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We seldom hear music for percussion ensemble.  I doubt there is a radio station anywhere that is 
solely dedicated to this sort of music.  Yet if we take in a piece composed specifically for an entire 
ensemble of percussionists, it is truly amazing what a wide variety of sounds we can be treated to.   

For one thing, even if drums are classified as "unpitched", because they don't play scales and 
melodies, the term is very misleading - we can hear right away that there are so many different types 
of drums, and that indeed, their pitch ranges from very high to very low.  In truth, their pitch is 
sometimes so complex that we can't identify it easily - this is what leads to the somewhat inaccurate 
term "unpitched".   

Then there is metal!  Cymbals, gongs, triangles, bells of all sizes.  And wood!  Wood blocks, all 
manner of xylophone, marimba.  So many sources of sound color for the percussive artist to paint 
with!  Many percussion sounds die out quickly, but others sustain, hanging in the air for many 
seconds.   

1. Sharpened Stick. The Kennesaw Mountain High School Percussion Ensemble, performing at a National 
music conference in 2013.  


There is a lot of impressive skill on display in this performance, as well as some good old youthful energy.  
Extended passages in this piece are written in unusual meters - gathering beats in groups of seven, for 
example.  Tightly interlocking parts between drums and cymbals require tremendous precision.  
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2 Nemeton  for solo percussion          Matthias Pintscher

A nemeton, in Celtic lore, is a sacred place, usually set in a natural space, such 
as a grove of trees. The composer has certainly evoked both mystery and nature 
in the way natural sounds (mostly from wood and metal) are gently coaxed forth.  
Although entirely percussion, this piece is really more about tone color than it is 
about rhythm.  The sounds linger in air, asking us to hear them more as 
individual events than as rhythmic shapes.   

You can also watch a performance of this piece at:   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yhfGFhklqA0

3.  Concerto for Percussion Joseph Schwantner 
First Movement, con forza 

Here we are treated to the sound of multiple mallet 
instruments playing intricate unison passages that 
snake energetically before a background of gentle 
string accompaniments. 


Mallet instruments are pitched instructions (that 
can play a scale similar to a piano).  In fact, the 
piano is technically a percussion instrument 
because the strings inside a real piano are struck 
by hard felt hammers when triggered by the 
players fingers pressing the keys.  


Mallet instruments include the xylophone and 
marimba (whose keys are made of wood), the 
vibraphone, glockenspiel and the tubular bells 
(whose keys are made of metal).  

This is a kind of ultra 
collection of both symphonic 
and ethnic percussion 
instruments.  Look at the 
variety of gongs, wind 
chimes, cowbells, and 
specialty drums.
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Percussionists have many types of sticks and mallets to choose from, depending on the type of surface 
being played on and the effect called for by the composer.

5 Hyperprism   Edgar Varèse, The Polish National Radio Orchestra

4.  Ku-ka-Ilimoku Christopher Rouse 

In this piece we return to the sound of an ensemble made purely of percussion instruments.  With a pallet of 
sounds similar to Nemeton, but here executed by a group of players, we can again appreciate how precise 
these players are when the execute difficult rhythms at very high speeds in perfect coordination with one 
another.  The name of the piece refers to the Hawaiian God of War.


It's amazing how many different types of "hollow" wooden sounds, "pingy" metal ones, and "boomy" drum 
sounds there are!  

Edgar Varèse was one of the most forward looking composers of his time, determined to explore uncharted 
territories in composing for all instruments.  This piece, for wind, brass and percussion instruments (all three 
families we have looked at in depth), was composed in 1922, nearly 100 years ago.  


It is clear that Varèse's entire approach to sound was not melody and harmony based.  Sounds are events 
themselves, to Varèse, and he layers them consciously in very dense musical textures.  (Elsewhere we have 
spoken about how early Modernists like Varèse re-explored the very materials with which art is made).


