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The annual joint concert given by the University Percussion Ensemble along with Pandemonium, the Steel Pan Ensemble included several pieces which we had heard before either at the Mini Percussion Festival on the 16th February or at the Carlaw/Ogston Composition Competition with Spectrum New Music Ensemble on the 16th March this year. These included several new pieces. It is always good to give these a second hearing. One’s response to these is often much more enlightened and finespun.

The first of these pieces was Black Mirror which was Brodie McCash’s entry for the Carlaw/Ogston Composition Prize. As before, it was performed by the composer Brodie McCash along with Peter Ney. Brodie had written for such a wide range of percussion instruments. These included vibraphone, marimba, glockenspiel, xylophone, a steel pan used in an unusual way, a large gong, a foot controlled bass drum, tom toms and more.  Because of the brighter more open surroundings of the Butchart, I was able to notice in far more detail how the different instruments were used. There were all sorts of extended techniques – the vibraphone stroked gently with the hand or hit with the ‘wrong end’ of the beaters and of course the use of bows on the vibraphone. This meant that the sound world created by Brodie McCash was startlingly wide ranging like that of a huge percussion orchestra. The shaping of the music came through more clearly at a second listening. I was even more impressed by the thunderous tom tom drum section in the middle of the work. This had greater impact in the Butchart with its more resounding acoustic rather than in the more enclosed ambience of the Chapel. The variety, contrast and indeed the sound blends created by the two fantastic performers Brodie and Peter were totally captivating.

At the mini Percussion Festival, the opening piece in the concert was The Ragtime Robin by George Hamilton Green considered in his day to have been ‘the greatest xylophonist in the world’. Once again it was performed, and this time I really mean performed, by Peter Ney. He seemed to be really enjoying playing it and this came across to the audience in scads. He was supported by two sets of duettists doubled on two marimbas and a gentle almost whispering drumkit. This was pure magical entertainment with the ragtime piece following the traditional format.

Also in the mini Festival was the World Première of a new work by Sarah Rimkus entitled Black Bird. Something special struck me about this piece at a second listening. With Brodie McCash’s piece and indeed with The Ragtime Robin, much of the impact of the music comes as much from watching as from listening to the performers. Sarah’s piece was designed to be more closely focused, its sounds more completely well blended. It was performed by Peter Ney, Brodie McCash, Ian Christie and Joy Smith and it was certainly fascinating to watch what they were doing to produce the sounds that Sarah wanted. However it struck me to imagine what would it be like to hear this piece on a CD. I closed my eyes and it was then that I experienced the sounds coming into real focus. You know how you can look at a picture in an art gallery really close up so that you can see all the details of the brush strokes, but when you move away, it is then that the picture springs to life. I found something similar just listening rather than watching Sara’s piece. The transparency, the full colours, and the form of the music suddenly became clear and revealed the full charm and impact of her music.

The next piece was also played at the mini festival, it was Butsu Mutandari, a traditional African chant from Zimbabwe arranged for percussion by B. Micheal Williams. It began with just one player, Morven Hollick taking the stage on marimba. One by one all the other members of the percussion ensemble joined in until the music rose to a brilliant crescendo. I thought this performance was more well shaped than before. It was very exciting. The last time however, the performers left the stage until only one was left but this time, they stopped at the crescendo.

The Vibraphone Concerto by Ney Rossauro was new to us this year and today we heard just the first movement with Brodie McCash as soloist. This performance was conducted by Lisa Nicol. The backing for the soloist amounted to a full blooded percussion orchestra including timpani, drumkit and tubular bells. From the outset Brodie on vibraphone gave us a flavour of smooth jazz which intensified, developed more of a swing and was responded to by all the performers – a great piece and a wonderfully clean and clear performance.

Dare I say however that it was only slightly put in the shade by what followed. This was Marimba Spiritual by the Japanese composer Minoru Miki (1930 – 2011) dedicated to the Japanese marimba virtuoso Keiko Abe. It was performed for us by our own marimba virtuoso Ian Christie. His performance brought a veritable explosion of applause from Wednesday’s audience. The long introduction for solo marimba was slow and delectable with a decided Japanese flavour in its melodic line. It was suddenly interrupted by the shrill clangour and clatter of high steel percussion. Metal trays were used to produce decidedly oriental bell-like sounds. The clickety-click and clatter of wood blocks began a kind of cadenza for the accompanying instruments rather than the soloist. This was played by Brodie McCash, Richard Glassby and David Henderson. When Ian Christie resumed his part in the music he leaped from end to end of the marimba, playing with thrilling virtuosity. It was this, I suspect that earned him the explosive applause. 

The final piece in this half of the concert had also appeared in the mini festival. It was Catching Shadows by Ivan Travino. A percussion sextet, it included four marimba players duetting on two marimbas and two players on cajon a kind of Peruvian drum box that produces many tones and pitches. The players sit on the instrument while they play. These performers were Richard Glassby and Eden Mikula. Eden also had two cymbals which she played by slapping them with the palms of her hands. Later on, Eden added the notes of a glockenspiel to the mix. The players also used their voices, singing notes almost subliminally and adding an unearthly mysterious flavour to the music.

The Percussion Ensemble had given us an extraordinary mix of music in their performances. I felt they had taken us to nearly every corner of the repertoire, but having experienced all this I bet they have a lot more to surprise us with next time.

The second half of the concert was more straightforward with the steel pans playing a series of jolly arrangements of popular music. I particularly enjoyed The Lion Sleeps Tonight and the Lambada because this was music with which I was familiar. However, although I did not know the pieces by Coldplay, I also enjoyed them because they were in very attractive arrangements by Ian Christie. His writing brought more than a touch of delicacy and transparency to the steel band – something for which it is not really known. The sounds created by the steel pans are fascinating. Sometimes you think you can hear a cathedral organ or again a large choir. I stared hard to see whether the players were singing. No they were not. That sound of voices was coming from the middle range steel drums. Isn’t that just amazing?           

