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NOTES FOR SELECT WORKS ON
TONIGHT’S PROGRAM

“Intermezzo” from The Nose, Op. 15

The Nose is based on a story of the same name by Nikolai
Gogol in which a government official, Platon Kovalyov,
awakens to find that his nose has left his face. He later
discovers the nose has taken on a life of its own,
becoming human size and even outranking him as an
official. The opera begins with a barber who discovers a
nose in a loaf of bread baked by his wife. Assuming he
has somehow cut it off one of his clients, he attempts to
dispose of it by throwing it into a nearby river.

This percussion-only intermezzo follows, serving as a
transition from the grotesque yet still plausible situation
to the opera’s fully surreal world, in which the nose exists
independently. Stripped of melody and harmony,
Shostakovich’s use of thythm, sharp timbres, and
increasing fragmentation creates a sense of instability and
disorientation, marking a break from ordinary reality.
When Kovalyov awakens in the next scene and looks in
the mirror, he is horrified to discover that his nose is
gone.

While part of a much larger work, the “Intermezzo” also
holds a significant place in percussion history as one of
the first pieces written for percussion ensemble, predating
Edgard Varese’s lonisation by one year.



Third Construction

In 1939, John Cage wrote the following: “Percussion music is
revolution. Sound and rhythm have too long been submissive to
the restrictions of nineteenth century music. Today we are fighting
for their emancipation ... At the present stage of revolution, a
healthy lawlessness is warranted. Experiment must necessarily be
carried on by hitting anything-tin pans, rice bowls, iron pipes-
anything we can lay our hands on.” Cage’s music and writing on
music fostered a new, deeper and wider appreciation for percussion
in art music all over the world.

He composed Third Construction in 1941. The score calls for a
mixture of indigenous instruments (claves, shakers, the jawbone of
a donkey), “found” instruments (tin cans) and more traditional
items (drums, tambourine, cymbals) The work is unified by a
complex, overlapping rhythmic structure.

Le Coucoil

Ryan Dorin borrows the theme from Louis-Claude Daquin’s work
of the same name, written in 1735. Scored for four percussionists,
two playing on the “other side” of the marimba, along with non-
pitched percussion, and a pre-recorded accompaniment, Daquin’s
melody is a starting point for a variety of twists and turns, and free
improvisation. Dorin is the creator of Ratboy Genius.



Percussion Suite

Johanna Beyer was largely overlooked during her lifetime, but
her compositions explored many new ways of writing for
percussion. She intersected with Cage, Henry Cowell, and
other modernists in New York. One of her other compositions
for percussion, IV, is written for nine unspecified instruments,
one of the first compositions to have an indeterminant nature
while still using a strict framework of rhythm and time. Her
work in many ways presaged aspects of minimalism that
emerged in the ‘60s and ‘70s.

Music for Pieces of Wood

Steve Reich is often described as a minimalist, a term he
doesn’t like. Instead, he prefers the term “process music.” In
1968 he wrote: “I do not mean the process of composition, but
rather pieces of music that are, literally, processes. The
distinctive thing about musical processes is that they
determine all the note-to-note (sound-to-sound) details and the
overall form simultaneously. (Think of a round or infinite
canon.) [ am interested in perceptible processes. I want to be
able to hear the process happening throughout the sounding
music.”

Music for Pieces of Wood grew from a desire to make music
with the simplest possible instruments. The rhythmic structure
is based entirely on the process of rhythmic “buildups” or the
substitution of beats for rests, and is in three sections of
decreasing pattern length: 6/4, 4/4, 3/4
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