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The Eloquent Language of Noise
Classical Percussionist Steven Schick to Perform Early Works and World
Premieres

Jan. 28, 2014 10:12 p.m. ET

The classical percussionist Steven Schick is a rare example of a musician who grew up
alongside the body of work that he now champions.

He wasn't yet 2 years old when the influential composer John Cage wrote his first solo
percussion piece in 1956. He was 20 when he encountered another landmark work,
Karlheinz Stockhausen's "Zyklus," whose challenging notation has been compared with
abstract art.

"It was the most bewildering thing I'd ever seen," said Mr. Schick, who is celebrating his
60th birthday a few months early with Steven Schick: Solo, a pair of concerts on Thursday
and Saturday at Columbia University's Miller Theatre.

Despite its difficulty, the Stockhausen work pushed percussion—often relegated to the

Steven Schick will perform both early works, which use an encyclopedic range of instruments, and two
world premieres this week at Miller Theatre. Bill Dean
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sidelines or even omitted from traditional orchestral compositions—front and center. "All of
the vaudeville notions of, 'you're just standing in the back there making funny sounds' went
out the window," he said. "I thought, 'Wow, this is what it would be like to be a pianist
playing a great piano sonata.'"

Mr. Schick might have, as he joked, become an anesthesiologist who only played drums
on the weekend. As a farm boy growing up in Iowa, he drummed in rock bands at the Surf
Ballroom in Clear Lake, where Buddy Holly made his final appearance before a fatal 1959
plane crash in a corn field. (In a curious turn of events, that land was later purchased by
members of Mr. Schick's family.)

"I was coming from the fringe in both ways," said Mr. Schick, whose career includes a
decade as a founding member of the Bang on a Can All-Stars and his present post as
music director and conductor of the La Jolla Symphony Orchestra in California.

The first of his two concerts will revisit the first 40 years of repertory for solo percussion,
including works by Stockhausen, Morton Feldman, Iannis Xenakis and Alvin Lucier. The
second evening features several of the more than 100 solo percussion pieces Mr. Schick
has commissioned throughout his career, including David Lang's "The Anvil Chorus" and
John Luther Adams's "Roar," as well as two world premieres.

The early works, with their encyclopedic range of instruments, reminded him of Noah's
Ark, he said. But as the form has grown, it has become freer to be less all-encompassing.
Some works make use of electronics, or tilt toward non-Western cultures. "They're more in
tune with the world of gesture," he said.

"I don't think I could overstate his influence. It's enormous," said Adam Sliwinski of So
Percussion, one of several musicians who will join Mr. Schick for a Friday afternoon panel
session. "He showed us what a percussionist was capable of, frankly."

Looking back, Mr. Schick said he was proud to have played a part in the evolution of a
body of work that has long since stopped being seen as a classical-music novelty. "I don't
think there's anything, short of baring my 60-year-old torso onstage, that will shock anyone
anymore," he said.

On Thursday, he will go there, too, doffing his shirt in a performance of Vinko Globokar's
1982 "Corporel," played entirely with hands on the percussionist's body. "Where we are is
the serious attempt to make an eloquent language out of noises," he said. "If we can make
this language, then it will be of extreme value to anyone who seeks to understand his or
her place in the world through sound."
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