Yesterday, loday and Tomorrow

Forty Years of

LIS

By Daniel R. Smithiger




n May 22, 1971, Bill Cahn, Bob
Becker, John Wyre, and Robin
Engelman performed a con
cert of entirely improvised mu-
sic at the Eastman School of
Music. [tis frequently cited as
the first Nexus concert, even though they hadn't
gstablished a group or chosen a name. But it
marked the formation of a group that would
touch and entertain people of all levels of musi-
cal learning, in all genres of percussion music.,

The current members of Nexus——Bob Becker,
Bill Cahin, Russell Hartenberger and Garry Kvis-
tad—are each virtuosos and bring elements of
their knowledge and character to a distinct and
powerful whole. They stand out in the contem-
porary music scene for the innovation and di-
versity of their programs, their impressive history
of collaborations and commissions, thelr revival
of 19205 novelty ragtime xylophone music, and
their influential improvisatory ideas. Nexus'firm
commitment to music education and a steady
putput of guality CD recordings and composi
tions by its members continues to enhance the
fole of percussion in the 21st century.

The group represents innovation, originality
and diversity. Nexus continues to explore the
world of percussion with elegant performances
and teaching. Their music has made dynamic
impacts on our culture, and their personalities
have enlightened thousands over the years.
They have galvanized the percussion ensemble
genre since 1971, presenting hundreds of mem-
orable performances, including their first PASIC
performance in 1977 (Knoxville, Tennessee) and
a performance at the 100th Anniversary of Carn-
egie Hall.

Forty years is one point on the continuum,
and this interview with the members of Nexus is
about where they've been, where they are, and
where they are going.

In the accomplishments and history of Nex-
us, what are you most proud of?

Bob Becker: | generally don't view pride as a
virtue, but | think Nexus has accomplished
some significant things. The group began as
an improvising ensemble, using an extremely
personal and unusual collection of sound

We were all interested in
exploring new outlets for
musical expression, and we
were all willing to support

each other’s ideas.
—Bill Cahn

sources, The way "repertoire” began to be
incorporated into our concerts was also not
traditional, since for several years we did

not plan our concert routines, Neverthe-

less, pieces sometimes appeared during the
course of an evening’s improvisation, and this
naturally led to our very eclectic approach to
programming, which continues to the pres-
ent time. This kind of thing was new in the
small world of western percussion ensembles

during the 19705 and 80s, and it opened con-

ceptual doors for the many groups that have
followed us.

Nexus did a great deal of international
touring during the 1980s, and | know for a
fact that our approach inspired a number
of fledgling European percussion groups
who have gone on to major international
careers. In a way, we parented an approach to
presenting percussion performance and rep
ertoire that is still used as a paradigm around
the world

Bill Cahn: Rather than use the word "proud”to

describe how | feel about my forty years of
involvernent with Nexus, | would prefer to say
lucky” or ‘grateful’ because there were plenty
of important factors beyond our control that
played a part in determining the path that
Nexus followed. For example, the fact that

we each had other sources of income in the
formative years of Nexus made it possible for
us to make decisions based purely on musical
interests rather than on financial or marketing
concerns. The fact that we shared a desire to
make our own music, and that in addition,
we all shared a classical music aesthetic, was

One of the beautiful aspects
of percussion Is that
different performers can
interpret the same work In
much different ways.

— Garry Kvistad

completely fortuitous, But most important
was that we were all interested in exploring
new outlets for musical expression, and we
were all willing to support each other’s ideas.
It is difficult, if not impossible, to make this
happen; it either does or doesn't happen as a
result of the personalities, which are already
fashioned out of individual experiences.

When Nexus formed In 1971, the "percus
sion ensemble” as a musical vehicle was
still incubating in music schools and was
not clearly defined. On the one hand, there
were the John Cage, Lou Harrison, and Edgar
Varése experiments from the 1920s, 30s and
'40s in the art music world, which in the late
1960s were largely unrecognized in academe,
and on the other hand there were the novelty
"hi-fi percussion pops' recordings of Dick
Schary, Harry Breuer, and others. There was
plenty of room for new ideas to blossom, and
the cultural atmosphere in North America,
and particularly in Toronto, in the early 1970s
was one of openness to new ideas and will-
ingness—even a desire—of performers and
audiences to experiment with new ideas.

Also, the early 19705 witnessed the first
signs of a new “globalism®—an acceler-
ating worldwide flow of ideas—through
increased access to non-Western percussion
instruments and audio recordings due to
increasing global trade, and an increased
ability to travel due to the new commercial
jet airplanes, making it possible for musicians
to travel to new markets, and for travelers to
hear unfamiliar music performed in home
settings.

The marketing term “world music" hadn't
even been conceived yet, and it played abso
lutely no part in a percussionist’s education.
Nexus was exposed to non-western musical
ideas primarily through Bob Becker's and
Russell Hartenberger's studies at Wesleyan
University in Connecticut, Eventually Nexus
played a major role in giving the North Ameri-
can percussion community its first exposure
to such ideas, mainly through the Percussive
Arts Society’s International Conventions,
which alsc came into existence in the 1970s.

It was very fortunate that several of the
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members of Nexus were also members of
symphony orchestras, which enabled long-
standing personal relationships to be formed

} many composers and conductors. In ad-
dition, the symphony connections pro

many opportunities for orchestral works

composed by members of Nexus to
formances with major orchestras. Otherwise,
the doorways to orchestra performances

would have mostly been closed—as in many

ways they still are. Nexus was lucky to be a

beneficiary of th es, even though they

were largely beyond our control, and | am

extremely grateful to have had the friend
ship and support of Bob, Robin, Russell, John,
Garry, and Ray [

Garry Kvistad:
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Dillard] over so many years.
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How has your playing “grown” in the past ten
to fifteen years?

Russell Hartenberger:

great musicians in Nexus has been a life-long

=rforming with the

source of inspiration to me, Each member of
Nexus i

of percussion/music and bri

continually exploring new aspe

ing new ic

to us all. | think this is one of the keys to the
ongevity of our group.
Cahn: The biggest period of growth occurred
rly-on in Nexus, First there w

e notion

of making our own music. This was some

thing that really wasn't taught to us in our
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Each encounter | had with
John Cage caused me to
reflect on music in a new

way.

— Russell Hartenberger
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them. Sinc ]

sound and an interest in non-western pe
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ments myself that Nexus has used
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Hartenberger: Percussion ensemble m
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ments that will engage audiences, critics, and,
consequently, composers and performers,

Becker: Several years ago Lindsay Haughton
asked me in an interview:"Where do you
think music is heading?' | replied, "Prophecy is
the surest way to appear foolish in the future.
However, | see the human species, and there-
fore all of its endeavors including the arts,
to be approaching a transformative leap in
this century. There is a logical and inevitable
evolutionary step to take when technology
reaches a certain critical level of develop-
ment, and it is non-Darwinian in the sense
that it is not based on mutation and selec-
tion, but rather on conscious choices made
by the species itself. | can't predict exactly
what choices will be made, but I'm certain
that human beings will ultimately internalize,
or be internalized by, digital technologies,
which are currently represented by things like
the World Wide Web and personal computers.
All of the ways technology is used by people
at present involve interfaces—headphones,
keyboards, monitors, musical instruments,
etc.—and the use of interfaces, no matter
how sophisticated, is part of the continuum
of ancient history. In the not-too-distant
future, music will probably be created and
experienced purely in an electronic domain,
and will be communicated directly from mind
ta mind, whether these minds are contained
in human brains or in intelligent, and possibly
conscious,'machines.”

Kvistad: It appears that audiences are looking
for mixed media where live music and visual
perfarmance meet, The success of Stomp, The
Lion King, and Blast, for example, has prompt-
ed many performers to take this route. There
is no doubt that percussion is following the
universal path of world culture and that many
styles from around the world are influenc-
ing each other. Seeing a Balinese composer
add western instruments and compositional
ideas to gamelan music is in harmony with
a western compaoser incorporating gamelan
influences into a composition. | imagine this

will continue to develop as time goes on

until there is sornewhat of a world music with
many different components and not so many
distinct styles, Hopefully this standardization
won't kill indigenous musics that are so beau-
tiful and unigue,

Nexus has performed much music by John

Cage. Please talk about his significance to
Nexus and percussion in general.

Hartenberger: Lach encounter | had with John

Cage caused me to reflect on music in a new
way, His thoughts and words inevitably made
me think about music differently. Cage's early
percussion music still provides new ideas and
inspiration.

Cahn: Cage's “Third Construction’is one of the

great masterpieces of Twentieth Century

art music. Nexus has performed it dozens of
times, including a half-dozen performances
with Cage himself in the audience. It is always
totally engaging to perform this work, and

it continues to reveal new surprises; these
are the signatures of a masterpiece. And yet,
when this ‘masterpiece” case is made to non-
percussionist musicians, musicologists, and
music historians unfarniliar with the work,

the response is raised eyebrows and stares of
disbelief, Unfortunately for “Third Construc-
tion,"it’s not an opera or a work for orchestra
or string quartet; it's a work for four percus-
sionists, and consequently, it's totally invisible
to the cognoscenti in the art music world. But
fortunately for percussionists, it is one among
only a handful of such important works in the
genre. One of the most ‘constructive” things
that percussionists can do is to expose the
rest of the world to "Third Construction.

Becker: | think it's interesting that percussionists

now, in 2010, can say that Cage's percussion
pieces are significant in our history. That was
hardly the case in the 1970s, Most of the great
American work from the 1930s and '40s was
not in the libraries and not on the percussion
radar in the 1960s—at least not where we
were studying. Even “lonisation” was consid-

Percussion ensemble
concertos, particularly for a
quintet, can quickly become
logistical and acoustic
nightmares because of the
proliferation of instruments.

—Bob Becker

ered a novelty by many of us; we only knew it
because it was in the Goldenberg book.

| had found and performed John Cage and
Lou Harrison's “Double Music"in 1970, but
when | first heard Cage’s “Third Construction”
in 1976 on a bootleg Blackearth Percussion
Group tape recording, | was shocked. Where
had something like this been hiding? For
that matter, | could have said the same thing
about every one of George Hamilton Green's
xylophone compositions. In fact, | did say that
about Green's music, and | spent several years
tracking down all of it.

After hearing that Blackearth record-
ing—on which Garry Kvistad was playing,
even though | didnt know him at the time—I
pushed for Nexus to learn and play the piece.
In fact, it took some prodding, but finally it
became one of the most performed pieces
in our repertoire. It's probably difficult for any
university percussion student to imagine a
major work like “Third Construction” being
virtually unknown thrity-five years after it was
written, but that was the atmosphere in most
of the classical percussion world at the time.

Kvistad: Cage is one of the preeminent

composers of our time who just happened
to have the vision to use percussion as a
significant voice in his work. His early state-
ment about the future of music and the
importance of percussion within that future
was prophetic. | had the privilege of work-
ing with him a number of times many years
ago, and Nexus collaborated with him often
before | joined the group. Ironically, the group
| started around the same time as Nexus, the
Blackearth Percussion Group, began playing
the “Third Construction”in the early 1970s,
and Nexus members were inspired to add it
to their concerts as a result of hearing a tape
of one of our performances.

One of the beautiful aspects of percussion
is that different performers can interpret the
same work in much different ways than, say,
different string quartets would within their
standard repertoire. This is mainly due to the
openness of instrumentation. The “Third Con-
struction”can sound very different depending
on instrument choices, and the choices made
by Blackearth and Nexus were quite contrast-
ing.

Blackearth also performed Cage'’s "Amores’
in the 1970s often, thanks to the wonder-
ful ability of Allen Otte to play the prepared
piano part. Since joining Nexus, | have been
enamored by Cage’s “Creda in US,""Dance
Music for Elfride Ide," and “Chess Pieces, which
are allin the current Nexus repertoire. Cage
opened not only the ears of audiences to the
sounds around us, but he even stretched the
awareness of professionals who thought they
had“"heard it all”
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“Eternal Dance of Life” (2008) by Eric Ewazen
was premiered at PASIC 2008 by Nexus
and the Meadows Wind Ensemble. It is an
amazing piece, with an amazing land-
scape of sounds, colors, combined with vir-
tuosity. The premiere performance was
outstanding. Can each of you comment on
your particular contribution, experience of
preparing, and performance of the piece? v eve | ( Y
Kvistad: \We always try to work wit mpose moa nble to avoid huae delave What would you want future percussionists
tf it to gain from your experiences in that col-
h thi laboration?
Becker: &

elp Rirv Cahn: | w

Hartenberger: |

] mposer i f y ld make the composit rk Hartenberger:

Cahn:
Becker: | was the Nexus liaison to get a wor ; R isic re . Kvistad: P
What goals do you have for yourself, in terms

of “playing,” for the future?
Hartenberger: rd

Becker: Mot

n's “Eternal Dance of

s Wind Ensemble, conducted by




For comments by Nexus

members on their

Web Extra

influences and for comments from longtime
Nexus business manager and producer

Ray Dillard visit www.pas.org/publications/
july2010webextras.aspx

teaching position, and the instrument/mallet
manufacturing or music-publication associa-
tion. For most musicians of Mr. Abel’s genera-
tion, that equation also included a home and
family. In my own life, | have tried to maintain
a commitment to time for personal reflection,
experimentation, and composition. In a prac-
tical sense, this requires limiting activities that
are creatively draining such as teaching, man-
aging a business, or administrating. The result
is available time, but then also constraints on
financial security, capital and personal rela-
tionships.

As a recent example, | wanted to under-
stand the mathematical principles underly-
ing the organization of patterns that are
used for stickings, rhythmic groupings, and
polyrhythms, [ invested quite a lot of time in
study and research over two years. Certain
things required technical practice, and |
also focused on composing eight etudes
incorporating what were, for me, some new
concepts. The whole endeavor took on a life
ofits own, and the outcome was a 200-page
book, Rudimental Arithmetic. No one asked
me to write a book like that, and no one paid
me for my time. Nevertheless, the result was
both conceptual and technical growth for
me, and perhaps a useful, possibly inspiring,
source of information for others, It's unlikely
| could have completed a project like that
while balancing a performing career, teaching
pasition, manufacturing connection, and a
traditional family life.

Cahn: For me, the possibility of continuing to
perform Takemitsu's "From me flows what
you call Time”"and Ellen Zwilich's "Rituals” with
orchestras is exciting. | also hope we can
continue to include free, improvised music
in our performances, because | believe that
Nexus does this in a profoundly engaging
way for audiences. The newly commissioned
works by Eric Ewazen ["Eternal Dance of Life],
Steve Reich, and others will also have a place
in Nexus'future,

Kvistad: | am very excited about pursuing more
commissions for the group and developing
new instruments to create new textures. The

members of Nexus have always been keenly
aware of sound and especially the "pitches”
of so-called "non-pitched" percussion. All
instruments have pitches and percussion
instruments that are often labeled as “non-
pitched"—woodblocks, tam-tams, etc.—are
actually multi-pitched. The members of Nexus
take this into consideration and choose
instruments that work well in a piece or im-
provisation based in part on the dominant
pitches of these types of instruments, | want
to continue this practice and add different
tuning systems to the mix. Terry Riley, Wendy
Carlos, La Monte Young, Lou Harrison, Steve
Reich and Harry Partch are all influences for
me in this area.
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