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Percussia Performs Concert at Hudson Opera House

A duo of harp and percussion will perform a repertoire of contemporary chamber music at Hudson’s historic cultural and civic center.

(JACKSON HEIGHTS, NY – SEPTEMBER 22, 2008) Queens-based Percussia, a contemporary chamber music ensemble with percussion as its driving force, will perform a concert of harp and percussion at the Hudson Opera House (327 Warren St., Hudson, NY, 12534; Phone: 518-822-1438) on Saturday, October 4, 2008, at 8 pm.

The performance will feature Percussia’s Founder and Artistic Director Ingrid Gordon on percussion and Susan Jolles on harp. Educated at the University of Illinois, Northwestern University and the Eastman School of Music, Gordon is a versatile percussionist whose range extends from orchestral music to a variety of world music traditions. She has mastered the Zimbabwean mbira, North Indian tabla, Javanese gamelan, Irish bodhran and more, and is one of the few people to perform Jewish klezmer music on the xylophone. Gordon also founded the traditional Mexican marimba ensemble Marimba Nueva York. She is currently a teaching artist for the Brooklyn Academy of Music and the Tilles Center on Long Island, and has been invited to join the training programs of the Lincoln Center Institute and Carnegie Hall’s Teaching Artist Collaborative. Gordon has recorded for the Centaur, Signum, New World Records, and Col Legno labels.
Jolles, who is on the faculties of the Manhattan School of Music and the Mannes College of Music, is one of the foremost harpists in the United States. A founding member of the Naumburg award–winning Jubal Trio, she is presently solo and principal harpist with the New York Chamber Symphony, the American Composers Orchestra, the Little Orchestra Society, Musica Viva, and the Group for Contemporary Music. In addition, she is an associate member of the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra and appears with her daughter, Renée, a violinist, in the Jolles Duo. Jolles is a frequent guest artist with such groups as the New Jersey Chamber Music Society, the New York Concert Singers, and the Mohawk Trail Concerts. 

Since receiving a Fromm Fellowship in the performance of twentieth-century music in 1963, Jolles has been recognized as a gifted interpreter of contemporary music. Such composers as Elliot Carter, Luciano Berio, George Crumb, and Charles Wuorinen have chosen her to present their works. Jolles’s diversity as a musician is exemplified by her collaboration with klezmer artist Giora Feldman. Together they have performed at many venues including the Kennedy Center, Carnegie Hall, and Lincoln Center. Jolles also has arranged many compositions for harp, several of which are published by the International Music Company, and she is represented by an impressive discography. Three albums of French music with oboist Humbert Lucarelli are heard almost daily on radio stations from coast to coast. In addition, Jolles performed on two albums that received Grammy awards: “Ancient Voices of Children” (Contemporary Chamber Ensemble) and Dawn Upshaw’s first album with the Orchestra of St. Luke’s. 

Percussia will kick off the concert with “Balinese Ceremonial Music” by accomplished Canadian-turned-American composer Colin McPhee (1900-1964). While originally written for two pianos, Artistic Director Ingrid Gordon has arranged the piece for harp and keyboard percussion. The work consists of three parts: Pemoengkah, Gambangan and Taboeh Teloeh. 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 and wrote two books about the experience. 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. 

Next on the repertoire is “Genteel Dialogue” by Greek-born composer Dinos Constantinides (b. 1929). He wrote the piece in 1986 and dedicated it to his colleagues Hye-Yun Chung and John Raush at Louisiana State University, where he is a Boyd Professor of Music in the School of Music. Although “Genteel Dialogue” is not a serial work, the piece is built upon a set of eight pitches that are stated at the very beginning of the piece by the harp. The work makes use of pentatonic sounds and varied ostinato patterns to slowly develop a simple melodic gesture. The tonal centers of F# and B are emphasized by the antique cymbals throughout the work.

Educated at several Greek conservatories, Constantinides was a member of the violin section of the State Orchestra of Athens in Greece for more than 10 years. He also studied in the United States at the universities of Indiana, Michigan State and the Julliard School, and played in the Indianapolis Symphony and Baton Rouge Symphony (Concertmaster) for many years. As the Director of the prestigious Louisiana State University Festival of Contemporary Music for 22 years, Constantinides has presented the top composers of the continent, including Carlos Chávez, John Cage, Milton Babbitt, Karel Husa, and Ernst Krenek, among others. He is also Music Director of the Louisiana Sinfonietta. Constantinides has written more than 230 compositions for all mediums, including operas and symphonies. He has received rave reviews for his orchestral music performed by symphony orchestras around the world, and is the recipient of many grants, commissions and awards. His music has been recorded on more than 40 CDs.

Percussia will also perform “Muse IV: Erato” by internationally acclaimed composer and pianist Dalit Warshaw (b. 1974). The piece depicts Erato, the muse of love poetry and mimic imitation, who had the power to transform the men who pursued her into those more worthy and desirable. Sailors were known to call out to her, whereupon Erato would respond through a more idealized imitation of their cries, thus recreating the initial rawness of yearning as a song much sweeter and more beguiling. “The obvious musical potential in depicting Erato, not least due to her avidity for mimicry—so familiar to the composer, and intrinsic to compositional structure on many levels—cried out for me to explore further,” says Warshaw. “I was intrigued by both the tender and more savage personalities that the harp could take on, and the transformational power of musical imitation, as an originally primitive or crass-sounding musical line could then be echoed in gentle and seductive reply.”

Fourth in a series of nine Muse Sequences, “Muse IV: Erato” has an A-B-A format, beginning and ending with the “brush[ing] of [Erato’s] flowery lute,” “[s]oft as at evening when the shepherd's flute/ To tones of melting love alone resigned” (An Ode to Music, Percival). The middle section is where the Muse exercises her art of mimicry: As the sailors’ call becomes louder, more insistent and aggressive—indeed, more desperate—Erato’s echo placates with an increasing softness and seductive promise, in effect transforming their brash overtures into whispers of love.

A full-time faculty member of the composition/theory department at the Boston Conservatory since September 2004, Warshaw obtained her doctorate in music composition from the Juilliard School in May 2003. Warshaw’s works have been performed by more than 26 orchestral ensembles, including the New York and Israel Philharmonic Orchestras and the Boston Symphony. Recent awards and grants include a Morton Gould Young Composers Award from the ASCAP Foundation (2003), the New Juilliard Ensemble Composers Competition (2003) and a Fulbright Scholarship to Israel (2001-2002). As a pianist, Warshaw has performed widely as both soloist and chamber player, in concert spaces such as Avery Fisher Hall, Miller Theater, the Juilliard Theater, Merkin Hall and Steinway Hall. Warshaw also has appeared as orchestral thereminist with the New York Philharmonic, the American Composers Orchestra, the Eos Ensemble and, most recently, the Royal Stockholm Philharmonic.

The program also includes “Jeu-Parti” by internationally known composer Marta Ptaszynska (b. 1943). Ptaszynska wrote this piece in 1970 for harp and vibraphone. A jeu-parti is a type of debate in poetry or music, used in the 12th and 13th centuries by the troubadours and trouvères. Usually dealing with courtly love, they feature alternating parts representing each side of an argument.
Ptaszynska, a Professor of Music and in the Humanities at the University of Chicago since 1998 and a Helen B. & Frank L. Sulzberger Professor in Composition since 2005, is an internationally known composer. Her music has been performed around the world at many international festivals, and she has received commissions from numerous orchestras in the United States and Poland. Her opera for children, “Mister Marimba,” has enjoyed a phenomenal success of 114 performances for eight seasons at the National Opera in Warsaw. Ptaszynska has been honored with many prizes and awards, including the 2006 Benjamin H. Danks Award of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, The Fromm Music Foundation Award and I Prize at the International Rostrum of Composers in Paris. Her music is published by PWM–Polish Music Publications in Poland and by Theodore Presser in the U.S. and is recorded on CD Accord-Universal, Muza Polish Records, Chandos, Olympia, Dux, Bayer Records, and Pro Viva Sonoton labels.

Next on the program is a suite of three pieces—“The Maple Leaf Rag,”  “The Crush Collision March” and “Bethena—A Concert March”—by ragtime’s greatest exponent Scott Joplin (1867-1917). The most famous of all piano rags, “The Maple Leaf Rag” formed the basis of Joplin’s renown and justified his title as the King of Ragtime Writers. First performed at the Maple Leaf Club, a black social club in Sedalia, Missouri, in 1898, this rag was recorded in 1916 and became the first instrumental piece to sell more than one million copies. A multi-strain ragtime march with athletic bass lines and upbeat melodies, each of the four parts features a recurring theme and a striding bass line with copious seventh chords.

“The Crush Collision March” is the first of eight published Joplin marches, which he dedicated to the Missouri, Kansas and Texas Railway (M. K. & T. Ry.) Written in 1896, the piece commemorates a publicity stunt in the form of a staged train crash, organized by William George Crush, an agent of the railway company. Some 40,000 spectators traveling with M. K. & T. Ry excursion trains turned up for the event on September 15, 1896. Two locomotives, painted red and green and towing wagons loaded with sleepers, were placed approximately two miles apart before being set in motion at full speed, their crews having jumped out. The resulting 60 mph collision was spectacular to put it mildly; the boilers exploded killing three onlookers and many were injured, including a photographer who lost an eye from a flying bolt.

Considered one of Joplin’s best waltzes, “Bethena—A Concert March” is one of two published in 1905 when Joplin was perfecting his mature style. This rag waltz has an elaborate construction with a graceful, wistful refrain alternating with four contrasting sections, all separated by little, surprisingly chromatic interludes. The first contrasting section is closely related to the main theme, but the second is more rag-like. The third, having skipped the refrain, is a haunting minor-mode episode. The fourth, again intruding before the refrain can return, brightens the mood. The main melody finally returns, closing the piece with tender nostalgia.

Joplin, the child of a former slave and a free-born black woman, had few educational opportunities, but most members of his family played musical instruments and he was taught by a German immigrant musician, perhaps Julius Weiss. In his youth, Joplin worked as a traveling musician and became a close associate of ragtime pioneer Tom Turpin in St. Louis. He played in a minstrel company of his hometown of Texarkana, Texas, led a band and played the cornet at the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, and in 1894 joined the Queen City Cornet Band, a 12-piece ensemble of African-American musicians in Sedalia, Missouri. Jopin also attended music classes and taught the piano and composition at the George R. Smith College in Sedalia. After the success of “The Maple Leaf Rag,” Joplin moved to St. Louis in 1901 and then to New York in 1907 to devote his time to composition and teaching instead of performing. In addition to numerous rags, Joplin also composed several lyric theater and opera works, 

The concert will conclude with an original arrangement featuring the music of the Manding, a group of people who were the inhabitants of the vast Manding empire in West Africa from the 13th to 15th centuries. Arranged by Percussia’s Artistic Director and percussionist Ingrid Gordon (b. 1969), “Bimba” showcases two Manding instruments, the kora— a large 21-string harp-lute—and the balafon— a gourd-resonated frame xylophone.

As Artistic Director of Percussia, Gordon frequently arranges original pieces for the ensemble to perform. Percussia has also performed and recorded with numerous other contemporary music groups in New York City, such as the Azure Ensemble, the Graham Ashton Brass Ensemble, and the Tobenski-Algera recital series. Gordon has performed as a soloist with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, at all of New York’s major venues—including Carnegie Hall, Merkin Hall and Symphony Space—and in chamber music recitals across the United States. She has performed with the New York Gilbert and Sullivan Players Orchestra, the Hudson Valley Philharmonic, and the Albany Symphony, and has appeared at the Spoleto Festival. 

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.

###

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

High-resolution photos available upon request.
