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Program Notes

Variations for King George

As one of today’s leading composers for percussion, William Kraft writes for 
the serious performer. He studied with two great concert timpanists, Morris 
Goldenberg and Saul Goodman. He performed as a percussionist, timpanist 
and also served as an assistant conductor with the Los Angeles Philharmonic 
Orchestra. As a composer, Kraft has explored various kinds of music; his works 
from the 1960s and 70s were serial. During the 1980s, his style moved towards 
rhythmic elements derived from jazz and impressionistic harmonies. Although 
Kraft is known for his percussion works, from 1966 to 1998 he devoted a fair 
amount of compositional energy to his first opera, Red Azalea.
 
Variations for King George is a 1980 timpani composition that was dedicated to 
Kraft’s good friend, George Gaber. Gaber was a professor of music at Indiana 
University and was closely associated with the music products industry. The piece 
consists of a main theme, presented in the opening three lines, with five distinct 
variations. Each section features a different tempo marking, with the exception 
of the third and fourth variations. The third variation flows right into the fourth 
variation, so the tempo is the same, creating a seamless transition. 
 
The piece features glissandos, the use of wooden mallets, the use of four marimba 
mallets at once, and playing on the edge of the timpani. Because four mallets 
are used at once, the player can produce harmony, not normally found in solo 
timpani works. In this instance, we will hear a chord built from two minor thirds 
stacked on each other. Kraft marked certain notes to be played at the edge of the 
drum. This creates an echo effect that is very transparent and light. 

Groovin’ Timps

Although a relative newcomer to the compositional scene, Arnold Riedhammer 
has already made his mark as a percussionist and composer. Despite his birth 
in the United States, his parents were German-American, and he tends now 
to call Germany his home. After studying at the Richard Strauss Conservatory 
in Munich, his early career focused on performances in Nuremberg and Bonn, 
Germany. It was more recently that he began publishing works for percussion, 
such as Good Vibe-brations, Drums for Fun, and, of course, Groovin’ Timps. 
Since 1974, he has been the solo percussionist with the Munich Philharmonic 
Orchestra. He is also the teacher of percussion and head of department at the 
Academy of Music in Munich. In 1981, he won the National Sponsorship 
Award, marking the first time ever a percussionist had received this award.



 
Groovin’ Timps was written in 1994 and features the use of wood and felt mallets 
played simultaneously, as well as several instances of cross-sticking. To show the 
player when to cross sticks, the composer marks an X next to the note head that 
is to be crossed. The form of the piece follows an alternation pattern, with the 
A sections characterized by the syncopated “groove” theme and the B sections 
characterized by a steady sixteenth-note pattern. 

“March” from Eight Pieces for Four Timpani
 
Elliott Carter is a significant American composer who has written for many 
types of ensembles, but he is especially celebrated for his works for percussion. 
Carter was born in New York, but spent most of his childhood in Europe where 
his parents provided piano lessons. At age 14, he entered Horace Mann School 
where he developed an interest in modern music. At age 24, he completed his 
master’s degree in music composition at Harvard. Carter recently celebrated his 
102nd birthday! 
 
“March” is the closing number in a series of movements entitled Eight Pieces for 
Four Timpani. Each piece is dedicated to a particular performer; the “March” 
honors Saul Goodman. Six of the movements had been composed as early 
as 1949; these are studies in controlled, interrelated, and complex changes of 
speed, called metric modulation. The remaining two, including the March, were 
composed in 1966. 
 
“March” features two rhythms of different speeds that are superimposed. One 
of the rhythms is played with the butts of the sticks, while the other uses the 
heads. The musical ideas produced by the rhythms featured in the beginning are 
expanded in the middle section. Another interesting feature is the use of mutes 
on the drums, which produces a duller sound and prevents the sound from 
resonating, thus avoiding distortion. Using mutes also creates more challenges 
for the player: there is one instance where the left hand must mute two drums 
while the right hand is playing, all in one measure. 
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