Goal: New Music, New Dance
Percussion music is revolution. Sound and rhythm have too long been submissive to the
restrictions of nineteenth-century music. Today we are fighting for their emancipation. Tomorrow, with
electronic music in our ears, we will hear freedom.
Instead of giving us new sounds, the nineteenth-century composers have given us endless
arrangements of the old sounds. We have turned on radios and always known when we were tuned to
a symphony. The sound has always been the same, and there has not been even a hint of curiosity as
to the possibilities of rhythm. For interesting rhythms we have listened to jazz.
At the present stage of revolution, a healthy lawlessness is warranted. Experiment must
necessarily be carried on by hitting anything–tin pans, rice bowls, iron pipes–anything we can lay our
hands on. Not only hitting, but rubbing, smashing, making sound in every possible way. In short, we
must explore the materials of music. What we can't do ourselves will be done by machines and
electrical instruments which we will invent.
The conscientious objectors to modern music will, of course, attempt everything in the way of
counterrevolution. Musicians will not admit that we are making music; they will say that we are
interested in superficial effects, or, at most, are imitating Oriental or primitive music. New and original
sounds will be labeled as "noise." But our common answer to every criticism must be to continue
working and listening, making music with its materials, sound and rhythm, disregarding the
cumbersome, top-heavy structure of musical prohibitions.
These prohibitions removed, the choreographer will be quick to realize a great advantage to the
modern dance: the simultaneous composition of both dance and music. The materials of dance,
already including rhythm, require only the addition of sound to become a rich, complete vocabulary.
The dancer should be better equipped than the musician to use this vocabulary, for more of the
materials are already at his command. Some dancers have made steps in this direction by making
simple percussion accompaniments. Their use of percussion, unfortunately, has not been constructive.
They have followed the rhythm of their own dance movement, accentuated it and punctuated it with
percussion, but they have not given the sound its own and special part in the whole composition. They
have made the music identical with the dance but not cooperative with it. Whatever method is used in
composing the materials of the dance can be extended to the organization of the musical materials.
The form of the music-dance composition should be a necessary working together of all materials
used. The music will then be more than an accompaniment; it will be an integral part of the dance.
This article was part of a series, Percussion Music and Its Relation to the Modern Dance, that
appeared in Dance Observer in 1939. It was written in Seattle where I had organized a concert-giving
percussion ensemble.

