Concerto da Camera

For Percussion Solo and Strings

By Paul Sarcich
This piece was written to be a challenging but approachable piece without demanding a mountainous percussion setup and full orchestral accompaniment. The percussion instruments are carefully chosen to provide variety within a relatively compact collection. Two keyboards and two timpani complement an eight-drum collection with some added smaller instruments.

The first movement develops as rhythmical conversations between the soloist and strings, before a fully-fledged tune emerges in the central section. Much use is made of cross-rhythm and even the strings must negotiate some “irrational” rhythmic groups and mixing of metres. The soloist is given plenty of opportunity to show off but must also drop back into a accompanimental role at times.

The second movement tries to pay homage simultaneously to two musicians of a very different character: Ralph Vaughan Williams, the English composer; and Milt Jackson, the great poet of the jazz vibraphone. It is perhaps a bizarre combination, but somehow resolves at the end, when after a quasi-improvisatory passage on vibraphone, the solo violin cantilena and vibes line play to each other in final agreement.

The final movement is derived from certain aspects of rock music, with the opening tomtom passage setting up a figure for the strings based on irregularly accented semiquavers. The second subject is a slower march-like contrast to this, both subjects featuring intricate xylophone work, and the two sections alternating until a coda sums things up with “fills”, so beloved of drummers near the end of a piece! 

The first performance of the work was given by the Chamber Strings of Melbourne with William Larsen as soloist in 1989, the same performers touring it to Europe the following year.

