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Musica Machina

My musical journey in San Diego started in 2017 when I joined the musical 

community of UC San Diego and participated in ensemble and jury pieces. However, 

my first full length concert happened in May 2018, a concert for piano and percussion 

duo. As a amateur drummer myself, I have always been fascinated by the realization of 

the piano as a percussive instrument, thus this particular duo has always been 

interesting to me. I knew Sean Dowgray from Fairbanks, Alaska, where we both got our 

Master's degree at the same time and we had wanted to put a concert together since 

those years. When I joined the music program at UC San Diego - Dowgray was already 

there - we realized that was the right place at the right time to do it. We did not have a 

particular concept for the program at first, so we started a general research on 

repertoire for our duo. We came across a large number of pieces, but we could not find 

the right connection between one another. At the same time, composer Ioannis Mitsialis,

who was a colleague of ours at UC San Diego, wanted to write a piece especially for us,

therefore our program started having a specific direction. Mitsialis' music at the time was

somewhat mechanical, thus the title Machinemode, so Dowgray and I decided to go 

towards that musical path. 

The first piece on our program was a short duo for piano and percussion - Duo 

for Piano and Percussion is its title - by Greek composer Giannis Papakrasas. I am not 

ceartain whether the choice of the title was intentional, but it was definitely a smart 

choice. It is the first result that comes up when one searches for duo for piano and 

percussion on the internet, because that is its title. That was the reason why it caught 
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our attention and after listening to it, we realized it would also fit to the mechanical 

atmosphere we had chosen. It has a very rhythmic opening which is followed by a slow 

middle section, where a melody is introduced by the two instruments. Then, the 

percussion has a short improvisational moment, followed by the return of a slightly 

altered opening section. Short and mechanical as it was, it served its purpose on our 

program quite well.

The second piece was Sonancias by Marlos Nobre, which uses a quite big 

percussion set and is mainly built on the resonances of the sustained notes of the 

instruments. It was a particularly challenging piece to practice and perform, because of 

the sounding outcome depending on the room or hall the practice or performance would

take place. The interesting fact about the piece is that for the majority of it, the two 

instruments must not sound together and one needs to react to the other's action.

The first half of the program ended with the world premier of Machinemode by 

Ioannis Mitsialis. We both had a close collaboration with the composer, individually and 

as a duo, which resulted in its premier. The instrumental combination of piano and 

percussion was a recurring preference in Mitsialis' work at the time, since he would find 

that it had a very strong potential in terms of sonic identity, rhythmic clarity and clear 

projection of the compositional ideas that he used.

Right after a short intermission, we played Kisses & Crosses by Hana Kullenty. It 

is a very straightforward piece, quite easy to put together, but quite stressful at the same

time. It felt as we were floating in a spiral, kept going and going without being able to 

see the end; just like a machine. The score requires us to constantly push the tempo 

from one section to another until we reach close to the end, where the machine is 
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almost worn out and ready to break.

Last piece of the program was Machine Music by Lejaren Hiller, I dare to say the 

highlight of the program, this is why we used its name for the title of our concert in its 

latin version. Machine Music was the oldest piece in the program and the only one to 

require a tape part. One could say it is a trio for piano, percussion and tape and, in my 

opinion, this is how the composer would like to be considered. It is a very symmetrical 

piece in many aspects. It consists of eleven short movements, where the one in the 

middle, the sixth one, is the only duo for piano and percussion. The fifth and seventh 

movements are solo tape, the fourth and eighth are instrumental solos - piano in no. 4, 

percussion in no. 8, the third and ninth are instrumental duos with tape - percussion and

tape in no. 3, piano and tape in no. 9, the second and tenth are instrumental solos – 

piano solo in no. 2, percussion solo in no. 10 and finally the first and last are trios. 

Moreover, the symmetrical movements share similar musical material. Another 

interesting fact was that the performers are supposed to schedule an alarm clock to ring

right at the end of the piece, as the piece has a set performance time due to the tape. 

The challenging part of this piece, beside its difficulty, was the actual tape part. When 

we acquired the audio material, we realized it was in a very bad shape. The composer 

had originally used an analog tape recorder, which was transfered to a CD at a later 

date, resulting in poor audio quality. What we did was to digitize the CD and clean it up 

with the help of a professional. This is the reason why we had to change the tracks 

between movements manually and we could not set an alarm beforehand.

However, the manually set alarm brought a conclusion to a concert with musical 

choices from the 20th and 21st centuries that are not often performed live.
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Figure 1: Program for the concert Musica Machina
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διΧΑσμΟΣ
(phonetically thechasmόs, which translates to division)

The second stop of my musical journey found me in a very productive period, 

with several performances, before the pandemic hit upon us. It was in November, 2019 

when I performed a thematic recital for solo piano and several types of electronics. 

From the side of the stage, my good friend and composer Dr. Theocharis Papatrechas 

assisted me by running all the electronic patches on his computer. The program also 

featured a piece he composed for me after a close and successful collaboration, which 

lasted for several months. The concert required a big set up with two pianos, two 

loudspeakers on stage, eight loudspeakers above the audience, microphones to amplify

the piano and also use them for the live electronics, as well as a soundboard, many 

cables and a computer. I am very glad I had the chance to perform such a concert at 

UC San Diego, with all the resources it could provide, because it might not be as easy 

to get such opportunities outside an academic institution. The first time I rehearsed at 

the theater, I had to get familiar with the new acoustics of the space, which was the 

most challenging thing about the concert. Especially with live electronics, the interaction

between them and the piano might be different every time. Thankfully, I soon got 

comfortable with the new situation and had a memorable experience.

The recital started with a piece by my colleague, composer Alex Stephenson, 

Jeu-Parti, for piano and electronics, which was revised and completed in 2017. The 

electronic component consists of prerecorded sound files which are triggered by the 

performer with a foot pedal or, in my case, an assistant. The performance of the piece 

requires two loudspeakers placed in a stereo configuration close to the piano, so the 
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sound from the speakers can blend with the piano sound, creating the effect that 

everything comes out of the instrument. An amplification system may be used 

depending on the size of the performance space. In fact, we did amplify the piano by 

sending its sound to the two loudspeakers behind it and to two of the speakers above 

the audience, so we could achieve a surrounding feel.

The second piece on the program was Just Before by Dutch composer Michel 

Van der Aa. The electronic component of the piece is a tape part, which comes on CD, 

while the composer titles it “for piano and soundtrack”. In order for me to feel safer, I 

synchronized a clicktrack to the audio, so I could be certain the piano and tape would be

together. An interesting element of the piece is that Van der Aa has employed a few 

dramatic values to it, “stop suddenly” for instance or to imitate the clusters from the tape

to the low register of the piano with the right hand. This makes Just Before much more 

effective in a live performance than in a recording.

Next in order was Nostalgic Visions by Elainie Lillios for piano and live 

electroacoustics. For this piece, I moved to the second piano on stage, which I had 

prepared with microphones and tuning wedges inside the piano, as well as a stand with 

the objects I would use during the performance. The electronic patch had been going 

under remodeling by the composer while I was practicing the piece, thus the final 

outcome was slightly different than the one I had been used to. We had to spend some 

extra time in the performance space until we manage everything to sound right. 

Thankfully, I had a great communication with the composer and everything went 

smoothly.

After a few changes on the set up of the piano preparations, the highlight of the 
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evening would be performed. Theocharis Papatrechas composed Grit after a long-term 

friendship, cohabitation and collaboration it could be quite obvious that the piece reflects

my personality as a performer. Grit is written for piano, fixed media, live elecronics and 

sound diffusion. It was programmed last in order for two reasons, one was the fact that 

it was a premier and the highlight of the concert and the second reason was that Grit 

required all the types of electronics the other pieces are scored for, plus the sound 

diffusion. The latter employs a round formation of the eight loudspeakers above the 

audience, where the sound moves around in several directions.

That concert will always be in a special place in my heart, because I may not be 

able to perform it again due to its logistical difficulties. Additionally, I will always be very 

grateful I got to be in contact and collaboration with three of the composers.
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Figure 2: Program from the concert διΧΑσμΟΣ
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Two x Two

A few months later and a few days before everything turned remote, in February 

2020, my colleague and friend Ashley Shaoai Zhang and I put together a concert for two

pianos. The motive behind the concept of that concert was the fact we had both wanted 

to play Bela Bartok's Sonata for two pianos and two percussion since our first year at 

UC San Diego. We just had to find the right time and occasion, along with a collection of

pieces to our liking to program it with. The other easy choice we had was Maurice 

Ravel's La Valse, which was another piece we had discussed to play together at some 

point. The other two pieces, Henri Dutilleux's Figures de Resonances and Morton 

Feldman's Two Pianos, were the result of research on the question what the right fit 

would be to the concert. The only drawback of the concert was the long intermission we 

had to make to set up the stage for Bartok's Sonata for two pianos and two percussion, 

where our friends and colleagues Rebecca Lloyd-Jones and Michael Jones joined us for

the performance.

The concert started with Figures de Résonances, which was written for and 

dedicated to Henri Dutilleux’s wife Geneviève Joy and her collaborator Jacqueline 

Robin. Figures de Résonances consists of four short movements, each exploring 

different aspects of the piano’s resonance. Utilizing the two pianos in dialogue, Dutilleux

asks one of the performers to play chords and clusters while the other keeps the pedal 

pressed, allowing the open strings of the other piano to reverberate freely. Between 

these pianistic resonances, fast virtuosic passages are passed from one piano to the 

other, giving the idea that one piano generates two voices. Yet while this acoustical 
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effect of one piano is often emphasized, Dutilleux also allows each pianistic voice to 

maintain a distinct character through the use of various articulations and instrumental 

registers.

After a short breath, we jumped right into the next piece, Two Pianos by Morton 

Feldman. We made the choice not to create a big gap between the two pieces, because

it felt they deal with similar musical elements and the transition would be smoother 

without an interruption. The instructions by the composer are very subtle, duration is 

free, as soft as possible.

That was the time for a longer breath, before we continue with the last piece of 

the first half, La Valse by Maurice Ravel. The material for La Valse is based on sketches

the composer created in 1906, when he envisioned a grand tribute to Vienna and, in 

particular, to Johann Strauss Jr. and his famous waltzes. The start of World War I put 

the project to a hiatus, and yet the idea was so compelling that Ravel returned to it in 

1919, creating La Valse for Sergei Diaghilev. Upon hearing the composition, Diaghilev 

refused to choreograph it, thus La Valse lived on in three versions – for orchestra, for 

two pianos, and for piano solo. Ravel provides a note in the score, picturing an Imperial 

Court ball, circa 1855. He pictures a scene in a cloudy wheather, where couples can 

merely be seen dancing waltz. Soon, the sky becomes clearer and chandeliers light a 

ballroom full of waltzing couples.

After the aforementioned intermission, it was time for the piece which brought 

that concert into life, Sonata for two pianos and two percussion by Bela Bartok. It  

received its premiere in 1938 at the International Society for Contemporary Music with 

Bartók and his wife Ditta Pásztory at the pianos. Throughout the composition, the 
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ensemble of instruments provide a variety of textures, from dense contrapuntal 

passages involving all four voices to a single solo snare drum. Utilizing sonata form, the 

work begins with a slow introduction followed by the two themes that shape the first 

movement. The second movement emanates a dark tone throughout, highlighting the 

“night music” style so characteristic of the composer’s later works. The third movement 

quickly departs the atmosphere of the second movement and offers a scherzo-like 

character to bring the work to a conclusion.
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Figure 3: Program from the chamber recital Two x Two
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Ithaca

The time has finally come for the last stop of my musical journey at UC San 

Diego. This essay is being written during the process of creating this project. This 

concert will not be a typical piano recital and will feature music for solo piano, Greek 

traditional dance and contemporary dance. My wife, Maria Tsingistra, is joining me as a 

dancer and choreographer and together we will present a unified concert, without 

intermission or separations between the musical pieces. There are two main concepts 

for the concert, one is the idea of a Greek feast or revelry and the other is a journey 

through different countries and cultures both musically and kinetically. Ithaca, the title of 

the concert, is a Greek island in reality, but as a metaphor we use it to refer to our 

home, our destiny. Music and dance have always been very important to me, I started 

studying both simultaneously and have wanted to combine the two of them artistically 

since before I came to San Diego. I am very glad I eventually get the chance to bring 

this dream into life. 

  I was so determined to combine music and dance for this particular concert that 

I would make it happen no matter what pieces of music I would choose. When I decided

the repertoire I would be performing, I did not have in mind a choreography or a 

particular way to make the two art forms fit together. That was a challenging part, but 

working and rehearsing with my wife soon brought us closer to a unified idea. 

A typical Greek feast or revelry requires food, drinks, a live traditional musical 

ensemble and a big dancefloor. The music never stops, while the people eat, drink and 

whenever they hear a tune they like, they run to the dancefloor not to miss a second of 
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dancing. They usually form circles and dance until another tune comes, in which case 

they either return to their tables for more eating and drinking or continue dancing.

The concert starts similarly, pretending we are at a Greek feast, playing rhythms 

inside the piano, when I start dancing a dance from the region of Pontos, called 

Atsiapat. It is a slow, male dance, it comes before the war dance Serra and it is usually 

accompanied by a song of various thematic materials.  After the end of Atsiapat, it is 

time to introduce the other two elements of the concert, the piano and the contemporary

dance. While I play two of Bela Bartok's Romanian Folk Dances Sz. 56, BB 68, no. 3 

and no. 4, Maria takes up the stage and dances as in a different kind of feast. Then, 

Maria leaves the stage as we travel to Russia and a more conservative environment, 

while I start performing Piano Sonata no. 1, op. 12 by Dmitri Shostakovich. Adhering to 

a more formal attitude, as such an environment suggests, the dancer strictly follows the 

music in a more balletic way, but yet in a contemporary kinetic language. In contrast, the

following section presents a much freer movement, focusing more on the text of the 

musical score rather than the music itself. We travel to Cambodia this time, having the 

piece Seven Mirrors by Chinary Ung as our musical element. It consists of seven 

movements, each with its own title and unique musical material. There are certain 

musical elements which connect the movements, such as tonic centers and pianistic 

gestures. Lighting is very important for this particular piece, which is used by the dancer

as an additional way of interaction with the music. Each movement has its own lighting 

configuration and places the dancer in certain spots, while she interacts with the lights 

and the music. The next piece puts us with one foot in Mexico and the other in Greece. 

It is called Χάρτης, the Greek translation for the word map, by Wilfrido Terrazas. I would 
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like to think of the piece as an invitation to exploration and this is exactly what Maria and

I do. Maria explores certain qualities and parts of her body and I explore several sounds

that a piano can create. All happen within seven improvisatory sections with specific 

instructions. The piece is for solo piano, but all my ideas consider the dancer as an 

integral part of the creation. In other words, if I had to perform the piece in a different 

situation, without a dancer for instance, it would be completely different. 

I mentioned above that we are with one foot in Greece because the end of 

Χάρτης takes us back to the Greek feast, our home, our destiny, our Ithaca. The rhythm 

of the last few notes on the keyboard is followed by the same rhythmic gesture on the 

piano strings, which leads me to stand up again and finish what I started in the 

beginning of the concert. I end this revelry with the war dance Serra, a fast and intense 

male dance which often concludes a Greek traditional feast.
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Figure 4: First page of the program of the concert Ithaca
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APPENDIX

Figure 5: First year's collaboration between performers and composers
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Figure 6: A Palimpsest concert, where I played the piano for Transfigured Wind III
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Figure 7: A concert by UC San Diego's Wind Ensemble
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Figure 8: The California Electronic Music Exchange Concert
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Figure 9: The compositions by the 2nd year's composers
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Figure 10: 2nd year composers present their pieces. I played the piano for Casuarina-

salvaged Dreaming and Currents
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Figure 11: Prebys Chair Concert
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Figure 12: Concert Surfaces by composer Fellipe Rossi
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Figure 13: A Palimpsest concert honoring Mario Davidovsky. I played celesta for 

Composition for 12 Instruments and Subtle Influx and piano for Pennplay
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Figure 14: 2nd year composers present their pieces. I played the piano for Double 

Quartet 
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Figure 15: A palimpsest concert where I played the piano in Pauline Oliveros' Variations

for Sextet
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