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C h a lle n gi n g Yo u r Pe rc u s s i oni s t s t o U s e Thei r F i nes t Ingred i ents
As a teacher, I have always found a lot of parallels between cooking and musical performance. A
memorable 3-course meal is achieved through an appetizer, entrée, and dessert that are
complimentary of each other, and that ultimately create a sum that is greater than their parts.
Similar to a 3-course meal, a well-prepared percussion section needs to have all the fix-in's,
which includes great organizational skills, the ability to think critically, and musical intuition.

Preparing Your Ingredients
T-I-M-P (this wouldn’t be a clinic without an acronym, right?)
Preparing a meal requires planning and decision making ahead of time, and the same is true for
expressive performance in percussion. A chef needs to have all of the ingredients available, and
know which ones are best for which situations. For percussion, I parallel these ingredients and
the knowledge of how to use them to our sound options. There are 4 primary areas that we
can think about surrounding sound options on percussion instruments.

Sound Options
Percussion Throwdown! Recipe Card
Technique

•
•
•

Grip - Tight vs. Relaxed
Stroke - Types of Accents
Tool bag - no “right way” to do any one thing

Instrument
Selection

•
•
•

Size - depth and/or diameter
Material - shell type, jingles, alloys
Head type - 1 ply vs. 2 ply, thickness, coating or no coating

Mallet Selection

•
•
•

The Core
The Cover
The Mallet Shaft

Playing Area

•
•

Edge vs. Center
Angle of Instrument
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Choosing Your Appetizer
How do percussionists select which musical sounds are appropriate?
Choosing and creating an appetizer is typically decided upon with relation to what will follow it
in the entrée. In a similar fashion, percussionists need to carefully select their sounds based on
what will be needed for that particular piece. We have already created a mental checklist of our
options (T-I-M-P remember!), but now we must address how to make a selection?
The following areas, which admittedly intersect at times, are things that I try to keep in mind
when I am deciding what instruments to play and how to play them in any given piece of
repertoire.

Sound Selection
Percussion Throwdown! Recipe Card
History

Orchestration

Character

•

When was the piece written?

•

What was the performance practice of that time?

•

Who are we playing with?

•

Are they playing long tones or short?

•

What is their dynamic capability?

•

German (heavy) vs. French (light)

•

Driving or Relaxed

•

Other adjectives or words that describe the music
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A good rule of thumb is that a pure sound (a sound free of rattling hardware and choking pads)
is usually a great choice. In most situations, we need to consider at least one of the above areas
to help us make an informed decision about our instrument and the way we play it.
/// History ///
The warmer, more robust snare drum sound that is characteristic of a march requires a deeper
drum when performing Stars and Stripes Forever by John Phillips Sousa.
/// Orchestration ///
The triangle part in Alfred Reed’s Armenian Dances requires a very different instrument than the
part that Rossini wrote in William Tell Overture.
/// Character ///
The opening entrance in John Adams’ Short Ride in a Fast Machine sets the tone for the work, as
the woodblock carries on throughout the piece.
Director’s Notes:
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Preparing the Main Course / Entrée
How do we tangibly address Expression in percussion?
In any 3-course meal, the entrée is the focal point, and can stand on its own without the
appetizer or dessert as necessary. The same can be said about expression in percussion
performance. Regardless of how many instruments or mallets are available for selection (yes, not
every school has 4 tambourines to pick from), we can always work harder to take great care of
what we do have, and make sure we always sound our best. “A good craftsman never blames his
tools” they say, and the same is true in music -- a great musician will shine through regardless of
what instrument they are playing.
For an average percussion student coming to a private lesson, having the notes and rhythms
learned at a moderate tempo is good progress for a week’s work, but we have to make sure
that we insist that students work towards expressive musical performance as well. I have had
the most success with this by assigning small “bite-size” sections, which allows us to dig deeper
into these areas.

Expression
Percussion Throwdown! Recipe Card
•

Give weight to important notes and beats or repetitive figures

•

Never let two adjacent notes sound the same

•

Always give lines direction unless specifically intending not to

•

Bring out the important notes and get the rest out of the way - keep things light and
buoyant

•

So-called laws of phrasing - lines going up crescendo, lines going down diminuendo

•

Use sensory cues to inspire innate musicality
•

“If this were a soundtrack to a movie, what would be happening in the film?”

•

“Think about what this piece sounds like in your head. How does that compare to
your current version.”

•

“Describe this passage to me using adjectives - how can we translate that into
performance?”
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Dessert! Putting on the Final Touches
Interpretation = It is important not to let the music get lost in translation.
“Music is not written to tell you what you should play; it is written to show you what the audience should hear.”
– Frederic Macarez

Once a chef reaches more advanced levels, a unique spin or style is added that usually makes
their dish standout. This may be the way that a certain dish was prepared, or the dessert that
was offered that “completed” the meal. In music, we often desire a similar experience. We
expect that the instruments will sound great and the person playing them has a certain intuitive
performance experience, however any inspiring musical performance also has that “unique spin”
that frequently is due to interpretation.
In percussion, we are the most susceptible to questionable markings from composers. It is very
common to see suspended cymbal played with “soft stick” or “timpani stick,” both of which are
out-of-date directions. Percussionists should be encouraged to begin thinking and interpreting
on their own. Most parts have no fragment of the melody, which means we must rely heavily on
our ears in rehearsal to help us make the appropriate decisions.

Interpretation
Percussion Throwdown! Recipe Card
•

Dynamics (or lack of)

•

Stickings

•

Mallet Indications

•

Instrument Choice

•

Dampening or Muffling

You are Ready to Open Your Own Restaurant!
Organization, Organization, Organization

Percussion Management for Directors
Percussion Throwdown! Recipe Card
•

Handout music well in Advance

•

Consider setups when programming concerts (i.e. no Gillingham and Husa back-toback)

•

Post Rehearsal Schedules in Advance - we have no standard setup

•

All equipment needs to have a “Home”
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Director’s Notes:
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My Favorite Ingredients from Today:
Snare Drum
✦ Yamaha Maple Berliner Concert Snare Drum (5 x 14 & 6.5 x 14)
✦ Drumheads
✓ 14” Evans Orchestral Coated Batter Head
✓ 14” Evans Orchestral 300 Snare Side Head
✦ Sticks
✓ Innovative Percussion James Campbell Snare Drum Stick, IP-JC
✓ Innovative Percussion James Campbell Snare Drum Stick, IP-JC2
Marimba
✦ Yamaha YM-5100A 5.0 Octave Rosewood Marimba
✦ Innovative Percussion ENS360, NJZ3, IP703, & IP804
Tambourines & Triangles
✦ Black Swamp SoundArt Series 10” Double Row TD1: Chromium 25
✦ Black Swamp SoundArt Series 10” Double Row TD2: Phosphor Bronze
---✦ Black Swamp Spectrum Triangles (6” & 8”) - SPT6 & SPT8
✦ Black Swamp TRCLIP (Triangle clip) & TRHANG Triangle Holder
✦ Black Swamp Spectrum Triangle Beaters (Double Set - SPSET-2)
✦ Black Swamp TGP Gig Pack
Cymbals
✦ Zildjian 17” K Constantinople Crash Cymbals

“Come Back Real Soon!”
Please consider keeping in touch. I always welcome the opportunity to share ideas with others
and learn from so many great educators and artists in our community. You can reach me / follow
me at:
Web	

 	

Email	

 	


www.andybliss.net	

 	

andybliss@me.com	
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Facebook	


@andybliss
www.facebook.com/andrewmbliss
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ANDREW M. BLISS
Active as a performer, scholar, and pedagogue, Andrew M. Bliss
has extensive experience in a wide variety of musical ensembles
and genres, while specializing in contemporary solo and
chamber performance. He is currently a Lecturer of Music at
the University of Tennessee at Martin; the Artistic Director of
the nief-norf Project, a chamber percussion collective; and a
member of the piano/percussion duo Nothing in Common.
Andrew has been a featured performer at the Banff Centre for
the Arts, the SEAMUS National Conference, the LiveWire Festival, and at five Percussive Arts Society
International Conventions. Bliss is regularly involved in commissioning and performing new works for
percussion including pieces by John Luther Adams, Christopher Adler, Kyle Gann, and Ben Wahlund. He
was a founding member of the Base4 Percussion Quartet and can be heard on the group’s acclaimed
album, [one].
Equally interested in scholarship and pedagogy, Andrew has presented at the Society for Music and
Minimalism’s 2nd International Conference, the National Conference on Percussion Pedagogy (NCPP),
and Association for Technology in Music Instruction’s (ATMI) National Conference. Bliss has served as
the Front Ensemble Caption Head for the Madison Scouts Drum & Bugle Corps, appeared on the faculty
for the Music for All National Percussion Symposium, and has given masterclasses at a variety of
universities and high schools in the U.S as well as in Bangkok, Thailand and Stockholm, Sweden.
Andrew received his Master of Music and Doctor of Musical Arts degrees in percussion performance
from the University of Kentucky and a Bachelor’s degree from Northern Illinois University; his primary
teachers include James Campbell, Rich Holly, Robert Chappell, Orlando Cotto, and Liam Teague. Bliss is
proud to be a Yamaha Performing Artist and an artist endorser/clinician for Innovative Percussion, Evans
Drumheads, and Black Swamp Percussion Instruments and Accessories.

A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO:
✦ Jim Campbell (University of Kentucky) & Rich Holly (Northern Illinois University)
✦ Pete Carlin (Rock Island High School; Rock Island, IL) & Steve Scherer (Geneseo High School;
Geneseo, IL)
✦ Nola Jones (Associate Director of Bands, University of Tennessee at Martin) & the UT Martin
Administration
✦ John Wittmann, Chris Dolson, Jennifer Vierling, Troy Wollwage, Doug Steinmetz, Joel Tetzlaff, and the
rest of the amazing team at Yamaha
✦ Erik Johnson, Nick Phillips, and everyone at Innovative Percussion
✦ Tim Church and Black Swamp Percussion
✦ Jim Bailey and Evans Drumheads / D’Addario
✦ Keith Aleo from Zildjian
✦ Lastly, my wife Erin, whose never-ending guidance and constant support is invaluable!
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