1920s as an icon 

of American, “high art” modernism, a 

reputation largely constructed and legit-

imized by music critic Paul Rosenfeld.46 

Although his public reception diminished 

somewhat when he relocated to France 

in 1928, many successful composers of 

the American contemporary music scene 

continued to revere Varèse for his leg-

endary impact on modernism and were 

eager to support his latest endeavors 

upon his return.47 With his image as a 

modernist genius already in place, Varèse 

was in an advantageous position to publi-

cize Ionisation as a cornerstone of musical 

modernism, as well as a pioneering piece 

of percussion ensemble repertoire. By in-

volving a group of powerful, skilled pro-

fessionals in a recording of one of the first 

all-percussion compositions in Western 

music, Varèse solidified Ionisation’s abili-

ty to prosper within the milieu of serious, 

legitimate, “high art” culture.

 In contrast, although Ritmicas I through 

IV were premiered in a PAAC concert in 

New York on March 10, 1931, the two 

percussion-only movements were not 

performed until 1939, the same year as 

Roldán’s death, in a concert that John 

Cage presented at the Cornish School in 

Seattle.48 Unlike the distinguished com-

posers who performed Ionisation in Car-

negie Hall, Cage’s ensemble consisted of 

modern dancers, mostly women, who 

lacked professional musical training. The 

two pieces would then remain unheard 

until Paul Price included them on his 

University of Illinois percussion ensem-

ble program on March 4, 1954.49 The Cu-

ban premiere of Ritmicas V and VI did not 

occur until 1960, a year after the Cuban 

Revolution and three decades after the 

works were completed.50

 Ionisation, on the other hand, has been 
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performed frequently for eighty-five 

years and remains one of the most an-

alyzed and well-documented composi-

tions of percussion ensemble repertoire. It 

is available in four published versions and 

has been professionally recorded at least 

fifteen times in the last thirty years by 

various collegiate and professional per-

cussion ensembles worldwide.51 Despite 

Varèse’s explicit borrowing of folk instru-

ments and rhythms from the Afro-Cuban 

tradition, many twenty-first century per-

cussionists have nuanced their analyses 

of Ionisation in ways that further down-

play the authority of any one single cul-

ture on Varèse’s compositional aesthetic. 

In his 2006 analysis of the piece, Steven 

Schick demonstrated that Ionisation was 

a demonstration of universal multicultur-

alism because it was composed at a time 

when “definitions of culture and society 

were meant to be inclusive and univer-

salizing.”52 By combining instruments 

into three “groups of affinity” based on 

timbral similarities, Schick argued that 

instruments from different cultures can 

aptly speak each other’s languages, in a 

way analogous to America’s melting-pot 

of various cultural groups.53 Although 

Schick’s analysis is meant to be a celebra-

tion of American diversity and musical 

exploration, he negates Varèse’s cultural 

context, particularly his close relation-

ships with Latin intellectuals while he 

was composing Ionisation in Paris. 

 More recently, percussionist Michael 

Rosen has argued that the instruments 

in Ionisation are not culturally identifi-

able with Latin America, Asia, or West-

ern Europe at all, but are simply “sound 

sources without cultural reference” that 

“ionize” in rhythmic, textural, and timbral 

ways to create forward motion through-

out the piece.54 While Rosen’s analysis 

is an admirable attempt to further align 

Varèse’s compositional style with musi-

cal Futurism and the scientific process of 

ionization, it presents the composer with 

too much autonomy, as if the piece were 

composed in a cultural vacuum. Varèse 

should certainly be recognized for his 

contribution to the burgeoning percus-

sion ensemble genre, but the similarities 

between Ionisation and Ritmicas V and VI 

in their instrumentation and rhythmic 

basis are not simply a coincidence. Be-

cause of Varèse’s international influence 

as a French American composer and his 

assertion that Roldán was merely a folk 

composer of “low” art, subsequent schol-

ars have maintained a similarly Eurocen-

tric stance in discussions and analyses of 

both works. Such efforts have made it dif-

ficult for Roldán to posthumously attain 

sufficient recognition within music schol-

arship. For Ritmicas V and VI to be prop-

erly acknowledged as a progenitor of the 

percussion ensemble, a rethinking of his-

torical circumstances that acknowledg-

es the roles and effects of Eurocentrism, 

power, and privilege is necessary.

 The kinds of racial and political issues 

surrounding the historiography of Ritmi-

cas V and VI and Ionisation are a common 

thread throughout the nearly centenar-

ian history of the Western percussion 

ensemble. As I discuss in my disserta-

tion, the stylistic and social norms of the 

genre have been dictated and governed 

by various powerful Western, white 

men throughout the twentieth and twen-

ty-first centuries, leaving limited space 

for women or people of color to effective-

ly contribute to the genre as performers, 

composers, or educators.55 Although the 

percussion ensemble has developed into 

a legitimate institutionalized entity that 

is recognized by the larger Western art 

music community today, some would 

argue that it lacks the spirit of diversity 

and experimentation upon which the 

genre originally flourished. I hope that 

my attempt to illuminate and reinterpret 

historical circumstances, here and in my 

larger dissertation project, encourages 

percussionists and scholars to celebrate 

the stylistic, social, and cultural diversity 

of the percussive art form, both as it has 

existed in the past and manifests in var-

ious cultural forms around the globe to-

day. I believe that a revised history that 

equally recognizes the contributions of 

Roldán and Varèse aligns with, and even 

strengthens, the percussion community’s 

continued efforts to become more diverse 

and inclusive. 
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of preexisting instruments was immensely 

influential on later Western composers. 

The afrocubanismo movement is discussed 

at length in: Robin Moore, “Poetic, Visual, 

and Symphonic Interpretations of the Cu-

ban Rumba: Toward a Model of Integrative 

Studies,” Lenox Avenue: A Journal of Interarts 

Inquiry 4 (1998): 98–9.

5.  I recognize that afrocubanismo arose from 

problematic conceptualizations of black 
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