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FOREWORD

By Pierre Boulez

In the orchestral repertoire and even more in chamber music, the percussion section was for long the poor relation, used mainly for purposes of illustration or anecdote as if merely to underline an important moment: triangle, bass drum, tabor, and cymbals were the main resources. Only timpani had attained the rank of instrumental nobility, their use sanctified by baroque and classical music. The great Romantic composers used percussion sparingly to the extent that developments had to wait until the beginning of the twentieth century. Stravinsky’s Histoire du Soldat marked a major development, influenced as the composer was by early jazz recordings. These, more than any so-called classical music, contributed to the emancipation of percussion and to its rise to its current prominent position in the orchestral landscape.

Those classical instruments, still in daily use today, hardly changed for decades, even centuries. They found their definitive form and function early on. Even if their usage evolved and developed according to new techniques of composition, their production and diffusion of sound have now been definitively established. The same cannot be said of percussion instruments that proliferate endlessly in a sort of anarchy. Why is this? Whereas our classical instruments derive from the Western tradition, even though they may have originated in other more distant civilizations and cultures, percussion instruments derive mainly from diverse traditions with very different acoustic requirements to our own. We have imported them without concerning ourselves overmuch with the contexts from which they emerge. Thus we all have a lot to learn about and with them.

The first necessity is of course to establish a catalogue of instruments according to families, materials, and methods of playing. For pitched instruments, even relatively complex ones, the task is made easier by virtue of the fact that one can refer to precise scales. For unpitched instruments, we have recourse to only much vaguer categories. Furthermore, if one has never heard a rare percussion instrument, how is one to imagine it without an example of its sound?

The richness and diversity of percussion instruments have still to be fully explored, but we can now begin to appreciate the recent growth in their role and importance in the world of sound. It may seem a simple thing to write for percussion; in reality, integrating it into the rest of the body of instrumental sound so it retains its identity, and amalgamating it with the sound of older instruments, requires much knowledge and subtlety. This “encyclopedia” of percussion will be an enormous help to performers and composers alike in achieving those objectives.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this book is to show the world of percussion as it is today, at the dawn of the new millennium. The second half of the twentieth century saw tremendous development in all aspects of percussion, and though obviously there will always be change and development, I feel the percussion explosion of the last fifty years has now virtually come to an end—an ideal time for an assessment of where we are today and the changes that have occurred.

My first professional orchestra was the London Philharmonic, which I joined in 1956. In those far-off days, percussionists were expected to stand to play everything, even a single note, a practice that to me seemed rather bizarre. I always had a vision of the ensuing chaos if this expectation were to be extended to the wind and brass sections! Feeling fairly self-confident after two or three years, I decided that I would remain seated while playing the triangle part in Brahm’s 4th Symphony. The reaction from the timpanist was one of total disgust and incredulity—this was a crime akin to high treason! There was still one conductor twenty years later who rued the day when percussionists ceased to stand!

My memories of the orchestra’s percussion instruments are still engraved in my memory:


four hand-tuned timpani

three-octave C–C xylophone

two-and-a-half-octave glockenspiel (with raised screw heads as an added hazard!)

one-and-a-half-octave set of tubular bells (chimes)

two military (deep) snare drums, which rested on wooden trestles, i.e., at 45° playing angle, and no height adjustment!

40″ single-headed bass drum

a “pair” of cymbals, 16″ and 15″, which rested on a chair in front—a suspended cymbal effect was achieved by holding the cymbal with one hand and the stick in the other

one tambourine with half the jingles missing

two triangles, which were mounted on large paper-clips to fasten on to the music stand—played with a 6″ nail!

a tam-tam, approximately 28″—the sound always reminded me of kicking a dustbin/garbage pail!

a very inferior set of stick castanets



This meant that there was no hardware at all—not a single stand. How different from today, when to use twenty stands in one concert is considered in no way unusual. But the instruments themselves are but one indicator of the change: the technical demands on the percussionist have also grown quite dramatically. One reads with some amusement and disbelief that the first performance of Bartók’s Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion in 1938 apparently needed nearly forty rehearsals. Pierre Boulez’s Le Marteau sans maître was widely considered unplayable when it was first published in the 1950s (not the first, nor the last, work to be so described). Boulez and his Pli selon Pli, for which the keyboard percussion parts were given a total of twenty rehearsals—sectional and orchestral—with the BBC Symphony in 1969, was given just eight rehearsals twenty years later. And of course the multiple percussion parts—the idea of a composer writing for marimba, xylophone, vibraphone, crotales, bass drum, tam-tams, gongs, snare drum, and five tom-toms for one player would have been considered ludicrous in my college days—today it doesn’t raise an eyebrow.

Another important change has been the vast improvement in percussion tuition. In my time at college, keyboard, voice, strings, woodwind, and brass were taken seriously by the authorities; other instruments, including guitar and percussion, were barely tolerated. Today, things are very different, and the number of percussion students eager to enter music college has never been higher. There is now also the Percussive Arts Society, originating in the United States, but now with chapters around the world for all with an interest in percussion.

The final key to the advancement of percussion has been the influence of pop music, jazz, and film scores, not forgetting, of course, that as travel and communication have become so much easier composers have become much more aware of the distinctive timbres of a seemingly endless variety of ethnic percussion instruments. The breaking down of the barriers which once separated so-called serious music from the jazz and pop fields has also been crucial. As a student I would have been thrown out immediately if it had been known that I was also secretly taking kit lessons, but such days—when, for example, a (now very eminent) guitarist was told to get out of the Royal College of Music in London with “that infernal instrument”—are long past. I have always found it strange that one wasn’t supposed to be able to enjoy the legends of the jazz world or some of the pop icons as well as Beethoven, Mahler, or Stravinsky: today a catholicity of taste is regarded as quite normal—there is only good music and bad music. Or, as I heard a famous singer put it recently, “I just enjoy music—I don’t recognize any boundaries.”

My forty-five years as a percussionist on the London musical scene have brought me into contact with many of the world’s top conductors and composers, and I have taken part in a large number of first performances and film scores. Much of this has been a great privilege, and all of it has, naturally, shaped my ideas on percussion, percussion writing, and playing (not to mention conductors and composers). This book therefore, in addition to offering factual information, reflects my own deeply held views of percussion as it is today, at the dawn of the new millennium—for the composer, arranger, and percussionist a truly astonishing range of sound is available, with unending subtleties of timbre and colour.


THE INSTRUMENTS

My music dictionary when I was at college in the early 1950s listed just nineteen percussion instruments, including celeste and dulcitone. It contains entries that today appear extraordinary, such as “marimba—a sort of xylophone, it appears to be taken seriously in the United States, and Percy Grainger has included it in one or two works,” or “bass drum . . . can be quietly awe-inspiring, but at times may descend to mere carpet beating.” Also, “tubular bells . . . usually in the diatonic scale of E[image: image], but occasionally a chromatic scale—thus actual tunes can be played if desired.” Even more puzzling is an entry entitled “Marimba Gongs”: “they are something like the marimba, but with metal bars instead of wood, so resembling the glockenspiel or celeste.” Reading items such as these in a respected dictionary now seems laughable—even farcical—given the changes of the last fifty years.

We have now progressed to such an extent that in this book I can list around 250 instruments and effects. But percussion is now an extremely complicated subject, and inevitably there is much confusion, even amongst players—there are different understandings in different countries, and widely differing availabilities of instruments. Therefore we have to be a little patient with our composer and conductor colleagues. To list just two very minor examples: a tenor drum in Britain and America is taken to be an unsnared drum, but in most other countries it may be snared or unsnared; in the U.S. a vibraphone is taken to be a three-octave F–F instrument (a recent American percussion encyclopedia adds that “a few instruments have been custom-made in ranges of three and a half octaves, C–F, and four octaves, C–C″; but in Europe the four-octave instrument has been available from some manufacturers for many years, appearing in an Ajax (London) catalogue as early as the 1930s. Alban Berg wrote for it in his opera Lulu, also in the 1930s, and virtually all the Henze compositions require four octaves. An additional complication is that there are many percussion instruments that have an element of pitch. Some of these have also been developed chromatically, so that now they are sometimes pitched and sometimes unpitched, examples being blocks, rototoms, anvils, bottles, gongs, cowbells, and stones (lithophone). The instruments that have an element of pitch but are not found chromatically include triangles, cymbals, snare drums, tam-tams, and tambourines. However, the composer may still ask for a graduated series of sounds. But while so many new percussion instruments appeared in the last century, we have to acknowledge that others quietly faded away into near or sometimes total obscurity. This list would include the dulcimer, dulcitone, glass armonica, keyboard xylophone (xilophono a tastiera), lithophone, metallophone, musical saw, nabimba, and the five-octave xylomarimba. Of these, only the glass armonica shows any sign of a revival.

It is also impossible to be precise about many percussion instruments. Every violin has the same G, D, A, and E strings and every B[image: image] clarinet has the same range; in percussion it is very different, and the reader will notice frequent use of words such as usually, about, or sometimes. A perfect case in point is the range of the keyboard instruments: there are frequently four or five different sizes of marimba in the same catalogue; in a multiple percussion set-up, to be presented with a larger instrument than necessary may be inconvenient, or even possibly make the part unplayable—to have an extra two-foot length of instrument when it is not needed can be very frustrating!

In addition, there are instruments that occasionally appear in percussion parts or scores that are not legitimately part of a percussionist’s skills, though there are usually some players who have studied them. This includes instruments such as celeste, cimbalom, and glass armonica, and these are all included in the instrument list here. There are also instruments or effects designed by composers to meet the requirements of particular works. Sometimes these find their way into mainstream percussion; others remain hidden away waiting for the next performance.

A relatively new development is the confusion caused by manufacturers imitating ethnic instruments but giving them new names. Confusion is also caused by the many slight variations in spelling, especially of African instruments.

Finally, with such a vast range of instruments now available, the percussionist has come to expect composers and conductors to ask for a “drier” tambourine sound, or a darker cymbal, a different type of bass drum or a larger tam-tam—we are very largely victims of our own success. (Though, strangely, I’ve never heard a conductor ask for a larger cello, or a smaller bass clarinet!)

The availability of some percussion instruments and accessories varies tremendously from country to country, and I have therefore included names of some of the most important manufacturers and suppliers with their current range of instruments, accessories, percussion music, literature, and so on. Information about these individual companies can be found in the Percussion Manufacturers and Suppliers chapter later in the book. The definition used to show an instrument’s (written) range is:
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A

Affolants

Appears mainly in some works by Iannis Xenakis. A suspended sheet of thin metal, giving a very bright, ethereal sound (e.g., Xenakis’s Persephassa, for six percussionists).

Afuche see Cabaca

Agogo Bells

A Brazilian instrument from the samba bands consisting of two (usually) small cone-shaped bells on a sprung steel hoop. The player holds the instrument in one hand and a wooden or metal stick in the other. A variety of sounds and rhythmic patterns are produced by sriking the bell(s) in different spots and squeezing the bells closer together. There are now also variations on the original, in the form of triple and quattro agogos, and a blade agogo—a small metal blade between the two bells. There are also wooden agogos—in this case the “bells” are side by side and not on a sprung steel hoop. The usual type of agogo bells is widely available, and all variations can be found at PJ Percussion.
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PJ Percussion

See also Ghana Bell

Agogo Bell Tree

A graduated series of around nine agogo bells facilitating a glissando effect. Available from PJ Drums and Percussion.
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PJ Percussion

Almglocken see Cowbells

Ankle Bells

A strap with a number of tiny bells worn around a dancer’s ankle. Also sometimes worn on the dancer’s wrist. Available from AfroTon, Asian Sound, PJ Drums and Percussion, World Beat Percussion, and others.
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AfroTon

Anklung

An instrument from Indonesia and Java, consisting of split tubes of bamboo loosely attached to a frame. When shaken they produce a dry-pitched rattling sound—each note is two tubes tuned in octaves. They are obviously not in chromatic form in their original environment, but are now increasingly used that way in Western music; their usual range is around two octaves. Takemitsu uses a single note for four of the five solo percussionists in From Me Flows What You Call Time. Available from AfroTon and Kolberg, who have three octaves, B3–C7.

Note: In East Java, “anklung” can sometimes mean similarly shaped bamboo tubes played xylophone style.
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Kolberg Percussion

Antique Cymbals see Crotales; Finger Cymbals

Anvil

Fr. enclume; Ger. Amboß; lt. incudine; Sp. yunque

The sound required is that of a blacksmith’s anvil—a very high-pitched and penetrating metallic ring. The genuine article is used relatively rarely because of its great weight, and then usually for the additional visual effect rather than any vastly superior tone quality. The substitutes most frequently used are lengths of steel tube or pieces of railway line—any metal, in fact, that will give a realistic anvil sound.

Wagner scored for eighteen anvils in Das Rheingold (three sets of three high, two medium, and one low), and Verdi used three in the famous Anvil Chorus in Il Trovatore. In contemporary writing, George Benjamin writes for a sequence of twelve different-pitch steel tubes in Antara. In normal usage, of course, the anvil is of indefinite pitch, but Kolberg Percussion now additionally produces a two-octave set, C3–C5. As the sound is so penetrating, the wearing of earplugs when playing works such as Das Rheingold is strongly recommended.
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Bell Percussion

Apito or Samba Whistle

A wooden or, more usually now, metal whistle played by the leader of a Brazilian samba band. The apito has three pitches available for the leader to indicate instructions to the other players. The sound is very piercing and high-pitched. Apitos are widely available.
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PJ Percussion

B

Balafon

The balafon is a native African xylophone, originating in Ghana, Guinea, and Senegal. Calabash gourds are used as resonators, and the instrument is tuned to an African scale with up to about twenty notes in the single row. The genuine balafon is available from Kambala Percussion in Austria and Sabar Roots Percussion and Afro Ton in Germany—the Marimba One instrument is modelled on the Shona balafons of Zimbabwe.
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AfroTon

Baroque Timpani

As the name implies, timpani used for works of the Baroque period. By definition these are hand-tuned instruments with copper shells and calf heads. The diameter of the drums is somewhat smaller than those manufactured today, a pair of drums normally having diameters of around 19″ and 22″, up to about 22″ and 24″, and the shells will be hand-beaten. The genuine period instruments are still to be found, but Lefima appears to be the only manufacturer currently with Baroque timpani in their catalogue. Additionally, both Kolberg and Potter & Co. make them to order.

See also Timpani

Basler Trommel or Baste Drum

The Basler trommel is a parade snare drum with the larger head diameter of around 16″, and a similar depth. The shells used to be of wood, but are now normally of metal. The name comes from the Swiss city of Basle, and the drummers have developed a unique rudimentary technique. Its original use was in the drum and fife bands at carnival time, a tradition still very much in evidence today. Available from Giannini in Zurich and Lefima in Germany.

Bass Drum

Fr. grosse caisse; Ger. grosse Trommel; It. gran cassa; Sp. bombo

The origins of the bass drum are somewhat vague, though there is evidence of a drum of this type in ancient times, and it appears probable that it emanated from the Middle East. Today the bass drum is one of the fundamental percussion instruments, whether in an orchestra, a pop group, or a marching band. But although the name is the same, in reality it is three quite different instruments.
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Kolberg Percussion

The bass drum in the orchestra

The orchestral bass drum comes in a variety of shapes and sizes, and there is a much wider acceptance












Bata Drum














Bell Lyra



Bell Plates










Berimbau







Bicycle Bell






Birds




Bones


Bongos



Boobams






Bougarabou




Bouteillephone





Brake Drums
















C

Cabaca or Afuche








Campanelli Giapponese


Car Horns








Castanets











Catuba


Caxixis



Celeste





Chains






Chinese Opera Gong




Chinese Tom-Tom









Chocola or Chocalho





Cimbalom








Claves




Clay Bongo


Coconut Shells


Concert Toms




Conch Shell









Congitas


Cowbells or Almglocken












Crasher or Effector





Crotales or Antique Cymbals









Cuckoo


Cuica


Cup Chimes


Cymbalette




Cymbals




























D

Dabachi or Japanese Temple Bell




Daiko


Daimuru






Damaru


Darabuka





Desk Bell



Dhol and Dholak


Didgeridoo







Doira or Daira



Doumdoum


Drumkit or Drumset









Dulcimer



Dulcitone


E


Effects






























Electronic Percussion


Elephant Bells


F


Field Drum



Finger Cymbals



Fishing Reel


Flexatone






Frame Drum



Frigideira or Frying Pan




G


Geophone


Ghana Bell












	1746
	Gluck (1714–87) wrote a “Concert upon Twenty-six Drinking Glasses,” and later said that anything that he could play on the violin or harpsichord he could also play on glasses!



	1761
	The glass armonica was invented by Benjamin Frankel in London.



	1790
	A bass glass instrument called the euphon was invented by E. F. F. Chiadni, the sound being produced by rubbing glass rods.



	1865
	The glass klavier was improved by Georges Bachmann, and called the piano harmonica: it was a five-octave instrument, the forerunner of the celeste. It was used by both Rossini and Liszt, and has now been reconstructed for the group of glass instrument musicians called the Sinfonia di Vetro in southern Germany.











Glissandotrommel
















Gong









Gong Drum



Goumbe



Grass Harp




Guiro





Guiro Woodblock


H

Hammer




Handbells




Hatbourine



Horses’ Hooves





I

Ice Bells


Indian Bells


J









Jew’s Harp or Jaw’s Harp







Jingle Head



Jungle Hat


K









Kayamba


Kazoo


Kessing Kessing



Key Chimes







Kring




L

Lambeg Drum




















Log Drum or Slit Drum






Lujon or Loo-Jon




M

Maracas




Marching Men


Marimba










Mark Tree





Metal Castanets or Cymbal Tongs




Metallophone



Metronome


Mexican Bean




Microxyl




Military Side Drum













Musical Saw





N


Nakers


Noh Harp


O



Ogororo



P

Pandeiro or Pandero




Piccolo Snare Drum





Pistol



Pop Gun





Q

Quattro Bell






R

Rainmaker or Rainstick


Ratchet








Rattle Board




Reco Reco





Repenique or Repique


Ride Cymbal



Rocar





Rotosound


Rototoms





Rute or Switch





S

Sabar





Sanctus Bells





Sandpaper Blocks







Schwirrbogen




Shakers




Shekere




Sheng



Simantra


Siren


















Sistrum





Sixxen





Sleighbells









Snake Rattle


Snare Drum or Side Drum







Sound Discs


Sound Plates


Spanish Cencerros





Spoons




Spring Coils





Spurs



Steel Drum or Steel Pan










	bass set
	6 drums



	cello set
	4 drums



	baritone set
	3 drums



	guitar set
	2 drums



	tenor set
	2 drums



	alto set
	2 drums



	soprano or lead
	1 drum











Sun Bell




Surdo Drum




Swordstick





T

Tabla




Tabor or Tambourin








Tamborim





Tambourine







Tam-Tam (1)








Tam-Tam (2)





Tapan or Tupan




Temple Blocks







Tenor Drum



Thai Gong






Theatre Lightning





Thundersheet





Timbales





Timbalitos and Mini-timbales


Timbrel


















Timp Toms


Tom-Tom



Tour Timps




Triangle



Tubaphone





Tuned Discs









Turkish Zils


U





V



Vibraphone or Vibraharp











Vibraslap




W

Waldteufel


Washboard






Waterfall


Water Gong



Waterphone










Whistle



Wind Chimes








Wind Machine





Wine Glasses




Wood Drum


Woodblock









X

Xylophone
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