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Born in Portland, Oregon, in 1917, Lou Harrison was a
product of the West Coast: facing Asia. He and his family
mainly lived in northern California. As a young adult, he
spent a year at UCLA studying with Arnold Schoenberg,
then in 1943 moved to Manhattan, the noise and bustle of
which disagreed with him. He eventually returned to
California: to settle in rural Aptos, near Santa Cruz.
Shortly before his death in 2003 he completed a house of
his own design near Palm Springs – just as he had
previously, with his life-partner Bill Colvig, designed and
built an array of home-made musical instruments
including an “American gamelan.” 
      Ongoing explorations of other cultures embroider this
sketch. As a child Harrison studied piano, violin, and
dance – and also, at San Francisco’s Mission Dolores,
Gregorian chant. In San Francisco’s Chinatown, he
imbibed Chinese opera (to which he grew far more
accustomed than to Mozart or Verdi) and purchased huge
gongs to supplement instruments he himself created. The
1939 San Francisco Golden Gate Exposition introduced
him to Indonesian gamelan, a life-long passion. He
acquired a similar expertise in Korean and Chinese
music. His ecumenical bent also led him to Esperanto
and to sign language: universal tongues. 
       His music is an original, precise, and yet elusive
product of these and other far-flung cultural excursions. He
may also be understood as a composer of paradoxes. His
idiom is lyric but never lush. He can be monumental but is
not grandiose. His Western forebears are Renaissance,
Medieval, and Baroque, not the far more famous Classical
and Romantic masters. His American roots are wonderfully
protean. American is his self-made, learn-by-doing, try-
everything approach. So is his polyglot range of affinities. A
composer far ahead of his time, Harrison espoused “world
music” before there was a name for it. 
      The present recording documents twin aspects of
Harrison’s art: his pioneering rôle as a composer for
percussion, and his pioneering rôle integrating Western
and Indonesian idioms. The achievements are linked.

Western percussion instruments of metal and wood are
largely Eastern in origin. The gamelan bred the xylophone. 

Harrison and Percussion

Harrison was powerfully inspired by Henry Cowell (1897-
1965) – if not a great composer, an indisputably great
catalyst who proclaimed “I want to live in the whole world
of music.” Harrison studied with Cowell beginning in 1935.
And it was Cowell who introduced him to John Cage
(1912-1992) – with whom Harrison plundered junkyards
and import stores in search of new percussion resources.
     Once Cage moved to San Francisco in 1940, he and

Harrison regularly collaborated in percussion concerts.
Their instruments included old brake drums and a variety
of Japanese, Chinese, and Indian instruments. A well-
known product of the Cage/Harrison percussion concerts
is Double Music, for which each composer wrote the parts
for two of the four players. As Harrison recalled:
       “We agreed to use a specified number of rhythmicles
[i.e. rhythmic figures] and/or rests of the same quantity,
which could be put together in any combination... We wrote
separately and then put it together and never changed a
note. We didn’t need to. By that time I knew perfectly well
what John would be doing, and what his form was likely to
be. So I accommodated him. And I think he did the same to
me, too, because it came out very well.”
      As the eminent American percussionist William Kraft
has observed: 
      “It was totally new to explore Asian percussion and
junk percussion, as Cowell, Cage, and Harrison did. They
brought percussion to the fore as the primary vehicle of a
musical piece. Before that, there were no percussion
ensembles. Stravinsky had been a percussion pioneer –
in The Soldier’s Tale (1918) he had introduced multiple
percussion – you had one percussionist playing several
instruments not as background, but as prominent solo
instruments, which was astonishing at the time. Cowell, in
particular, was a pioneer in bringing in Asian percussion. 

Lou Harrison (1917-2003): Concerto for Violin and Percussion
Grand Duo for Violin and Piano • Double Music (with John Cage)

       “I found Lou’s percussion writing more fascinating than
Cowell’s or Cage’s. I think he was the most musical, and
the most in tune with sound. I think the Harrison Concerto
for Violin and Percussion Orchestra is a masterpiece – you
don’t find music like that written by Cowell or Cage. The
solo part for the violin is a virtuoso part, extremely well
written. And all the sounds, whether produced by maracas
or flower pots, are so well integrated that you forget that
they’re exotic. He had a way of being expressive, even
melodic, using even non-pitched percussion.” 
       Harrison’s Concerto for Violin and Percussion may be
said to combine the experimental enthusiasm of an
amateur with the craft of a professional. The first two
movements were composed in 1940, then revised in 1959
when the finale was added. Harrison gratefully
acknowledged the influence of Alban Berg’s seminal Violin
Concerto of 1935: “among the highest musical
achievements of the century... It really walloped me.”
Berg’s molto espressivo violin writing echoes through
Harrison’s fervent score. (He was also instructed by Berg’s
example of reconciling tonal and non-tonal procedures.) 
       The concerto is in the usual three movements.
Movement one alternates proclamatory and motoric
episodes; for the central section Harrison instructs: “Here
the orchestra should finely shimmer & glitter while the violin
chants.” There is a solo cadenza in the usual spot. The two
main ideas of movement two are a song in stressed long
notes and quieter, more intimate music in chains of eighth
notes. The finale is a vigorous dance. The score includes
copious and precise percussion instructions in Harrison’s
exquisite hand – e.g., “For the washtubs, drill holes (4) up
from center on the sides of inverted galvanized iron tubs &
suspend by strong elastic cords.” For the coffee cans, “cork
or rubber-ended pen-holders make good beaters ... & are
best for the clock coils as well.” 

Harrison and Gamelan

A turning point in the history of Western music occurred in
1889, when Debussy and Ravel first encountered the
music of Indonesia at the Paris World’s Fair. A Javanese
gamelan performed Eastern music such as they had

never heard – not sultry and mysterious, but bright, clean,
precise, joyful. Such works as Debussy’s Pagodas (1903)
and Ravel’s Empress of the Pagodas, from Mother
Goose (1912), imitate gamelan colors, textures, and
rhythms. What Hungarian folk music, with its odd rhythms
and modes, afforded Bartók, Indonesian music afforded
Debussy, Ravel, and countless other composers: a post-
Romantic refreshment. Francis Poulenc, Olivier
Messiaen, and Benjamin Britten were all prominently
influenced by gamelan. In addit ion, there were
ethnographically minded composer/scholars, Western
students of Eastern techniques, among whom Lou
Harrison achieved a fusion so complete that we can no
longer of speak of one culture evoking another. 
      Harrison first learned to play gamelan in 1975, when
a Javanese gamelan visited Berkeley for a summer
institute. His teacher was Pak Cokro — one of the
foremost twentieth-century gamelan masters. It was Pak
Cokro who first suggested that Harrison compose for
gamelan. The Harrison scholar Bill Alves comments:
      “Lou claimed to have been astonished by the
suggestion – but he took it up with enthusiasm, claiming
he would be happy never writing for anything else again.
In his early gamelan pieces, he applied his experience
writing for percussion but also learned and often followed
many of the concepts of tradit ional Javanese
composition. Later, he freely drew upon Western and
Javanese traditions in unique and enchanting hybrids.
       “The idea of a Western composer doing something like
this was controversial, especially among Western
ethnomusicologists. But I never met an Indonesian who
didn’t welcome such innovations. In the West, however,
there’s an ongoing debate over whether a Westerner can
really appropriate the music of a former colony such as
Indonesia in a non-political, non-colonialist way. There is a
longstanding suspicion of music that adapts exotic
sonorities simply to titillate. Not many people have
challenged Lou explicitly – he had a lot of respect as an
octogenarian American master. But these sensitivities exist.
      “Lou’s attitude was something he inherited from
Henry Cowell – that everything in the world should be
considered a legitimate influence.”



Tim Fain

Avery Fisher Career Grant-winning violinist Tim Fain
was seen and heard on the GRAMMY®-nominated
soundtrack of the film Black Swan, and gave “voice” to
the violin of the lead actor in the film 12 Years a Slave,
as he did for Richard Gere’s violin in Fox Searchlight’s
Bee Season. Winner of the Young Concert Artists
Award, he has appeared as a soloist with the Baltimore
and Pittsburgh Symphonies, the Hague Philharmonic,
the Orchestra of St. Luke’s, the Cincinnati Chamber
Orchestra, the Cabrillo Festival Orchestras, and the
National Orchestra of Spain, among others. He
performs world-wide in a duo evening with composer
Philip Glass, has toured with Musicians from Marlboro,
and has appeared at the Chamber Music Society of
Lincoln Center, and the Spoleto, Ravinia and Santa Fe

Festivals. His discography for Naxos and other labels includes music by Xavier Montsalvage conducted by Angel Gil-
Ordóñez [8.573101], and Glass’s Duo Concerto with the Hague Philharmonic. 

Michael Boriskin

Michael Boriskin has appeared at such venues as the
Lincoln Center, the Kennedy Center, Carnegie Hall, the
BBC in London, the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées in
Paris, and Vienna’s Arnold Schoenberg Centre, and as
a soloist with such orchestras as the Munich and Polish
National Radio Orchestras, the San Francisco, Utah,
and Seattle Symphonies, the UNAM Philharmonic of
Mexico, the American Composers Orchestra, and the
Buffalo Philharmonic. His recordings include an album
of Lou Harrison’s music for solo piano. His innovative
NPR series, Century View, was heard regularly on over
200 stations across America, and he served as Music
Director of Mikhail Baryshnikov’s White Oak Dance
Project. He is Artistic and Executive Director of Copland
House, the award-winning creative center for American

music based at Aaron Copland’s National Historic Landmark home near New York City.

      The present Grand Duo for violin and piano is a
remarkable example of gamelan-infused chamber music.
Like Harrison’s Piano Concerto of 1985, it embodies
Harrison at his most regal. This formidable 35-minute
suite originated as a mere Polka composed for the
conductor/pianist Dennis Russell Davies; it became the
Duo’s celebratory finale. For an opening Prelude,
Harrison created hieratic music betokening the
magnitude of things to come. Movement two is a
Stampede – a rambunctious Harrison genre also to be
found in the Piano Concerto. As in the concerto, the
pianist uses an “octave bar” for Cowell-like keyboard
clusters; the shape of the sculpted foam makes the outer
notes speak loudest. Movement three expands a Round
composed for Davies’s two daughters seven years
earlier. Movement four – the longest – is a long-breathed
Air (“Slow and sometimes rhapsodically”) in three parts,
the third of which is a varied reprise of the first. The
sustained majesty of this music is a function of its steady,
gamelan-like course, undeflected by the tension-and-
release of traditional Western harmonic practice. The

piano’s sharp attacks and tolling octaves evoke gamelan
sounds. In fact, the gamelan idiom penetrates in
countless ways, obvious and not. The resulting music
does not much resemble the music of anyone else. It is
certainly music unthinkable from Cowell or Cage. 
      There is really no one else like Lou Harrison. That he
doesn’t fit any musical map is both a proof of his
originality and a penalty he pays. One may wonder if
there is a more formidable American violin/piano duo than
his – and marvel, as well, that it is so seldom performed
(except as memorably choreographed by Mark Morris in
a version omitting the Air). The absorption of gamelan
elements is so complete that the style, global influences
notwithstanding, is all of a piece; the finished product
cannot be called “eclectic.” Surely today – in our
postmodern twenty-first century – we are ready to accept
the variety of this composer’s musical landscape, and to
celebrate his capacity to embrace it whole. 

Joseph Horowitz
Executive Director, PostClassical Ensemble

Joseph Horowitz

PostClassical Ensemble Executive Director Joseph
Horowitz has long been a pioneer in classical music
programming. As Executive Director of the Brooklyn
Philharmonic Orchestra, resident orchestra of the
Brooklyn Academy of Music, he received national
attention for festivals exploring the folk roots of concert
works. Now an artistic advisor to half a dozen American
orchestras, he directs an NEH-funded symphonic
consortium, Music Unwound. He is also the award-
winning author of ten books mainly dealing with the
institutional history of classical music in the United
States. Both his Classical Music in America: A History
(2005) and Artists in Exile (2008) were named best
books of the year by The Economist. His blog is
artsjournal.com/uq.
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PostClassical Ensemble 

PostClassical Ensemble was founded in 2003 by
Angel Gil-Ordóñez and Joseph Horowitz as an
experimental orchestral laboratory, producing
immersion experiences that upend traditional
boundaries. PCE programming is thematic and
cross-disciplinary, typically incorporating art, film,
dance, or theater, exploring unfamiliar works and
composers, or recontextualizing standard
repertoire. Its previous Naxos recordings are
Dvořák and America [8.559777], including the world
première recording of the Hiawatha Melodrama
(named one of the best CDs of the year by
Minnesota Public Radio), and a trilogy of landmark
DVDs of classic 1930s films with re-recorded
soundtracks: The Plow that Broke the Plains and
The River (music by Virgil Thomson) [2.110521],
The City (music by Aaron Copland) [2.110231], and

Redes (music by Silvestre Revueltas) [2.110372]. PCE Principal Percussionist William Richards performed as principal
percussion and featured soloist with The United States Army Band (Pershing’s Own) in Washington, D.C., for 20 years. He
has performed with the Kennedy Center Opera House Orchestra since 1984. The other PCE percussionists on the present
recording are Greg Aka, Tom Maloy, Gerald Novak, Jonathan Rance, and John Spirtas. 

Angel Gil-Ordóñez

PostClassical Ensemble Music Director Angel Gil-Ordóñez is also Principal
Guest Conductor of Perspectives Ensemble in New York. In the United
States, he has appeared with the American Composers Orchestra, Opera
Colorado, the Pacific Symphony, the Hartford Symphony, the Brooklyn
Philharmonic, the Orchestra of St. Luke’s, and the National Gallery
Orchestra in Washington. Abroad, he has been heard with the Munich
Philharmonic, the Solistes de Berne, at the Schleswig-Holstein Music
Festival, and at the Bellas Artes National Theatre in Mexico City. He serves
as advisor for Trinitate Philarmonia, a program in León, Mexico, modeled on
Venezuela’s El Sistema. He is also Music Director of the Georgetown
University Orchestra and a former Associate Conductor of the National
Symphony Orchestra of Spain. In 2006, the king awarded Gil-Ordóñez
Spain’s highest civilian decoration, the Royal Order of Queen Isabella.
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Lou Harrison was a composer far ahead
of his time. A protean innovator, he
espoused ‘world music’ before it had a
name, and this recording documents his
pioneering rôles as a composer for
percussion and as an integrator of
Western and Indonesian idioms. The
Concerto for Violin and Percussion, both
intimate and vigorous, demonstrates his
experimental enthusiasm in the use of
non-pitched percussion. The Grand Duo
for Violin and Piano is a remarkable
example of gamelan-infused chamber
music while Double Music, co-composed
with Harrison’s friend John Cage, is a
well-known product of their celebrated
San Francisco percussion concerts. 
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    Violin Concerto (1940/1959) 1           19:53
1  I. Allegro – Maestoso                                            7:59
2  II. Largo – Cantabile                                            7:36
3  III. Allegro – Vigoroso – Poco presto                  4:18

    Grand Duo (1988) 2                            34:50
4  I. Prelude                                                              10:03
5  II. Stampede                                                           6:25
6  III. A Round (Annabel & April’s)                       3:57
7  IV. Air                                                                   10:40
8  V. Polka                                                                  3:45

9  Double Music (1941) 3                          7:02
    (with John Cage (1912-1992))
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