
PERCUSSION – IT’S NOT JUST BOOM, CRASH

Irv Schorr sent me the following, courtesy of Jonathan Dlouhy, of the Atlanta Symphony:

THE STAR SPANGLED BANNER FROM THE PERCUSSIONIST'S PERSPECTIVE

Oh, say can you BOOM, CRASH

By the dawn's early BOOM, CRASH

What so proudly we BOOM, CRASH

At the twilight's last gleaming?

Whose broad stripes and bright BOOM, CRASH

Through the perilous BOOM, CRASH

O'er the ramparts we BOOM, CRASH

Were so gallantly streaming?  3 &

1...2...3...

2...2...3...

3...2...3...

4...2...3...

5...2...3...

6...2...3...

7...2...3...

8...2...Oh,

BOOM BOOM BOOM

BOOM BOOM BOOM

BOOM BOOM BOOM

BOOM BOOOOOMMMM;  BOOM

BOOM BOOM BOOM

BOOM BOOOOOMMMM;  BOOM

BOOM BOOM BOOM

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

I wonder, though, if Mr. Dlouhy got the piece mis-labeled. It sounds more like "The Star Spangled Banner From The Drummer's Perspective" rather than from the Percussionist's perspective, because drumming is all about "boom" and "crash", while percussion is about music. The distinction is often lost, even on otherwise-knowledgeable musicians.

For instance, Mr. Charlie Perry, the school music director in Greenfield, Mass, always expressed his disappointment that I chose percussion over a more "musical" instrument. He was a grand old man, well into his 60s when I first met him for song-flute class in 4th grade (about 1960). By that time, though, I was set on my percussion choice, having already been taught to play snare drum by my grandmother's uncle. Mr. Perry was tall, thin, and gray, and his Clark Gable moustache twitched above his trumpet mouthpiece when he played. He gave me free trombone lessons after school all through Junior High, and invited me to play with the Greenfield Military Band and the Pioneer Valley Symphony when I was only in 9th grade.

With Mr. Perry's tutelage I eventually learned trumpet, trombone, baritone, tuba, and a little clarinet. He never did wean me away from percussion, but he did make me a better musician through exposure to those other instruments. It wasn't that he didn't understand percussion or wasn't interested in it (I once ran into him in the High School band equipment room,  where he had been experimenting for three hours to determine the best method of striking a triangle), but he never quite got past the "boom, crash" prejudice. I was told that, not long before he died in the mid-1970s (long after I had graduated from the Naval Academy), he had commented that he considered me one of the best all-round musicians he had ever taught, but he still wished I hadn't stayed with percussion.

It's not surprising that people focus on the "boom, crash". There is a primal urge in almost everyone to beat a drum. It is probably this instinct that causes otherwise-sensible people (including musicians, who should know better!) to pick up a pair of sticks and try to play on a drum or drum-set which doesn't belong to them. Imagine what the outcry would be if I picked up someone's bassoon and gave it a toot! Yet that same bassoon player might not think twice about tapping on a cymbal or timpani, or using a marimba as a coat rack.

Besides, it is vastly easier for the untrained to get a sound out of a drum than out of a trumpet or bassoon. But that's one of the places where percussion rises above drumming: Making noise on a percussive instrument is drumming; making music on a percussive instrument is percussion. 

Making music out of a highly diverse set of objects is part of the challenge and fascination of percussion. While a flute player may sometimes pick up a piccolo from his or her lap, and a saxophone player might sometimes switch between alto and soprano sax, a percussionist is often constantly in motion between instruments. And each of those instruments might require a very different technique. In our current repertoire we are using snare drum, bass drum, bongo drums, crash cymbals, suspended cymbals, drum set, triangle, tambourine, ratchet, vibra-slap, maracas, claves, guiro, brake drum/anvil, timpani, xylophone, bells, and probably a couple of others. Among the instruments we will be adding soon is a metal trash can lid. All can be drummed on, but music can be made with them as well.

Dave May likens a modern percussion performance to a tuba player putting down his tuba, running a lap around the band during a one-measure rest, and then picking up and playing a clarinet. The music, notation, phrasing, and physical techniques are all different. The move from bass drum to gong, from marimba to cymbals, from snare drum to timpani, are just about as different as from tuba to clarinet. In no other section of the band do we get that sort of variety.

Early in my Little League career, I decided that I wanted to be a catcher. I think there's a connection between that and my interest in being a percussionist, and it has nothing (or little) to do with "Tools of Ignorance". The catcher has the whole field in front of him, and is therefore in a position to control the play. While he is involved in every play, after the ball is hit he often has periods of time when he has little to do but wait, prepare, and observe what is going on in front of him. While he is seldom the star, the catcher can be the glue which holds a baseball team together. 

So it can be with percussion. From the back of the band we can see and hear things which even the director misses. The percussion section is often in the best position to control tempo and dynamics. We have long rests followed by intense physical activity. And a good percussion section can unify and provide a solid foundation for a band, while a section of drummers can pull an otherwise good band apart.

I don't minimize the primal satisfaction of drumming. I remember in Junior High School one of my favorite pieces was "The Great Gate of Kiev", because I got to really clobber the gong. The torpedo sequence in Swearingen's "Light Eternal" has the same drummers' satisfaction. All of us have some drummer inside us. The percussionist in me, though, focuses on the triangle in the Holst Suite, on making the bass drum felt but not heard in Fillmore's arrangements of Sousa, creating the dramatic effect of the "Phantom of the Opera", and on blending the timpani with the lower brass in "Light Cavalry".

Mr. Perry would have been right if I had been willing to be just a drummer. Physical chops and a good sense of rhythm will get you by as a drummer. But a percussionist has to has to immerse himself in the music, and find ways to become a part of it, not above or below it - to be a percussionist, not just a drummer. Those of you playing wind instruments know about that immersion. But you don't have a choice between being a tooter or a trumpeter, a whistler or a flautist. Percussionists, though are both cursed and challenged by the fact that most of our instruments serve the dual function of noise-makers and music makers. Mr. Perry may not have realized that he threw that challenge down before me nearly 40 years ago. I hope, in the long run, I have honored his memory and his faith in me with my musicianship, if not with my choice of instruments.
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