Indigenous Instruments

I. swinging, crisp, rhythmic

II. floating, as if improvised

III. mesmerizing, strange, dark, funky

Indigenous Instruments is vernacular music from a culture that doesn’t actually exist. I fantasized about a culture and their uses for music, did thought experiments to invent the kind of instruments they might play and wrote “folk melodies” idiomatic to those instruments. The exercise was silly but did in fact succeed in leading me to sounds and textures that I would never have thought of in my mode as serious concert-music composer. 

My starting point was to retune or detune the ensemble; the cello has a radical microtonal scordatura, the violin G string is tuned down an octave and a quarter tone, the flute is pulled out a quarter tone flat, and one note of the piano is prepared. I went to all this trouble, again as in Micro-Concerto, to unbutton the sound of the ubiquitous Pierrot ensemble. The inspiration for this came from looking at transcriptions of the mbira (African thumb piano) in an ethnomusicology dissertation. I couldn’t really get a sense of what the sound was because these transcriptions seemed so exotic with microtones and odd chord voicings but the look intrigued me and it fascinated me all the more that this indecipherable notation was somebody’s vernacular music. 

I’ve had a long fascination with exotic vernacular. I like the sense of a music that seems to obey some natural or, at least, culture-specific laws that are consistent and immutable but completely mysterious to me. 

Associated with my need to shake up the Pierrot ensemble is a slightly rebellious attitude toward the piano as tyrant of equal temperament. This led me to open the piece with a microtonal string figure which makes the piano, upon its entry, sound like a broken toy; this piece was fun to compose! 


In order to compose the cello part, I borrowed a cello and put pieces of scotch tape where the frets “should’ be (remember, I’m a guitarist) and learned how to play that pizzicato part in the last movement. Because I was flying by the seat of my pants with the microtones and had no codified or familiar harmonic system at my disposal, I could not think of anything to go with the cello part; none of the “normal” notes sounded good. I played it over and over waiting for inspiration until a UPS truck with its low moan and slow pitch bend pulled into my driveway and I had a Eureka moment. It was the counterpoint between that big brown truck and that dark, funky cello part that led me to tune the G String down an octave. 


I realize I’m probably sabotaging my credibility as an artist by revealing so much about the lucky accidents that inform my working method but then again I have always felt an affinity for the tradition of American crack-pot inventer/composers like Cowell and Partch. 


Indigenous Instruments was commissioned by Chamber Music America for the San Francisco Contemporary Music Players and was premiered by them in November of 1989.

