Concerts in the West 2008
17, 18, 19 April, in Lyme Regis, Ilminster, and Hatherleigh

DYAD – Percussion duo
Tom Kearney & Daniel Jones

At the tender age of ten, it took me quite a while to work out the significance of my teacher’s favourite saying: ‘Empty vessels make most noise’!

After an evening with the percussion duo DYAD, I’m not so sure about a wider interpretation of the proverb.  It was the quietest sounds that made the more lasting impression – like playing the xylophone and marimba with the fingers, rather than with beaters.

Toby Kearney and Daniel Jones are in the second year of their music degree course at Manchester’s Royal Northern College of Music . . . and are already far advanced in their field.  With a wild array of instruments before us they chose to enter the hall from the back with a piece for two interacting drums.  With an up-beat commentary they took us on a varied contemporary programme.  Apart form a transcription for two tuned instruments of a piano duet movement by Weber (c.1820), the earliest work was Minori Miki’s modern classic of 1983 for marimba and percussion, Marimba Spiritual II.
Later, we were treated to a world premiere!   A recent National Youth Orchestra young composer, Duncan Wood, had been inspired in the kitchen: Wack Wok Wu began life from experiments with a wok half-filled with water!  The subsequent invention tested even the dexterity even of these two players.   In revisiting one of the hall marks of the later 1960s and 70s – setting into vibration any instrument or gadget that could be excited by running a double-bass bow across it – our ears experienced the edgy, whining sound that resulted.

Another inventive aspect of the concert was DYAD’s arrangement of four children’s songs (originally conceived on the piano) by that most prolific of modern composers, Chick Corea.  Once again, it was the quieter, more subtle sounds that produced the most telling aural experiences.
The Israeli composer Avner Dorman was represented by his Udacrep Akubrad; it took some explaining!  Udacrep spelled backwards refers to the Israeli percussion duo, Perca-du.  Akubrad in reverse, darbuka, is the name of an ancient eastern drum played by the finger tips.  The players described the piece, which is also scored for two marimbas, as demanding and virtuosic.  It certainly was!
If we add in the two minimalistic works by Hannai and Steve Reich that opened the concert, there was surely little more to experience.  But these young performers still managed to bring off a coup in their encore:  an arrangement for two players on one xylophone, vying for space and turning the whole thing into a game, of Rimsky Korsakoff’s celeberated Flight of the Bumble Bee.  As in everything that the appreciative audience heard, visual entertainment was an essential part of the evening, as we were caught up in the physically of the performances.
Next time, in Lyme Regis, Ilminster and Hatherleigh, on 22-24 May, these exceptionally brilliant concerts return to relative sobriety when the talented soprano Anna Devin, with pianist Aife O’Sullivan, perform songs from Mozart to Viennese operettas.
Anthony Pither
