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Having Never Listened to a Note of Percussion:

Critique and Exploration of New and Old Models for Percussion Performance Practice

by

Brian Scott Archinal

Master of Arts in Music

University of California, San Diego, 2010

Professor Steven Schick, Chair

 The following discussion is intended as a provocative exploration of 

percussion pedagogy and its current methodical strata. Included in this exploration are 

artifacts resembling a critique. However, unlike many critiques, I seek to offer a 

ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS
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solution, or at least an alternate path from the static tendencies of percussion 

education. The discussion first presents the necessary vocabulary, concepts, and 

experiential nature involved in understanding my arguments. The concepts of 

resonance, decay, and temporality are discussed with the idea that a student ultimately 

learns from the sound they make, and as a result, must develop a skill of listening. The 

resulting discussion focuses on how listening is taught in the traditional percussion 

education: that of the orchestrally focused curriculum, which is then examined through 

two important concepts,  construction (an assembly of information to create meaning ) 

and constitution (an arrival at meaning). These two concepts offer immediate 

awareness into the differences in how a student, or any listener for that matter, is to 

make meaning from sounds.  I argue that orchestral training alone teaches very little 

about how to apprehend the intentional sounds we make, therefore I recommend a 

path of development that can enrich this sense of listening on a pragmatic, albeit 

deeper conceptual stratum which provides expansive opportunity for personal 

interpretation and creativity.
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1.1 Introduction

 Percussion pedagogy is unique within the discourse of many other Western, 

institutionalized, instrumental practices. As a vehicle for solo and prominent 

performance in the Western cannon of music, percussionists have less than 80 years of 

tradition to cite a modern presence1, with possibly less than 50 years of an accredited 

educational tradition.2 Why then, I will ask, have we already constructed a firm 

pedagogical discourse for just a few of different career paths (leading to the often 

crushing commercialization and unemployment of our practice)? Why should we 

believe that we must aspire to the morals and developments of other instrumental 

disciplines? Do (did) we not have a chance to do something completely different (are 

we not already doing something completely different?)? 

 The ideas presented here, as results of these questions, came from a simple 

discussion about the contrasting ideas of percussion instruments ability to 

1 This example is proposed with the idea that Ragtime xylophonists and early marimbists of 
the 1930’s gained significant prominence among musical community both in live, recorded, 
and radio performances,  or at least enough so that they became individually known and 
documented by scholars like James Blades. While this is far from the soloists whom I write 
this discussion thinking of (Christoph Caskell, Max Neuhaus, Steven Schick), they can be 
seen as the first, relatively well-known, public figures as soloists on percussion instruments.
2 Early examples of university instructed percussion curriculum include Claire Omar Musser 
documented as part-time instructor of marimba from 1946-1950 at Northwestern University 
(Evanston, Illinois). However, it has been routinely cited that Paul Price began the first 
University Accredited Percussion Degree in 1959, by teaching a wide range of percussion 
instruments - more than just a “specialization” on marimba or snare drum. See Frederick D. 
Fairchild, Introduction to the Paul Price Percussion Collection. (Champagne, Ill. University 
Library, 1987).
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imperceptibly sustain tone or timbre. More interesting were the comparisons made 

later about its (in)ability to relate to other sustaining instruments. From here the 

discussion turned to the phenomenological act of listening and how one applies this 

act to percussion instruments, specifically, those not capable of sustaining icti. How do 

we listen to the resonance of an instrument which is, often and in most cases, 

inherently less temporal than others?3 The question of temporality, the particulars of 

the attack types (sustain vs. decay 4 ) with respect to resonance, and a critique of 

current pedagogical trends will be explored in the manner of clarifying an objective 

and relative definition of each. The goal of this discourse is that a discussion of 

aforementioned traits will ultimately lead us to the suggestion of an alternate or 

parallel instruction and thought in percussion performance and education. Finally, it 

should also be noted that the position of this critique is only one opinion, albeit an 

opinion rooted in the manifestation of an inapplicable dogma, one seemingly well 

3 Of course, temporality is an issue that concerns all music. Ultimately, and especially, 
percussionists are faced with this issue more so than other instrumentalists. The point being, 
music is unique in that it can only exist as the sound is happening and not as other plastic, 
visual oriented arts. Though, this thought is far from original, and has been explored by 
numerous philosophers from Plato to Jean-Luc Nancy.
4 For now the word decay will be used to contrast sustain. This is not the ideal word because 
technically all sounds will inevitably, in one order or another, decay. I believe “stop” also does 
not work due to the initial sounding of notes. Further exploration will be pursued to find a 
reasonable match.
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trained and well rounded, yet unable to grasp the full necessities of a modern 

musicians world.5

2.1. Phenomenology 101: Resonance, Decay, Temporality

 

 Upon searching for a definition of resonance, we find several functions of the 

word: to resonate, a resounding, the state of being resonant. What we discover is a 

very complicated subject that has been demonstrated in numerous other places, by 

much more well versed authors; the phenomena of listening to sounds. I will establish 

the subject via a brief summary of the salient points analogous to a musical context. 

What we will ultimately discuss in the subsequent paragraphs, is the sustain and decay 

of sound and our engagement with these properties. These sonic functions are 

fundamentally different, yet find a commonality in audible sensation. Both terms have 

the ability to resound, that is, the ability to be perceived and transformed by a listener, 

yet the difference is one of temporality, or more simply, the length of audibility. 

 A sound is activated, by whatever means, and its ability to remain (either on its 

own or by activation) in this state, is its sustain. Resonance is the sound information 

5 My first experiences at UCSD were with the piece Zyklus (1959) by Karlheinz Stockhausen. I 
first approached this piece by setting up the instruments exactly as the composer says and 
trying to play the piece exactly as it was written, while performing it as I normally would 
approach musical material. But in my first lesson with Steven Schick, I realized that this was 
not, in any sense, traditional or like any kind of music I had ever played before. From here I 
realized that none of the skills I had worked so hard to develop had any real use for me 
beyond how to make sounds on various instruments. What about moving from instrument to 
instrument in a graceful manner, or how to play instruments on both vertical and horizontal 
axisʼ? For more insight into this argument see Stuart, G. Qualification Exam (UCSD, 2007.)
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and content that exist inside of this sustain. However, it should be noted that resonance 

fundamentally exists in all types of sounds, regardless of sustain or decay. Where we 

find the most use for it is more applicable to audibly longer sounds, or more 

appropriately, longer sustaining instruments or gestures.

Figure 1: KOAN: for solo violin by James Tenney.

 

 For many types of  sustaining instruments, there is an ability to control this 

“resonance;” to sonically manipulate (in whatever means possible) a sound that is 

resonating. For example, the bow of a string instrument has the ability to move its 

hairs at different speeds around different regions of the strings and neck. The change 

in placement, even small movements, alters the presence of harmonics or pitch, tone 

4



or noise, scratchy or smooth. This is very well demonstrated in the work KOAN: for 

solo Violin by James Tenney.  A slow journey up the  strings of a violin takes the 

listener through the complete audibility of pitch in the instrument’s classical sense. 

The remarkable experience here are the artifacts of the violin (and violinists) 

instrument and technique. Upon first listening it can become a forehead-to-wall-

banging-”fluxus”-20 minutes; if the rhythm becomes the audible focus, there is 

nothing to hear to except a somewhat mindless repetition of 16th notes (all which 

share the same audible characteristics of decay).  But this is far from a minimalist 

analogue. Instead the listener will find the characteristics which make this a string 

piece: the continual sound, the presence of string and bridge noise, or the struggle of 

exhaustion in the performers sound. The performer is listening for those notes-

between-notes, the eighth tones, the tones between tones, or the gradual introduction 

of overtones and pitches-all only heard through the instrument of resonance.

 An audibly aware player uses all of these tools to create an individual identity, 

bringing unique sound and shape to musical moments. This resonance is both the 

physical act of sustain, and the phenomenological idea of resounding, or an active 

sense of listening6 to sound. It is this act of listening that allows the performer to 

reference, in some sort of inner conscience (or voice 7) what they are doing, to what 

6 Without demeaning what so many more able-worded writers have so poetically phrased, I 
will instead point to the writings of Jean-Luc Nancy, Edmund Husserl, Don Ihde, and others, 
who have debated or indirectly commented on ideas relating to hearing vs. listening; listening 
being the idea of deriving some kind of meaning or information from sound through an active, 
multi-sensory experience.
7 See Mladen Dolar, The Voice and Nothing More (Massachusetts: MIT, 2006).
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they are hearing, on an 1 to x basis.8 In the musical sense, the ratio 1 to x functions to 

tell us there is an infinite amount of information that can be apprehended via a singular 

gesture; the 1, to the amount of infinitude in the resulting, resonant sound; the x. This 

use of the variable x is meant to illuminate the viability of sound as a completely 

temporal art. The string player makes a bowing gesture, and receives a sustained 

sound with indefinitely complex, if not infinitely resonant qualities. But however 

infinite the nuance may be, we can only listen to the resonance of these sounds as the 

gesture is being made, hence the temporality of sound in the instance of 1 to x.

 Compare the sonic arts to the plastic, tangible arts. A painting will be hung in a 

gallery for an indefinite amount of time, whether you are present or not, whether you 

can see it or whether you paid to see it, or whether you are physically able to see it or 

are long underground. Until the entity ceases to exist, it can be seen.9  This temporality  

is unavoidable, but also opportunistic; something following our natural progress of 

creation and extinction.  Upon reflection of this idea, the importance of resonance and 

listening becomes immediate.  Resonance is where musical artifice presents itself in 

sound; the moment of being and its sensory reference are what turns listening into 

meaning or understanding. The existence of decay will be omnipresent in all sonic 

vocations, and as a result, the distinction and distance between sound and other senses.

8 This will be returned to and developed in later sections. For now, “x” refers to the 
mathematical sense of a variable, a quantity or function that may assume any given value or 
set of values.
9 This is especially problematic to deal with since measuring being and existence are qualified 
by temporal measurements. A work of visual art often exists before and after our conscience 
could even be aware of it, as opposed to a snare drum note, which is a mere fraction of our 
existence.
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 Resonance lives in the moment of impetus, the moment of creation, the 

moment of audibility; in one way or another, the genesis. A genesis can be any 

possibility of actions: a stroke, a bowing, a blowing, an ictus, or a vibration. 

Ultimately, these characteristics start somewhere. Whether the buzzing of the lips, the 

vibration of bow hair across strings, the wind-up of gesture, powering of an electronic 

plant to energize the turning off or on of a switch or knob (or mouse button). The point 

here is not an exhaustive catalog, instead, an understanding of the inherent beginning 

and end to sound.

2.2. Instantaneous and Unpredictable

 We have arrived at two opposing uses of resonance: sustain and decay. Before 

further exploration, a clarification: since we have shown that resonance exists in decay 

and sustain, should be therefore possible to extrapolate meaning from both types of 

resonance, whether short or long? Is a sound just a sound? My short answer is yes. But 

when we move toward a true listening, the different becomes chasmic.

Figure 2: Page xii from John Cage’s Silence.
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 Sound is instantaneous and unpredictable. We know sound is made of up 

many different components, overtones, noise, waves, vibrations, etc., and we know 

there is a difference between hearing and listening to these sounds.10 So then, is it 

plausible to confer this statement: a sound is just a sound when heard, but an 

understanding of a sound (a listening to) leads to a deeper knowledge of the sound? 

Nothing is accomplished by hearing a piece of music. So a sound can be more than a 

sound only if it is explored in a way that allows the listener to make meaning. Nothing 

is accomplished by playing a piece of music. This “sound” does not necessarily 

confine us to single sonorities with properties of decay or sustain. It should be possible 

to think on a much larger scale of sound as an entire composition, or sound as cosmic 

change in heavenly bodies. Regardless of magnitude or depth, any sound which gives 

us the opportunity to learn, the opportunity for resonance, is more than just a sound 

and requires more than just a general acknowledgement of existence, or hearing. Our 

ears are now in excellent condition. With this is mind, let us explore the process of 

obtaining meaning via resonance and decay.

 Before a sound is alive, before the moment of genesis, there is the attack. As 

qualified above briefly, every sound must start somewhere. An attack must come from 

the primacy of every pre-conceived physical action, thought, and sense: the moments 

before listening even occurs. Once the decay begins, that is, once the attack has been 

10 For an involved discussion of these two terms and the ramifications of their respective 
definitions, see Jean-Luc Nancy, Listening (New York.: Fordham University Press, 2007).
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manifest, we can only repeat the sound through our inner voice, and only as accurately 

as we heard it. Here enters two pivotal words in the discussion of two opposing forces 

in percussion.  I propose that the decay oriented tradition (used to describe the 

technical production of sound, proposed in the first argument of decay), the act of 

piecing together bits of kinesthetic information with a limited opportunity for 

resonance (the attack), imparts upon the event of listening, a construction of meaning. 

 Alternately, a proposed study of resonance, spends more time in the 

phenomenological act of listening, constituting11 meaning from the sounds it senses. 

Construction, as used in this discussion, is a piecing together of meaning; an assembly 

(as in the act of piecing together grammar to form a sentence, or assembling building 

materials to create a structure). In constitution, meaning is arrived at when the learning 

becomes aware of what there is to be seen or heard. “Learning does not construct what  

is to be [heard], it constitutes it in terms of its meaning.”12 Although these terms are 

defined by Don Ihde, they will be defended and rationalized in a purely musical and 

percussive setting. It is then first an act of self awareness that makes the subject 

conscious of the sounds it is making, and not the process of examining the physical 

detail that goes into the sound. However, it will be noted, technical and physical 

learning are very powerful tools in the construction of meaning via listening, but they 

11 These two words, construction and constitution are first used by Don Ihde in his book 
Listening and Voice: Phenomenologies of Sound (New York: State University of New York, 
2007). They will form the basis of the remaining two camps of arguments in this discussion.
12 Ibid., 63.
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are not the primary, nor singular means of listening. From here we will explore 

construction and constitution as key concepts with diverging musical concepts.

3.1. Architecture of Meaning

 Percussion instruments are a constantly expanding, ambiguous group of 

instruments. The argument for what is and what is not runs the gamut from cymbalom 

to orchestral timpani to carillon (and these are, for the most part, just western 

instruments); from silence to noise. It has even become common practice for other 

instrumentalists to learn percussion instruments of different world traditions or of 

singular identity (i.e. Brazilian pandero or musical saw), but, let us avoid a discussion 

of definition. I have constructed these thoughts based upon traditionally orchestral 

instruments, and those used in the majority of historically influential repertoire. The 

discussion outlines a very distinct split between two different styles of architecture of 

meaning. Architecture in this context simply mediates between the art and engineering 

of meaning and the conscious or unconscious preference between construction and 

constitution of meaning..

3.2. Linguistic Syntax as an Analogue to Technical Orchestral Performance.

 “Apple”
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A word is spoken, a meaning perceived.

[snare drum plays a note]

A note is played, an instrument’s character defined.

 

 We know the word apple, we have known it from a very young age. We know 

the meaning of it and it may even elicit an internal sensory trigger from us (smell of 

fruit, embedded taste, nostalgia for Grandmothers apple pie, etc.). As percussionists, or 

more generally, musicians, we know what a snare drum sounds like; A drum is struck 

with a stick, the auditory perception occurs as the drum membrane is set into motion; 

a 1 to 1 relationship of gesture to perceived sound. We have known for a long time, 

whether through musical discourse, awareness, or sheer annoyance. Most likely, we 

know this instrument from some kind of experience with it, be it Stewart Copeland’s 

(drummer of The Police) massive back-beats, or the rapid snare drum of Rimsky-

Korsakov’s Scheherezade, or Shostakovich’s 10th Symphony, or the hyper-technical 

playing of a Drum Corps International marching drum line. Quite simply, we have 

some kind of contextual understanding of what we believe a snare drum is. 

 From here, we hold ourselves to the unconscious task of looking for these 

characteristics in all other playing of a snare drum, ignoring specifics like the 

differences between the muscular feeling of rudimental drumming and the delicate 

articulation of an orchestral snare drummer. The connecting thread is thus: through the 

existence of traditions in each percussive facet, we identify a specific sound that 

11



accompanies that tradition. Ultimately, through its most common uses, the “snare” 

sound is reduced to whatever conditions we already know it to exists as (i.e. 

rudimental marching snare drum, orchestral snare drum, or some kind of jazz 

“comping” snare drum). They are all used in a similar, 1:1 relationship, but the sound 

remains boldly different. Instead, we choose to assign the snare drum these roles, 

based on its context. Can a snare drum ever be more than a snare drum? I do not 

believe this is the question the previous statement should raise, instead, a simple 

awareness of this reduction: in the orchestral tradition, we identify (understand) a 

snare drum to be itself because of  its context (the nature of the music played on it), 

not the sounds made on it. In order to validate this conclusion, I have created an 

analogue that relates the idea of characteristic sonic reduction to the grammatical 

function of language. 

 Words are spoken and the perceived sounds, in a given culture, are called 

phonemes.13 A level beyond are the Morphemes, which combined with phonemes, 

repeated by a phenomenological “voice,” and processed into coherent words as they 

are understood, becomes language. It is simultaneously a sonic function of perceiving 

sound, and an act of reduction. This reduction acts to define certain sounds as a result 

of a long-standing, codified linguistic tradition. We hear the word “apple,” and 

through detailed cognitive process, define certain sounds that we recognize via the 

13 Many of a small set of units, usually about 20 to 60 in number, and different for each 
language, considered to be the basic distinctive units of speech sound by which morphemes, 
words, and sentences are represented. They are arrived at for any given language by 
determining which differences in sound function to indicate a difference in meaning 
(dictionary).
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study and existence in a communicative nature. This is the first step. Then “The value 

of a sound, like that of a phoneme, is determined by its relations with other sounds, it 

is, more than that, a relation embedded in a specific culture; the “meaning” of the 

message is expressed a global fashion, in its operationality, and not in the juxtaposed 

signification of each sound element.”14 

 The statement from Attali points to the necessary relations between phonemes 

(in the musical sense, sounds) and the steadfast traditions in its respective cultures 

(western musics, traditional musics). As we pause to meditate, let us consider that it is 

not all sounds we make meaning from, but their operation and function (the spectacle 

of orchestral performance). The architecture of language is grammar, how we 

assemble, or as we shall find out, how we construct it as such.

Figure 3: Snare Drum Excerpt from Bela Bartok’s Concerto for Orchestra.

14 Jaques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music (Minnesota: University of Minnesota, 
1985), 25.
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 In Figure 2 we are shown a very common excerpt used for orchestral 

employment auditions.15 Upon initial reading, the part looks more simple than a sight 

singing exam. More striking, is the amount of detail written about these 9 bars. This 

detailed scanned example is certainly not exclusive to its respective owner; I, like 

many of my other colleagues, have hauntingly similar copies. In most cases, a study of 

excerpts begins with the discussion of techniques, either in verbal discussion, or 

written form, usually about the nature of fine motor and kinesthetic functions of the 

muscles. Since much of the artifice in orchestral music deals with consistency, a 

technical study is paramount in order to reproduce as similarly as possible, every time. 

A typical study of the Bartok excerpt would discuss any (and more) of the following: 

the strokes necessary to create even rhythm through (imposed) agogic crescendi, the 

need for different, but homogenous strokes on the accents, or general phrasing and 

tempo techniques. In most cases, actual musicianship is never given the opportunity 

for its own voice. However, personal preference has no presence in this study due to 

the strange disconnect between preparation for an orchestral audition, and preparation 

for performance under a conductor. This conclusion shows exactly how prescribed the 

performance, or more accurately, reproduction, of these excerpts really are. We learn 

to play these excerpts through singular goals, derived from an overall trajectory, 

constructing progress by accepting unknowingly spurious opinions. 

15 See Anthony Cirone, Symphonic Repertoire for Snare Drum (Maryland: Meredith Music 
Publications, 2006). Cirone discusses the most chosen excerpts from orchestral job auditions. 
The Bartok Excerpt is mentioned in numerous other books like Raynor Carrol, Orchestral 
Repertoire for the Snare Drum (California: Batterie Music, 2000).
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 Regardless of the order of instruction, or how lugubrious the previous 

statements seem, an undeniably technical discussion remains the primary topic for 

instruction. The reason I stress this is thus: a technical proficiency derives itself from a 

knowledge of many different functioning parts; muscular, mental, and musical 

qualities are some of the main points, and because of the lack, or brief occurrence of 

resonance (decay), we ultimately construct our idea of sound out of the assembly of 

information; a construction of meaning-a creation of musical syntax. “The learning16 

which is tacit in ordinary experience is then further cut off by allowing the experience 

to continue for only an atom of time, thus preventing any adjustment.“17  Syntax is 

thus created by the pre-formed conclusion of its primary existence, an unchallenged 

existence. Unchallenged, because it serves a network of purposes and functions 

essential to traditional ideas of music in society. Just as grammar and the alphabet are 

linguistic syntax, so are the events of technical study musical syntax. The difference 

between the function of grammar and orchestral music is becoming clear: 

communication is a basic characteristic of a functional society, inherent for commerce, 

education, and general civil sustainability. These characteristics are fixed and 

absolutely necessary for human life, and will continue, with possible slight 

modification as long as entities exist.18 The orchestral tradition has shown through 

history its recent autonomous musical capabilities outside of commerce and 

16 In our case, “listening” in the active sense discussed by Jean-Luc Nancy in Listening.
17  Ihde, Listening and Voice, 64.
18 Taken from several concepts in Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (New York: Harper 
Perennial Modern Thought, 1964).
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communication19; therefore it is still developing and expanding its ideals. How is it 

possible then that we should have a dedicated sound for these instruments, which as I 

have shown, are still evolving? I conclude that current education by the codes, sounds, 

and intra-orchestral societal hierarchy established by the orchestral tradition have 

excluded, reduced, and negated the majority of concepts (sounds) that make up our 

existence (performance practice) as percussionists. At first the listener does not 

recognize fully the potential in sounds, but after long, guided, and careful learning, he 

then wonders why he could not at first recognize what is now so obvious. So how do 

we reconcile the problem of teleologic education within an infinite world of sound?

3.3. Resonance and its Proposed “New Music.”

 

 Moving inversely from reduced, characteristic sounds, we approach resonance. 

Everything we will find in resonance has already been present in our aural field, but 

has been hidden from our perception by our training in objective sound production. 

Learning to listen this way is an intense journey, and in this journey, we can begin to 

discover so much more about what we are doing on an experiential level. Anyone 

beginning this journey towards knowledge and meaning begins to see the distinctive 

marks that characterize one sound from the other. “Once the distinctions have been 

learned, the previous lack of awareness and lack of discrimination is seen not as a fault 

19 See: Jacques Attali, Noise.
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of the “object” but of the inadequacy of our own prior observation.”20 In the following 

discussion, I will offer preliminary albeit concrete solutions to the problem of 

reductive, decay oriented listening. 

  The question, “Can a snare drum ever be more than a snare drum?” has a finite 

answer: yes, but only by finding ways to strip sounds of their meaning. In the tradition 

of Western music, this concept was already proposed by John Cage at the start of the 

percussion revolution of the 1930’s: “Percussion music is a contemporary transition 

from keyboard-influenced music to the all-sound music of the future. Any sound is 

acceptable to the composer of percussion music; he explores the academically 

forbidden ‘non-musical’ field of sound.”21 More than a trivial discussion of aesthetics, 

this concept proposes that percussion was already thought of as having an infinite 

future, one of “all-sound” and universal acceptability, and one of turning away from 

the characterized, constructed sound of the romantic orchestra. This is exactly the 

wisdom that has been absent from contemporary pedagogical thought. However, a 

total prescription to this ideology is not without fault. Instead, an approach on the 

order of “careful consideration” of sound warrants much more respect.

 One immediate de-characterization of snare drum sound is Alvin Lucier’s 

Music for Snare Drum, Pure Wave Oscillator and One or More Reflective Surfaces. A 

long title, with a simple concept: sweep the range of a sine wave oscillator to search 

20 Ihde, Listening and Voice. 67.
21 John Cage, Silence; Lectures and Writing (Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press: 1961), 2.
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for “harmonics, internal rhythms, and other unexpected acoustic phenomena.” 22 If 

there was one “piece” or way to describe the path to listening to percussion music, this 

would be the prime example. In the simple act of turning a knob that correlates to 

pitch of a sine wave, listening intently to the sounds show us just how complex a 

resonating chamber (snare drum) can be. Not just a collection of striking techniques 

associated with a tradition of rhythmic lexicon, the snare drum is a diverse, sonic 

object with characteristics far more nuanced than any orchestral player at any level 

could elucidate. The point here is not a discovery of the snare drum (although that is a 

great point), but an active tracing of the sine wave and its artifacts leading to a 

perception of the sonic and the idiocracy of the individual. This idiocracy, relative to 

the experience of listening to sound, is the the constitution of meaning. This is 

precisely the process where learning-through-self is engaged in the sense that the 

opposing argument (decay) operates. There is no right or wrong answer, only more 

questions; there is no language structure or phonemes, only phōneîn, 23 to make a 

sound. The concept of instruction via constitution, and resonance as a tool, will be 

further explored in a path of proposed repertoire. 

22Alvin Lucier, Reflections: Interviews, Scores, Writings (Köln: Musik Texte, 1995), 406-408. 
23 phōneîn places the word in its Greek origin,  
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Figure 4: James Tenney’s Having Never Written a Note for Percussion

 While a somewhat ambiguous score, Tenney establishes a simple concept 

within the constructs of open instrumentation. While any instrument can be used, it 

seems that the most common sound “usually consists of one continuous roll on a tam-

tam (although that instrument does not appear on the score and I think it would be 

interesting to perform the piece occasionally on another instrument).” 24 Rarely do 

percussionists realize how much information is in a tam-tam. The extended idea of the 

piece seems to be an expansion of the sound that is normally asked for; a slowing-

24 Polansky, Larry. “The Early Works of James Tenney’ in Soundings 13: The Music of James 
Tenney (Santa Fe: Soundings Press, 1984), 203.
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down of the initial decaying strike. Performances last anywhere from 8-20 minutes, or 

longer. A performance can be described as “the gentle inaudible hum of the instrument 

builds into a complex and somewhat frightening chaos of non-periodic spectra, room 

resonances, illusory tones, and indescribable concurrences with the listener’s psyche.” 

25 But a study of the piece is where much of the concept is learned. However, this is 

not to say that one can not learn from a performance, since this is also true. Instead, an 

initial discovery of sound and research into Tenney’s compositions can lead to an 

deepened musical experience. “Tenney is interested in generative studies which are in 

themselves metaphors, representations or even invocations of philosophical, physical 

or perceptual processes. His music is an attempt to free these processes, to let them 

resonate - and he utilizes all his considerable compositional skill towards this end.” 26 

 On a pragmatic, pedagogical level, when a performer studies this piece, it 

seems the first steps are to try to play the piece. Starting a roll quietly on at tam tam 

and leading to about the mp or mf level, some remarkable sounds begin to exist. Its 

almost impossible to ignore the rich sonic detail emitting from this monolith of metal. 

It is in this moment where listening can begin. This act of “self-discovery” of the 

instrument via listening is the basic idea behind the constitution of meaning: an 

apprehension of meaning via the gradual awareness of surroundings. Beyond this, an 

interest in how the sound is made can lead us to more objective, “curriculum worthy” 

discussions of appropriate beaters, even-rolls and musical shaping. But what is the 

25 Ibid. 202.
26 Polansky, Early Works of James Tenney, 123.
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“meaning” we are approaching? While any definition of concrete goals would negate 

the concept of constitution, I will offer a personal interpretation.

  Referring to the “slowing down” of a tam-tam note, we are confronted by the 

presence of overtones at all volume levels. The first time I experienced this as an 

audience member, I had no idea a tam-tam was so complex. I conclude that because of 

the reductive tendencies in my training, I had never been able to grasp the true sound 

of a tam-tam. When the performer begins a study of this piece, it is the resonance that 

allows for a “tuning of the ear,” a chance to assert ourselves toward all the different 

sounds we are making. Only in this suspended state can we, the beginning listeners 

tune ourselves to all the idiosyncrasies of our listening. This is precisely what makes 

learning about sound from orchestral excerpts so difficult. If we try to listen to decay 

oriented sounds, we hardly get a chance to find sonic detail. It is one conclusion that 

decay oriented listening requires much more skill. But regardless of conclusion, it is 

clear that any student from beginner to concerto soloist can benefit from an 

exploration of this piece. While technical skills are not necessary (mostly stamina), 

conceptual development is paramount.

 In a more directly orchestral reference, Peter Ablinger’s KLEINE TROMMEL 

UND UKW-RAUSCHEN ("CONCEPTIO") or simply, Rauschen, uses orchestral 

techniques as a vehicle for sonic constitution Rauschen asks a percussionist to use a 

“buzz roll technique” at the softest possible dynamic in matched amplitude with FM 

radio static (simply titled “Rauchen,” or “noise”, in the score). In addition, the drum 
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sound is thus silenced for various amounts. Finally, there exists one more performance 

direction requesting, “From 8 loud ossia-beats on snare drum written in the score a 

maximum of only one per performance is played and, in every performance another of 

the ossia-beats. Or OFTEN NO ONE. (And, only "one times in life" of an interpreter - 

and only if he/she had played the piece several times - maybe 2 beats).”27 

Figure 5:  Page 6 of Peter Ablinger’s Rauschen

 

27 Peter Ablinger, KLEINE TROMMEL UND UKW-RAUSCHEN ("CONCEPTIO") (Vienna: 
Zeitverieb Wein, 2000), 6.
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 Of the numerous interpretational aspects, we should immediately address the 

most relevant issue of sound and its relation to the idea of resonance. Making music is 

more than following instructions, and more than following someone’s intention: “it is 

the act of creating sound, of creating a space for sound that is alive to the moment. 

What is desired is a situation that is flexible enough to take on all of the minute 

inflections in sound appropriate to its time and place(ment).”28 Here we have a work 

made entirely of a standard technique for the orchestral snare drummer, and yet it 

requires a different kind of listening and touch. The presence of the noise (radio) is 

more than just an extension of the snare drum noise (or vice versa): “But if you 

succeed by ABSOLUTELY IMPERCEPTIBLY mixing in a bit of a station, then it is 

allowed: as an imperceptible irritation; one may not be sure; one might miss it.” The 

most glaring detail, I interpret this statement as a catalyst for the entire discussion of 

resonance: we are not simply listening for an even activation of metal snares as an 

orchestral snare drummer would, but instead, actively searching to the allude the 

chaotic, seemingly random apparatus to our own instrumental tradition. The result: a 

constitution between a number of variables, ultimately geared away from technical 

stasis. In this way, we use the rapid repetition of a snare roll to create a variable (and 

viable) sonic world from which we can listen and understand, despite the decay 

oriented, reductive tendencies of current orchestral practice. 

28 Michael Pisaro. “Chapter 2: Writing, Music” in The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Experimental Music (London: Bath Spa University, 2009), 29.
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 With the inclusion of the radio sound, we can elicit the resonance of snare 

drum roll to attune ourselves to the living, natural world, not the traditions of 

characteristic orchestral sound; “To give impetus to the becoming of sound– to take a 

role in making it, but also to observe it happen as the result of series of complex 

thoughts and actions – to be in a situation where one does not know when one is 

directing and when one is being directed.29 For a student who is beginning their life in 

such a diverse and open field, these concepts must be approached at an early stage, as 

to give the student some tools for creating meaning and vision in their career. Is it 

possible that we can question our own sounds, and with direction, widen our 

vocabulary, when the natural world shows us its beauty in instability and non-

tradition?

 “Perhaps we never listen to anything but the non-coded, what is not yet framed 

in a system of signifying references, and we never hear [entend] anything but the 

already coded, which we decode”30  Nancy provokes an idea of the contemporary era 

of music falling into the coded networks of hearing, but with a possibility of being 

rescued by the absence of signifying references. Through this absence of signifying 

sonic means, we should extend our listening in order to de-code our decay oriented 

training. Therefore, the arrival of the ability to constitute our own sounds and 

meanings can ultimately benefit the construction of new and old coded networks. 

More than the “dissolution of sound,” constitution through resonance makes us listen, 

29 Pisaro. Writing, Music, 28.
30 Nancy, Listening, 36
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or restores us to listening and, primarily, a listening to all sounds and musical registers, 

not only those of Western musical provenance.

4.1. Conclusion: What Now?

 The goal of this discussion is to propose a new method of discovery for 

percussionists/noise-making-musicians in an effort to combat the growing, docile 

discourse that has become percussion pedagogy. Regardless of an agreement or 

disagreement with the proposed definition of listening, it is clear that something 

mystical exists in the sonic world (the world of listening), something much more than 

a crescendo on a tam-tam, repeated notes on a triangle, the pouring of rice, or buzz-

rolling alongside a radio. And yet, a final question remains: What now?  “Assuming 

that there is still sense in asking question about the limits, or about some limits of 

philosophy...Isn’t the philosopher someone who always hears (and who hears 

everything), but who cannot listen, or who, more precisely, neutralizes listening within 

himself, so that he can philosophize?”31 Can we also manifest this question towards 

musical terms? Are we so infinitely aware of sound that it has created an ambivalence 

toward true listening (an active listening)? This ambivalence is reified by the reductive 

listening process we are taught, unknowingly, through the orchestral tradition.

  As percussionists, a new awareness of sound must occur. Because we have 

such a wide and diverse group of instruments (which is still developing), if it is still 

31  Nancy, Listening, 1.
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possible to listen to sounds, we must be attentive to all sounds characteristics; at the 

edge of meaning for every listening experience. The words “good sound” should be 

replaced with “characteristic sound.” “Good” implies a subjective qualitative 

judgment synonymous with a particular standard, or more applicably, tradition. We 

have shown that a certain sound is demanded by the tradition of an instruments 

history, but we should also be so aware to know that we are currently establishing a 

“tradition,”32 a new tradition, to be determined (or not...). Understanding that certain 

traditions do exist and will continue to form the foundation of many musical mediums, 

we should first address these sounds as “characteristic” and then by their quality, and 

finally by our own cogitation (arguably the first step). By exploring more deeply the 

what, how, and why of making sound, could we not also become more aware of the 

characteristic sounds of the current established traditions? “How all becomes clear and 

simple when one opens an eye on the within, having of course previously exposed it to 

the without, in order to benefit by the contrast. “ 33 Thus: only a simultaneous 

trajectory through the traditional sonic gestalts and organic sonic individualism, will 

we discover and create our intrapersonal integrity. Everyone can hear notes written for 

percussion, we just have to learn to listen to them. 

32 I hesitate to use the word tradition. I use it only for its comparative and  dramatic 
sensibility. If a new tradition was to be established, I would hope it is not a tradition, but more 
of a mindset of openness and continual re-evaluation.
33 Samuel Beckett, Molloy ; Malone dies ; The unnamable (New York: Knopf/Random House, 
1997). 
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