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A Farewell
To Pianists
Who Aim

For the Gut

By ALLAN KOZINN

Few chamber groups deploy
their musicians as oddly as the
Bowed Piano Ensemble. The 10
players, students led by the .
composer Stephen Scott, stand
around, and sometimes under,
a concert grand, armed with |
items of all kinds — nylon fish- .
ing line, piano hammers, guitar
picks; .strips of paper, rolls of
plumber’s tape — and reach
into the instrument to draw
sounds from its strings. The
music is tactile and otherworld- |
ly, sometimes percussive and
often lyrical.

Mr. Scott formed the ensem-
ble in 1977 as an-outgrowth of a
new-music group he directed at -
Colorado College in Colorado
Springs, where he has taught .
since 1969. He has written pro- .
lifically for the group, which
has released albums of his mu-
sic on the New Albion and Al-
bany labels, with a new install-
ment, “Ice & Fire,” due next .
month on Navona.

The ensemble will play music
from “Ice & m.:mu. as €m= as
older works, on mmnzam%
evening' at the Allen Room in
what will probably be its final
New York concert. Mr. Scott,
69, plans to retire at the end of :
the academic year, and as he
put it, “Nobody has stepped up
to say, ‘I'd like to take over
érmn you quit.’” M

"He will, he added, continue to
noBUommr probably for moré
standard forces. He already has :
an opera in the works. And per-*
haps with his uoma.nmE.mBmE.,
career 'in mind, Mr. Scott has
mxwm:ama his* mnozsm mcm_:a:
over the last decade.: ;
" “Afternoon of a m:.m.: SEn?
opens. the new CD, commem- |
orates the 2012 <<mEo owsus:_
fire near Colorado Springs and |
uses. . American ' Indian® flutes.
And: ,.Em%«ow ame >
includes music'frot
cycles; ..vm_m&mm >=9Emm=
(2002) and “The’ Deep m_umnmm.r
(2005); with' the ‘soprano So-_
toria Hansen, his wife, as a_m
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soloist, as well as “Lyric Suite” (2011),
which has a solo line for Thomas Stacy,
the former English hornist for the New
York Philharmonic.

“I heard Stephen’s ensemble on the
radio one night as I drove home after a
Philharmonic concert,” Mr. Stacy said,
“and I was intrigued by the sound. He’s
created something that’s truly one of a
kind, and I could imagine the sensuous,
melodic English horn sailing over the

sound that this group produces. So I-

looked him up on the Internet and

_ asked him to write something for me,”

‘Mr. Scott did not invent the idea of
playing the piano by manipulating the
strings directly <+ as opposed to using
the keyboard —'or'by otherwise'tam-
pering with"the EmﬁEBmE.m innards.
Early in the 20th century, composers
like Erik Satie, in “Piége de Méduse,”
‘and Heitor Villa-Lobos, in “Chéros No.
8,” instructed pianists to weave paper
between the piano’s strings. And John
Cage began writing for what he called a
“prepared piano” — with pieces of met-

‘al, plastic and other materials inserted

into the instrument’s mechanism — in
the 1930s. Composers since then have
regularly asked players to reach: into
the piano to strum, pluck or strike the
strings. :
But most composers who have tin-
kered inside the box have expected pi-
anists mainly to use the keyboard to
produce their sounds. What sets' Mr.

Scott apart is that his music, composed

over several decades, ignores the 88
keys. His players go directly for the pi-
ano’s guts, and listening to his music
without seeing the ensemble, you

| “would not guess that it was produced

on a piano — or, for that matter, on any
conventional instrument. v

Mr. Scott writes in an accessiblé post-
Minimalist style that has evolved con-
siderably since the early 1980s, when
his first recorded pieces used chugging,
repeating figures that show Steve
Reich’s influence, as well as droning,
sometimes harmonically dense organ-
like sounds. He took a while to find a
style that suited him. As a student, first
as a boy in his native Corvallis, Ore.,
and then at the University of Oregon
and Brown University, he played clari-
net and saxophone, and his heroes
were jazz musicians — Charlie Parker,
Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Gil Ev-
ans, Oliver Nelson and John Coltrane
are the ones he readily names:

In 1970 he went to Ghana to study
polyrhythmic drumming, and met Mr.
Reich, who was there to do the same.
Mr. Scott studied drumming in other
African countries as well, and when he
returned to Colorado, where he had just
started teaching, he fell under the spell
of Mr. Reich’s and Terry Riley’s Mini-
malist ensemble works.

“I was searching for my voice, as
most composers do at some point,” Mr.
Scott said in a Skype interview from his.
office in Colorado Springs. “You can
write 12-tone pieces and sound like 200

other composers, and I was engaged in

that for a while, as a lot of us were.

“But I became interested in a trend,
in those days, of writing for masses of
similar instruments — 40 flutes, or doz-

_ens of tubas. I was intrigued by that,

but I didn’t want to duplicate what oth-
er composers were doing. ‘And it oc-
curred to me that using a piano, I could
create an ensemble that was homo-
geneous and heterogeneous at the
same time.” As the director of a new-
music ensemble at the college, he had

. no trouble finding students eager to ex-

periment. They began by making sim-
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Innards as instrument: A Em:o used _u< the Bowed Piano m..:mmEEm‘ whose leader, Stephen Scott, eS: soon retire.

Em:::ﬂ.m, guitar picks,
plumber’s tape, yes, but
forget the 88 keys.

ple tools like nylon filament, which
when pulled across the piano’s strings
acts in much the same-way a bow does
on a’ stringed instrument. Popsicle
sticks with horsehair attached are used
similarly but draw a different kind of
sound. From there, the arsenal grew.

“A lot of good ideas have come from

the students,” Mr. Scott said. “Some

have an interest in engineering, or car-
pentry. A lot of them like to tinker with
things. They’re kind of my research as-
sistants.” . )

All of the tools the group uses are
handmade, and when Mr. Scott is invit-
ed to perform one of his works at an-
other college, he insists that the stu-
dents there make their bows, hammers
and other devices too. To make it (rela-
tively) easy for the players to find the
right notes inside the piano, the strings
are color coded according to pitch.

“If we’re playing a lyrical melody,” he
explained, “we have to work the way

handbell players work, with each indi-

.

vidual playing a single note at oxmozw
the right time, rhythmically and dy-
namically.”

Mr. Scott said that giving up the en-
semble felt bittersweet. “Maybe I'll
hang out a shingle, advertising myself
as someone who can assemble and
coach this kind of group,” he said. “I
have some experience with it.”
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