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The Ag1lc Pedestrlan. Mclodlc Freedom for the Timpani as Ilustrated in
Byron McCulloh’ “Symphony Concertante for Timpanist and Orchestra”

g8 TIMPANIST MAY CHOOSE FROM A PALETTE
of expressive choices within the expressive
‘capabilities of his instrument, but these
choices are also limited by one’s musical
concept and the compositional material. The range of
expression includes timbral color, dynamic intensity,
forcefulness of rhythm and control of pitch. But com-
posers often fail to consider the extent of melodic flex-
ibility of our instruments. Teachers advocate careful tun-
ing of one pitch at a time, a useful and difficult skill if
one is counting and surrounded by other sounds. How-
ever, by overlooking the option of producing a melody,
young players and composers are channelled into a
conceptual mode that is unnecessarily restrictive.

When one thinks of how orchestral timpani writing
has evolved, e.g., from Handel to Beethoven to Mahler
to Bartok, a tendency towards ever more flexible control
of pitch becomes apparent. New performance techniques
tend to follow im-
provements in tech-

nology. As early as C
Perched upon the requisite stool
situated at the fore of the orchestra,
the soloist establisbes bis presence
by rolling upon octave Cs
interrupted by sforzando accents - it’s
a glorious effect.

1912 a breakthrough
occurred when
Gerhard Cramer, tim-
panist at the Court
Theater in Munich,
claimed invention of
the drum that “in an

instant, (could) be
tuned to any desired ,
note” (Benvenga, ¢

1979). Since then, other

mechanical improve-

ments have truly given the timpani a melodic voice.
Although the timpani serve well their usual assignment,
that of providing a harmonic/rhythmic foundation on
the tonic and dominant of the key, some composers have
explored additional melodic possibilities.

Byron McCulloh, composer of the Symphony
Concertante for Timpanist and Orchestra, has suc-
ceeded in granting an exceptional degree of melodic
freedom to the soloist. Furthermore, his effort created a
substantial 24 minute opus that significantly augments
the solo repertory for timpani. For the performer, it
presents the challenge of honing one’s pedalling tech-
nique to make it playable. McCulloh’s treatment of the
timpanist’s ability to change pitch without pre-tuning is
auspicious. In order to follow the contour of the melodic

line, the feet must move the pedals with an agility com-
parable to a string player’s left hand. In this context,
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“tuning” is archaic usage as it implies something that
preceeds, rather than occurs during, the act of execu-
tion. Just as with instruments of the other orchestral
families, the timpanist finds the pitch as the contour of
the melody reveals itself. Composers who take the time
to study this work will gain an appreciation of the me-
lodic capabilities of the timpani, and have this newly
acquired information at their disposal.” This is one
piece that should find its way into a few orchestration
texts.

The work is a symphony concertante, which is ap-
propriate considering the musical history of the instru-
ment. The four movements are entitled: Introduction and
Allegro, Elegy (E.B.R. via Mozart), Vivo Insectile and
Proclamation and Finale. A large 20th century-sized or-
chestra is matched against the soloist’s arsenal of five
pedal timpani, four roto-toms and eight tom-toms. The
percussion section has not been slighted; it takes four
perfarmers to cover
xylophone, glocken-
spiel, vibraphone, ma-
rimba, chimes, two
suspended cymbals,
crash cymbals, four
antique cymbals, three
elephant bells, tam-
bourine, sleigh bells,
triangle, two piccolo
wood blocks, four .
temple blocks, gong
and bass drum. Most
prominent are the col-
orful brush strokes
upon the broad second movement canvas, and the ardu-
ous élan during the insectlike Vivo, both delivered by
the section performers.

For the solo timpanist, it is in the rigors of the first
movement that his mettle is most tested. It has been
performed alone without the other movements and has
the most relevance to the topic at hand. A few excerpts
will convey the movement’s character.

Perched upon the requisite stool situated at the fore
of the orchestra, the soloist establishes his presence by
rolling upon octave C’s interrupted by sforzando accents
- it’s a gloricus effect (Figure 1). The context of this first
encounter between tympanic tone and human ear is one
of vertiginous swells of dense orchestral texture. Over-
all, it functions as a sort of motto, reappearing in varied
form in the codas to the ﬁrst and last movements
(Fxgure 2.
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Immediately following the octaves is one of the
‘more ambitious licks (Figure 3). It is still fast at quarter
note equals 60. Developing the necessary agility and
accuracy. provides a resource with which to confront
challenges later on. The up-

not explicitly demanded, would be characteristic here.
Doubly ambidextrous use of the solo player’s four

limbs, lead-in motion by eyes and ears are required in

the first movement cadenza (Figure 7). Before working

ward and downward motion
of the major third is accom-

plished on a single timpano e e =

each time; pre-tuning is out of MRETTONS T ] _ — =
the question. 'D1V1<.i1ng. the 7 ‘!’9’% = S e e e e
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a melodic motion that mirrors
itself. This motif of chromatic
inversion is common
throughout. (e.g., cadenza in
Figure 7; also see Figure 4).

The primary thematic
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trated in ‘Figure 4. Here the P TRt Tt e
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‘spirit!’ Many of the rapid
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drum. Aside from facilitating 4 A P T
the technical execution, pitch = FA 4%
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timpano produce a seamless - . e bt 4,. -
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~ timpano.
Instrumentalists can al-

ways tell if a composer “knows
the instrument,” meaning the
writing is done in an intelli-

gent mariner. The sequence

surrounding rehearsal number

seven in Figure 4 illustrates the

point. Adjacent pitches such

“as these lay well on the ped-

‘als as . compared to wider in-
tervals. A technical

characteristic of the timpani.is

that a drum remains tuned to

the last pitch played and

therefore -may- be replayed
~without re-tuning, i.e., with-
out requiring a foot upon the pedal. The composer
seems aware of this as the initial five beats of Figure 4
are performed on drum II and return to the initial start-
ing pitch, setting up a G for use in the third bar. ‘
Timpani virtuosity also consists of control and agil-
ity asillustrated in Figure 5. In contrast, Figure 6 portrays
the lyrical capacity of the drums. A healthy rubato, thou gh
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out the requisite choreography, hearing and memoriz-
ing' it with the aid of a keyboard instrument is useful.
Solfegging one line while playing the other, or solfegging

- both lines arpeggio in a harmonic manner, are ap-

proaches that help to internalize the counterpoint. For
composers, this passage emphasizes the extent to which'
pitch manipulation is possible.



" to be heard.

~ through more readily
- than slightly lower fre-

... second movement is a
~salute to Mozart. The cli-

~ Requiem. Entering on a

2 (clashes the mevxtabﬂlty of

Timpanists have their own explicit preference as to
which drum sounds best on a given pitch, and this varies
-according to musical context. One consideration is that

. pitch clarity and articulation are improved when the

- drumhead is taut. Thus, tonal territory is often not de-
fined, but rather inherent to the written material. A change
of register will occasionally improve the musical prod-
uct. For example, pitches below E on the deepest drum
may benefit from an octave transposition upwards when
* orchestration permits. The tongue twister at the end of
the fourth movement (figure 8) projects better when
B brought up an octave,

movement is unison accompaniment of the soloist by
the piccolo, a passage later repeated in canon with the
contrabassoon (Figure 11).

The fourth movement, Proclamation and Finale,
starts segue from the third with a pre-recorded tape of
the timpanist that is accompanied by the live player
(Figure 12). The cadenza of this movement presents the
soloist with an opportunity to write his own music (the
only indications are slow, accel., fast, furious, rall. and
slow; about 40 'seconds). Overall, it is 2 movement of
contrasts portraying both the power and sensitivity of

~and allows the solo line
, It is an
- acoustical fact that higher
frequencies will cut

foward $ha center
/

of tha head.

~quencies of equal ampli-
‘tude. Even pitches a

fourth apart, e.g., a high
“e‘on drum III against a B

ondrumII, require sensi-

tivity to this phenom—
enon.
The hlghpomt of the

. ’max quotes the Tuba

~mirum of that composer’s ..

-cross-thythm, the timpani

create a tension that

- death against the good

natured optimism of that

- melody. The richness of
the orchestration here ri-
~vals that of Stravinsky’s
Rite of Spring (Figure 9).
Communication be-
tween composer and
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performer is not usually

‘ T i e
possible. When available, =
the advantage should be = T

taken. Although not indi-

cated in the score, thin
wood dowels on ‘natural

- skinned congas and bon-

gos effectively evoke insect activity and match the con-
current twanging of strings in the Vivo Insectile third

movement: The ethnic instruments also work well where
hand playing is required (see Figure 10). The score
indicates eight concert tom-toms, however the composer
suggests that whatever sounds most in character is the
proper solution. A humorously effective compositional
device used by Mr. McCulloh elsewhere in the same
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which the kettledrums are capable.

The slant of this article is not meant to 1mply that
automatic adjustment of the pitch is any substitute for -
fine tuning of intonation. One may conclude that timpanic
tradition will evolve so that adjustment of head tension:
is more spontaneous Elementary instruction on timpani .
should begin with scales, melodic exercises, double stops‘

and the llke 50 that upcomlng players and the1r peers o




consider this style commonplace. Such an approach
would be in the interest of both their musicianship and
the expressive powers of the instrument.

It took a timpanist (Benjamin Britten) to write the
Nocturne for Tenor and Small Orchestra. That piece
contains passages in which the timpanist becomes an
agile pedestrian. The Concertante was also written by a
composer familiar with timpani by virtue of his friend-
ship with Stanley Leonard, timpanist of the Pittsburgh

Symphony to whom the work is dedicated. The “take-
home” message here is that melodies on all twelve chro-
matic pitches are accessible to timpanists. More
composers and educators should avail themselves of
this fact. m .

Marty Kluger performed the Symphony Concertante
Sfor Timpanist and Orchestra with the Springfield Sym-
phony Orchestra, Springfield, Mass. on December 9,

Figure 9
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