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Percussia Performs “Inspired by Gamelan” Concert at Queens Library

An upcoming Langston Hughes Library event features a campuran of 

Western instruments and Indonesian music.
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(JACKSON HEIGHTS, NY – AUGUST 12, 2008) Queens-based Percussia, a contemporary chamber music ensemble with percussion as its driving force, will celebrate the magical Indonesian tradition of gamelan music in an upcoming concert at the Langston Hughes Library. The program, titled “Inspired by Gamelan,” is a campuran—the Indonesian word for “fusion” or “mixture”—of Western instruments and Indonesian music. Played on percussion, flute, harp and viola, the event features seven eclectic works—including a world premiere piece—by modern Western composers who were influenced by this intricate percussion instrument from Java and Bali. The performance will take place at 100-01 Northern Blvd., Corona, NY 11368 (phone number: 718-651-1100) at 2 pm on September 6, 2008. Admission is free.

A gamelan is an orchestra of percussion and other instruments, such as xylophones, drums and gongs, that are built and tuned to stay together. Gamelan music originated in Indonesia on the islands of Java and Bali as royal court music and is often thought to have mythical powers. The gamelan, which is usually hand-forged and made of bronze, is still a central element in many Javanese and Balinese rituals. 

Percussia’s “Inspired by Gamelan” concert is musik barat yang dipengaruhi oleh ruh musik Indonesia , or Western music influenced by the spirit of Indonesian music. The program includes works by Michael Tenzer, Colin McPhee, Gareth Farr and Steve Reich; an arrangement of a West Javanese gamelan piece by Percussia’s Artistic Director Ingrid Gordon; and a world premiere by New York composer Matthew Welch. Percussia’s ensemble for this concert includes Ingrid Gordon and Andrea Pryor on percussion; Susan Jolles on harp; Margaret Lancaster on flute; Lev ‘Ljova’ Zhurbin on viola; and Matthew Welch as conductor.

The concert will kick off with a world premiere performance of  “Variasi-Ombak,” composed by Matthew Welch for flute, viola, harp and two percussionists. This somber set of pieces extends Welch’s focus on a dialetic between musical devices found in Indonesian gamelan—in this case, Central Javanese and antiquated Balinese Saih Pitu (seven-tone) gamelans, such as Gambang and Luang —and Celtic music—specifically in this piece, piobaireachd , the classical Highland Bagpipe music that saw its most significant blossoming in the Baroque and Classical music eras. The choice of instrumentation touches both realms of disparate music traditions such as the Irish flute, the fiddle and the celtic harp; or when viewed from the other side of the world, the suling, the rebab, and celempung , respectively. The metallic and wooden percussion instruments further evoke the sound world of gamelan, notably the specific forms mentioned above that combine logam-logam (metals) and kayu-kayu (woods). 

Welch’s work was influenced by  “Sonata for flute, viola and harp” by Debussy, who was very inspired by seeing gamelan at the 1889 Paris Expo, and “And Then I Knew ‘Twas Wind” by Toru Takemitsu , who designed this trio to be played with Debussy’s. Both composers were very taken with water and the sea and Asian music traditions. The term Ombak in Bali, meaning “waves,” refers to the tremolo sound of the gamelan, as well as the undulation of the music. “I have tried to let this principle guide this incarnation of this work,” says Welch, “not to mention it has been written on the island of Martha’s Vineyard, where I am constantly surrounded by the sound of waves.” Variasi in Indonesian means, most literally, “variation,” referring to the variety in renegotiating musical material by individual instrumental tastes. The four sections address specific formal structures, whose identity and content is possibly at odds with the actual form itself: Kawitan, touching on the main tones of the work; Urlar, a ground air of a piobaireachd; Shiubhal, setting the tones into motion; and Gambangan, evoking the ancient cremation ensemble.

Welch holds two university degrees in Experimental Music Composition, a BFA from Simon Fraser University, and an MA from Wesleyan University . He has studied with noted composers, such as Barry Truax, Rodney Sharman, Alvin Lucier and Anthony Braxton. His compositions range from traditional-like bagpipe tunes to electronic pieces; improvisation strategies; and fully notated works for solo instruments, chamber ensembles and orchestra. He has also taken part in a number of compositional collaborations with Indonesian gamelan composer-performers in Bali and Java, performed in free improvisation contexts with numerable New York City improvisers, and played with art rockers in the Brooklyn underground. 

As a virtuoso of the Highland Bagpipe, he studied traditional music with Gold Medalist masters, such as Colin MacLellan, Jack Lee, Angus MacLellan and Andrew Wright and has also premiered a number of new compositions written by contemporary composers. Welch also was a member of the four-time World Champion Simon Fraser University Pipe Band, winning with them in 1999 and 2001. Indonesian gamelan percussion music, both Javanese and, more recently, Balinese, have been another focus of Welch’s that he has pursued throughout his academic career with the New York Indonesian Consulate gamelans and in Bali. The eclectic breadth of his interests in Celtic music, gamelan, minimalism, improvisation and rock also converge in compositional amalgams for his New York-based ensemble, Blarvuster.

Welch appears on Anthony Braxton’s 10 [Solo Bagpipe] Compositions  (2000) and three compact discs of his own music: Ceol Nua (Leo 336, 2002), highlighting orchestral and chamber works; Hag at the Churn (Newsonic 33, 2003), a collection of electronic concoctions ; and Dream Tigers (Tzadik 8015, 2005), a program of ecstatic chamber music. 

The second work on this program is “Suling Degung,” an arrangement of a traditional West Javanese gamelan work created exclusively for Percussia by the group’s Artistic Director Ingrid Gordon. This work showcases the virtuosic, yet florid and free-flowing piccolo voice, floating above a shimmering, tightly knit and rhythmically intricate tapestry of sound woven by the harp, viola and keyboard percussion. “I spent several years of my life immersed in the study of Javanese gamelan music under the tutelage of the venerable dancer-musician Sumaryono of Yogyakarta,” says Gordon. “Gamelan music is some of the most intricate and beautiful percussion music in the world, and I feel very passionately about it. Creating this adaptation of Sundanese Suling Degung work for Percussia is my way of sharing my love for this music with American musicians and audiences.”

Gordon is a versatile percussionist whose range extends from orchestral music to West African drumming. In addition to Javanese gamelan, she has mastered a variety of world music traditions, such as Zimbabwean mbira,  Ghanaian fontomfrom, North Indian tabla, and Irish bodhran. Gordon founded the Mexican marimba ensemble Marimba Nueva York, and she is one of the few people to perform Jewish klezmer music on the xylophone. Gordon has performed across the country, including: as a soloist with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra; in chamber music recitals at Bowling Green State University in Ohio; at music festivals like Spoleto and Peninsula; and as a Queens, New York-based freelance musician with the New York Gilbert and Sullivan Players Orchestra. She has recorded on the Centaur, Col Legno, and Signum labels.

Next on the program is “Puppets” by Michael Tenzer. “Puppets” fuses the marimba and harp into a duo that thinks it’s both a single instrument and a small orchestra. The thinking behind the music, the way musical energy is spent and acquired, the organization of melodies and rhythms in layers, the virtuosity, and, in a few spots, the closely coordinated interlocking patterns, are partly inspired by the music of Bali. “I had been a serious student of that music for 10 years when I wrote the piece in 1987,” says Tenzer. “The title alludes to the unworldly images created in Balinese shadow puppet theater and there is even a brief quote from its accompanying music.  But ‘Puppets’ doesn’t sound Balinese...it creates its own mysterious little world.”

Tenzer is a composer, writer, performer and teacher. He is the author of numerous books, including the prize-winning study of Balinese music, Gamelan Gong Kebyar (University of Chicago Press, 2000). His compositions for solo, chamber and orchestral media are performed worldwide. Tenzer was the first foreign composer to be invited to compose for Balinese gamelan in Bali and he has produced a string of influential works there since 1982. In 1979, he co-founded the Sekar Jaya gamelan in Berkeley, California, a group that still thrives. Tenzer taught music at Yale University (1986-96) and is now Professor of Music at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver. Among his honors are a Koussevitzky commission and a National Endowment for the Humanities Fellowship. In 2008, Tenzer was selected as a Killam Fellow of the Canada Council of the Arts.

Percussia will also perform “Balinese Ceremonial Music” by accomplished Canadian-turned-American composer Colin McPhee. While originally written for two pianos, Artistic Director Ingrid Gordon has arranged the piece for harp and keyboard percussion. This piece, first recorded in 1941 by Benjamin Britten and McPhee, is the result of McPhee’s lifelong passion for Bali and Balinese music. As the first Western composer to make an ethnomusicological study of Bali, he lived in the island country for six years in the 1930s, where he notated the melodies and rhythmic devices of every gamelan he heard. He composed music influenced by that of Bali and Java decades before such world music became popular. McPhee is credited with saving a number of gamelans that were likely to go out of existence, and of resurrecting some older instruments and styles.

McPhee’s A House in Bali, the chronicle of his life there, is an introduction to Balinese culture and the only literary narrative of the island by a classically trained musician. In addition to this look at Bali’s gamelan tradition, McPhee worked for the rest of his life on Music in Bali, which was published posthumously in 1966. Later in his career, in 1958, McPhee was appointed professor of ethnomusicology at UCLA, and he became an esteemed jazz critic. McPhee is credited with influencing composers and musicians like Lou Harrison and Keith Jarret. 

The “Inspired by Gamelan” program also includes two works by Gareth Farr, a New Zealand composer and percussionist. Percussia is performing the first movement of “Kembang Suling,” a Pan-Asian sonata for flute and marimba inspired by indigenous sounds that evokes the gamelan and the suling (Balinese bamboo flute). “On the magical island of Bali, flowing gamelan melodies intertwine with the sound of the suling to form rich colourful tapestries,” says Farr of the first movement. “The marimba and flute start out as one, their sounds indistinguishable. Bit by bit the flute asserts its independence, straying further and further from the marimba melody. An argument ensues—but all is resolved at the climax.” 

Percussia will also perform Farr’s“Kendang Kalih.” Composed as a percussion duo, the title itself is a Javanese gamelan term literally meaning “two drums.” It refers to one of the slower, sparser drumming styles that accompanies many gamelan forms, using a small high pitched drum and a large drum with a resonant bass tone. In this piece, however, the term refers to the two drummers and the two drum setups, which—as in the Javanese style —function as one unit. The performers each play on an independent arrangement of drums, but their rhythms lock into one another and hocket to produce the effect of a single large drum set-up. The work is in two halves; the first contrasts the two performers—one becomes dense and quieter as the other gets sparse and loud—while the second half fuses them together in a minimalistic note-by-note build-up of a ‘drum melody.’

Farr studied composition, orchestration and electronic music at Auckland University and was a regular player with the Auckland Philharmonia and the Karlheinz Company. Further study followed at Victoria University, Wellington, where he became known for his exciting compositions, often using the Indonesian gamelan. He played frequently as part of the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra before going to the Eastman School in Rochester, New York, where he graduated Master of Music. At 25, Gareth became Chamber Music New Zealand’s youngest composer-in-residence. Since then, his works have been performed by the NZSO, the Auckland Philharmonia, the Wellington Sinfonia, the New Zealand String Quartet and a variety of other professional musicians. Farr has had two CDs of his music released on the Trust label. Farr’s alter ego, Lilith, a drumming drag queen, has performed  her Drumdrag show  to sold-out houses in New Zealand and Australia since 1997.

The concert concludes with “Nagoya Marimbas,” an intricate piece for two marimbas by Steve Reich, who was recently called “our greatest living composer” by The New York Times. In the mid 1970s, Reich studied two forms of Balinese Gamelan— Semar Pegulingan and Gamelan Gambang — at the American Society for Eastern Arts in Seattle and Berkeley, California, which broadened his rhythmic and timbral palette. “The repetitive, syncopated, interlocking rhythms influenced his overall compositional style,” says Percussia’s Artistic Director Ingrid Gordon. “ This piece in particular uses interlocking, syncopated rhythms, the same you would find in Balinese music.” Reich says that “Nagoya Marimbas,” written in 1994, is somewhat similar to his pieces from the 1960’s and ‘70s “in that there are repeating patterns played on both marimbas, one or more beats out of phase, creating a series of two part unison canons. However, these patterns are more melodically developed, change frequently and each is usually repeated no more than three times, similar to my more recent work.”

Reich graduated with honors in philosophy from Cornell University in 1957. For the next two years, he studied composition with Hall Overton, and from 1958 to 1961 he studied at the Juilliard School of Music with William Bergsma and Vincent Persichetti. Reich received his M.A. in Music from Mills College in 1963, where he worked with Luciano Berio and Darius Milhaud. During the summer of 1970, with the help of a grant from the Institute for International Education, Reich studied drumming at the Institute for African Studies at the University of Ghana in Accra. In 1966, Reich founded his own ensemble of three musicians, which rapidly grew to 18 members or more. Since 1971, Steve Reich and Musicians have frequently toured the world, and have the distinction of performing to sold-out houses at venues as diverse as Carnegie Hall and the Bottom Line Cabaret. Over the years, Reich has received commissions from a multitude of prestigious sources and had his music performed by major orchestras and ensembles around the world. He has received a plethora of awards, including two Grammys, the Preamium Imperial Award in Music, The Polar Prize from the Royal Swedish Academy of Music and the Chubb Fellowship at Yale University, and was named “Composer of the Year” by Musical America magazine.

Percussia is a New York City-based chamber music ensemble that makes percussion the foundation for a new sound. Playing both world and Western percussion instruments, the group melds the music of different lands into its own contemporary soundscape. The resulting international music crosses genres, styles, and cultural boundaries, connecting people through music’s common thread of percussion. Percussia’s varied repertoire is a mixture of contemporary chamber music, world and folk music styles, and original arrangements. While percussion takes center stage, the group blends its rhythm with melodic instruments for added dimension. 

This concert is made possible by the Queens Council on the Arts with public funding from the Decentralization Program, a regrant program of the New York State Council on the Arts and the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs. Additional funds provided by the Music Trust Fund and the Queens Public Library Program Department. 

###

To speak with Ingrid Gordon, Artistic Director of Percussia, please call 718.813.6171 or email her at Ingrid@percussia.org.

To speak with Doris Jones, Programs Assistant of the Queens Library Programs and Services Dept., please call 718.990.0896 or email her at doris.l.jones@queenslibrary.org.
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