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A S PERCUSSIONISTS, WE ARE
always looking for new works
that represent the cutting edge
of our field. Composer David

Hollinden fulfills these qualifications by
bringing percussion composition into the
twenty-first century.

Hollinden’s music was first introduced to
PAS members at PASIC ’90 in Philadelphia.
The University of Michigan percussion en-
semble performed his quartet, The Whole
Toy Laid Down. That same year, he finished
a multiple-percussion work, Cold Pressed,
which has gained international recognition
and popularity. Since then, David has been
very busy composing in Seattle, Washington.

During PASIC ’94 in Atlanta, the four fi-
nalists for the Multiple Percussion contest
converged. I called Dave to let him know
that one of our students, Josh Dekaney, from
the University of Kentucky was a finalist
and would be performing Cold Pressed. He
was thrilled and decided to attend the con-
vention. To our surprise, three out of the
four finalists performed Cold Pressed. I
thought it would be enlightening for more
people to be exposed to his music and ideas
on percussion writing.

Hollinden’s background is much different
than that of most composers. He received his
bachelor’s degree in engineering from a small
institute in Terre Haute, Indiana and later
worked for RCA as a television designer. He
soon decided to go back to school and study
music, graduating from Indiana University
with a bachelor’s in music. He attended the
University of Michigan for his master’s de-
gree in composition on a full fellowship. He
worked for Greenpeace in the Michigan area
for nine months and then moved to his cur-
rent residence in Seattle. There, he contin-
ued working for Greenpeace and composed.
At one point, while working for Greenpeace,
David chained himself to a diving buoy in
front of the Exxon Valdez while it was trying
to leave dry dock!

After PASIC ’90, Hollinden quit Green-
peace to travel in India for six months and
study tabla. Currently, he maintains an ac-
tive schedule composing and as assistant di-
rector of Washington’s composers’ forum.

I caught up with David after the PASIC
’94 multiple-percussion contest. The follow-
ing are excerpts of our discussion:

Michael Gould: What was your first per-
cussion experience?

Dave Hollinden: Goofing around on the
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drumset after band practice. [David was
the bass player.] One of my younger broth-
ers was a rock drummer, so I played
around on his set as well.

Gould: You mentioned that you played in
the gamelan at Michigan. How did you
find that experience?

Hollinden: It was really good, and it had a
big effect on me. It’s hard to say exactly
how it influenced me in terms of my com-
posing, but it gave me a good perspective.

Gould: Did gamelan have any influence on
your treatment or thoughts about rhythm?

Hollinden: That’s hard to say. I remember
riding the bus home after a gamelan re-
hearsal. I had already written the Whole
Toy Laid Down, and that piece was really
taking off. People were saying that my mu-
sic was so rhythmic, way more than it is
melodic. It hit me that I grew up playing in
a rhythm section. It’s an obvious conclu-
sion, and everyone knew it except me. I
began looking at my music in a whole new
way—from a rhythm section perspective.

Gould: Thinking of some of your motives, it
makes sense that these intensely rhythmic
grooves were constructed by a bass player.
You mentioned that you took percussion
lessons. Was this after you were finished
at Michigan?

Hollinden: No, I took lessons from a per-
cussionist with the Indianapolis Sym-
phony, Jim Burns, when I finished my
undergraduate degree and was working
as an engineer. It was really informative
before starting my Masters at Michigan.
I bought a practice pad and a pair of
sticks and played rudiments very slowly,
and he taught me about different per-
cussion instruments.

Gould: Was Philadelphia your first PASIC?
Hollinden: Yes, that’s when I found out

about PAS. My music began selling on its
own, and I was getting mail from people
wanting to buy my pieces. I was real “gung-
ho,” so I kept writing for percussion. This
enabled me to play out a whole side of
myself that I had not experienced. It gave
me the opportunity to get in touch with a
real education in life. With my appeal for
rock and jazz, percussion gave me a me-
dium in which I could feel comfortable
composing. I was either going to write a
string quartet or a percussion quartet,

and I wrote the Whole Toy. What a major
path difference that was!

Gould: Going to a violin convention is not
like attending a PASIC!

Hollinden: The whole support network here
is a rare and wonderful thing. I appreci-
ate the people trading ideas about what
pieces to play; it is just amazing. I don’t
expect to find this too often.

Gould: Do you see yourself moving toward
a certain style of composing with your
success with the Whole Toy?

Hollinden: From a practical point of view
I am not interested in chasing markets.
My experience with percussion is that you
can maintain your integrity about what
you are doing and do things that make
sense. Write for people that want you to
write for them. I know too many compos-
ers who write a piece and go after the first
performance and then that’s it. I am not
interested in that.

Gould: Your move to India was like Steve
Reich going to Africa. That can be a real
landmark event for a composer. Was it for
you?

Hollinden: I wish I could have continued
with tabla lessons. It was two-hour les-
sons and playing all day. Since then, I’ve
kept composing percussion music. I did
the commission for Nick Petrella for Slen-
der Beams of Solid Rhythm, and the one
for Mike Burritt, Of Wind and Water. I
also received a commission for a percus-
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sion duet (Surface Tension), and after this
commission I feel like I should get into
other instrumental music.

Gould: Is rhythm your compositional glue?
Hollinden: Yes. I began to notice that when

I write for non-pitched percussion, there
is pitched material going on in my mind
that is not there during the performance.
I had to start introducing pitched instru-
ments back into my compositions. I went
back and looked at a lot of my percussion
pieces and noted how I dealt with rhyth-
mic variation—chopping things up into
irregular or asymmetrical rhythmic mo-
tives—repeating them a few times. I ap-
plied that concept to writing pitched mu-
sic. Even in the percussion pieces, only
with the most expert performance can a
listener make sense out of it. Like when
Josh Dekaney played this morning—you
could hear the phrases! You can’t get that
from every performer.

Gould: You footnote Michael Udow’s article
on notation in Slender Beams of Rhythm.

He seems to have affected your use of no-
tation; how about composition?

Hollinden: He did help quite a bit with
setup design and notation. I wanted to
put the article in my piece to help clarify
notation.

Gould: I noticed in Slender Beams you use
enharmonics. Do you think harmonically
in non-pitched music? Do you use har-
monic material to structure your percus-
sion pieces?

Hollinden: No, I mentioned before that I
hear pitched material in non-pitched
writing. But I use enharmonics to make
the notation as clear as possible. If I am
writing a phrase with a lot of flats, then
I will use all flats for clarity. Also, set-
ting up the instruments in a physical
pattern and knowing where they are
helps me write licks and keep the stick-
ing straight. I did have a person who
was playing the multi-percussion part
in the Whole Toy use two separate sets
of instruments—one for the sharps and
one for the flats!

Gould: Do you “air drum” your parts or set
up the instruments as you write for them?

Hollinden: Yes, sometimes. I set up Cold
Pressed with pots, pans and baskets. I
would say the physical layout of the in-
struments causes me to write gestures
that end up looking fairly tonal on the
page. Once the instruments get set up,
it becomes a big “mega-instrument.” I
tend to write very gesticulative on that
big instrument. I wouldn’t tend to write
stuff that hops all over, but tends to look
more melodic because that’s the way I
see the instrument.

Gould: Where do your motivic ideas come
from?

Hollinden: The motives come from abstract
inspiration; I can’t say anything very spe-
cific about them.

Gould: How about the setup?
Hollinden: In general, the motives come

first. These motives might be an abstract
rhythm without instruments. The next
step would be setting the motives for in-
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struments. Sometimes, the inspiration
comes with instruments—so then you end
at the same place. You have a motive and
some subset of the final instrumentation
in your mind. Then, I start thinking how
those instruments would fit into a timbre-
rack. I tend to have bongos be an E and F.
I will start to think if I want two toms and
a snare, that will fit really well as C, C-
sharp and D.

The piece I am doing now—I know the
main motives are two almglocken, one big
resonant tom, and two very dry sounds—
like practice pads. I will fit these instru-
ments together in many different setup
designs before I find the one that works. I
also have in mind that I want a bunch of
wood and metal sounds. Knowing this, I
make a big list of all the instruments I
can think of, and I start fitting them into
the composition. I start composing the
piece and see if I really need that instru-
ment or if I want something else. Through
successive iterations the setup starts to
define itself. But I always start off with
the motive and a basic set of instruments.

I think for Slender Beams, I made the
whole setup before I began to compose. I
decided to frame the piece with big tom-
tom sections. I knew I wanted to have a
lot of multiple-percussion sections, so I
designed a big setup and started writing
the opening tom-tom solo. The piece
turned out to be less motivic and more
through-composed.

Gould: What about the maraca section in
Slender Beams?

Hollinden: Did you hear Ed Harrison’s
maraca clinic at PASIC ’90 in Philadel-
phia?

Gould: Yes, It was excellent.
Hollinden: That’s why I have a maraca

section; I was just blown away by it! I
would have never envisioned how spell-
binding a maraca solo could be. As an
aside to that, the maraca solo was in
contrast to my need to satisfy writing
loud thunderous music. I am ready to
investigate the subtitles of soft instru-
ments and composition. I think that ma-
raca solo was the first manifestation of
this kind of writing. I was able to hit
some peaks with loud music. The next
step past sheer energy is not to go louder
and faster, but to get more subtle and
into softer kinds of things. That maraca
solo draws people on to the edge of their
chairs, more than the loud stuff.

Gould: Is this “soft” compositional style simi-
lar to the “Dark, Ritualistic” section in
Cold Pressed?

Hollinden: Yes. I’m not there yet, but I’m
beginning to look for more ways to write
really intricate music for instruments that
are really quiet.

Gould: What advice would you give to per-
cussionists wanting to perform your pieces
and keep within your intentions?

Hollinden: That’s a tough question. It all
ties in to what you put on paper and what
you expect it to mean to somebody else. I
have tried not putting anything in a score,
like in Six Ideas, which does not have a
single comment about how to play the
piece. To get people to understand Six
Ideas, I am not going to put extramusical
words like “vibrant” in the score. This
could mean so many things to so many
people. If you play Six Ideas at this tempo
and this dynamic, you should get it—
and that’s it! I found that people were
not understanding the phrasing. It seems
most percussionists are not phrase ori-
ented. If you watch an orchestra, the
percussionist gets up and plays some-
thing and sits back down. There is no
feel for the overall phrase.

Gould: Most of our method books lack phrase
markings.

Hollinden: I had to learn that the hard
way. I had to find what was missing from
my music in the way percussionists were
performing my work. I realized how much
I melodically phrased the music; then I
started writing the phrasing in my pieces.
That is why I recently revised Cold
Pressed. I had to put the phrasing in, be-
cause it is not obvious.

A performance that I feel is in sync
with my intentions has to do with what I
put on paper. But the real determining
factor is the sensitivity of the player. I
found when the music is played by really
talented and sensitive musicians it is right.
Josh [Dekaney] did it right. It has to do
with familiarity.

Gould: You are very specific with tuning of
instruments, especially in Cold Pressed.
Is this for consistent performances, or does
this relate to harmonic use throughout
the piece?

Hollinden: I heard a couple of perfor-
mances of the Whole Toy and realized
there was a lot of pitch content in my
thinking. These would include interval-
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lic relationships between the non-pitched
percussion. I thought in general, for the
foundation of Cold Pressed, I should have
the toms, the snare and crotales tuned. I
think it makes a big difference, but still
does not answer the whole question. A
problem arises in the discrepancy be-
tween sets of temple blocks and other
instruments percussionists cannot tune.
As for the drums, these should be tuned
as close as possible to the indications of
the score.

Gould: I substituted synthetic temple blocks
for wood so I can really hit them. Did you
like that sound?

Hollinden: Yes, great idea! My first reac-
tion was yuck, plastic instruments! But
they work so much better. I still have not
resolved the instrument tuning question.
In a way, I would like everything to be
tuned. This can be too much responsibil-
ity. I do not want to think of my percus-
sion pieces as being pitched in nature.

Gould: What about instrument choices?
Hollinden: Instrument choices are getting

to be a big thing because I feel like I am
repeating my instrument choices. These
are the instruments I like.

Gould: Do you hear in your head specific
instruments for specific motives or sec-
tions?

Hollinden: Yes, I think it is partially that,

for instance, in this new piece, I want
some very distinct areas of sound and tim-
bre. When I think of wooden instruments
to use, I think of temple blocks, woodblocks
and log drums.

Gould: What about mallet choices?
Hollinden: Instruments that work with

one set of mallets must work with the
whole piece. These are important deci-
sions. The main consideration that I
learned from Cold Pressed is that writ-
ing for all the instruments played over a
short period of time has to work with
one set of mallets. Maybe you could use
four mallets.

Gould: Certain sections of Cold Pressed
would be difficult with four mallets.

Hollinden: It is an unresolved question.
I could get into a new set of instruments
that would work in a piece like Cold
Pressed. They must have a wide range of
dynamic levels, but I keep ending up
with the same set of instruments. In-
strument choice becomes sectionalized
by metal, skin and wood sounds and then
combining them all together. This leads
me to a setup very similar to Slender
Beams, where I know this timbre-rack
setup works. In the future, when I de-
velop more subtle compositions, I am
interested in exploring brush work and
hand drumming. This will not work as
well for solo percussion but in a cham-

ber setting; this will be layered, quiet
and textural. I would like to have a good
connection with a percussionist’s studio
in town to experiment and learn more
about percussion.

Gould: Does structure play an impor-
tant role when you are composing for
nonpitched instruments or percussion
in general?

Hollinden: I think making more questions
for the performer is where I am headed. I
intend to go two ways with this. First,
giving the performer decisions as part of
the structure of the piece. For example,
the chamber piece I just completed has
cells from which the performer can pick
and choose. The second intention is to
leave instrument decisions up to the per-
former. I would just write a single rhyth-
mic line and let the percussionist orches-
trate it. This will release control of my
compositions. I think the performances I
enjoy the most are the ones in which the
performers get the deepest into the piece.
I am looking for other ways to get a per-
former into this concentrated performance.

Gould: I was wondering about your de-
scriptions for the various sections of Cold
Pressed. Why do you delineate these sec-
tions with extra-musical explanations or
descriptions?

Hollinden: For me, something that is re-
ally hard to come to is suitable arrival
points in the score. So when people look at
the score, there should be large and small
phrases that converge with a new descrip-
tive term, tempo or metric modulation. I
am looking to get rid of that one-dimen-
sional performance and show the musi-
cian that this is the next section. It might
not be aurally perceptive, but this is the
section I am aiming for.

Gould: How about the attitude that is por-
trayed in these descriptions? When you
say “Dark,” that gives the percussionist a
certain sound to try to achieve.

Hollinden: Jim Campbell was saying that
when I put extra musical markings in, it
gives him certain stickings and musical
moods to portray. What you are saying is
really what should be happening. I write
mood—and you can translate that into
many different things like mallet deci-
sions, placement of mallets on the instru-
ments, articulations, the eurhythmics of
how you play. It is more like dramatic
instructions than anything else.
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Gould: Is there anything else you would
like to add about the subjects we discussed?

Hollinden: There is a whole musical side
to how people approach my pieces. How-
ever, I am more interested in what pro-
cess develops as a person plays a piece.
There is the approach to it musically, and
how one goes about obtaining musicality.
But there is a whole other side of it for me,
which seems very contradictory. The way
you should play my pieces is the way you
should lead your life. Do what you think
is the best way to go after what you
want; put yourself one-hundred percent
behind what you are doing in your life.
That is the way you should do it in the
piece; that is what composing is for me.
Composing is a really good way to orga-
nize my life. It is no longer an event-
based thing. It brings certain decisions
and challenges in front of me. It brought
lifestyle choices that I had to make—
and I had to face certain sides of myself
in doing so. If I was a performer, that is
how I would want to play.

When I compose a piece, I want to be

aware of what my limitations are and
face them. I want to be aware of what
my strengths are and see how I can
broaden them in a composition. Com-
posing, for me, is the vehicle; it is not
the end result, but a way to organize my
life and evolve as a person. That is how
performers get the most out of playing
any piece. This is starting to sound like
a sermon, but it is really about getting
what you want out of life by doing what
you want. When you play a piece of mu-
sic, you have to get the real gusto and
spirit. Otherwise, you run the risk of it
becoming an academic exercise. It be-
comes a balance of emotion, intellect,
music and ego into a transcendental
thing of seeing into the performer. You
begin to see, as an audience member,
the journey the performer has taken to
play this work. That is what I want it to
be about. Anyone who can do that will
do it anyway. You enter this process in-
nocently; you can’t do it on purpose. You
come out of this process with a new
awareness. PN
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