A Contemporary Voice for the North American Hammered Dulcimer
By Zachary Konick

Introduction

The hammered dulcimer of North America is an instrument which stems from a long
lineage of diverse cultural traditions. With each new social and geographic setting and the
continued adaptation of interests within such cultures, the instrument has repeatedly undergone
renewal in its construction and performance practice. It has always adapted to the interests and
necessities of those playing it through the musical style the performer engages. Hammered
dulcimers have been utilized in both solo and ensemble settings, typically resulting in a
performative function of either accompaniment, purely melodic (or some monophonic function)
or engaging both simultaneously. This is typical of solo piano literature for instance, a close
relative to the instrument. The North American hammered dulcimer has not up-to-now achieved
the same level of prominence and familiarity as the piano. According to the Smithsonian
Institution, “to most modern Americans, the hammered dulcimer is a new and unfamiliar
instrument. Even people who know much about American music often confuse the hammered
dulcimer with the three- or four-stringed "mountain" or "plucked" dulcimer, although the two
have nothing in common except their name” (The Smithsonian Institution). Despite this
unfortunate lack of wide-spread following, the hammered dulcimer does have some degree of
nationally spread and perhaps, a growing interest across North America, if not worldwide.

Hammered dulcimers can occasionally be found being played by street performers, or
quite commonly in renaissance festivals. A number of annual traditional music festivals featuring
the instrument or a context in which the instrument is commonly included draw in large crowds

to perform or enjoy music involving the instrument. I, myself have performed at one such
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festival (Southern California Dulcimer Heritage) and have since been invited to others. The
music one typically hears at such events are traditional tunes like Celtic and Scottish tunes or
folk song covers. My initial hammered dulcimer instructor, Maggie Sansone is notable partly for
the popularity of her performances and recordings of Christmas music (Gifford 381), which
serves as another outlet for the instrument’s performance and exposure. Film music has brought
the sound of the North American hammered dulcimer worldwide. The instrument can be heard in
countless films. One prominent use of the instrument in film can be observed in the soundtrack
for “The Lord of the Rings — The Fellowship of the Ring” by composer Howard Shore, which
features the instrument as accompaniment to a theme in the movie (Mooers Hammered dulcimer
in film scores). One of my early instructors for the instrument was frequently called to perform
this music with the National Symphony Orchestra. The instrument has also been featured in
some concert music contexts. Hammered dulcimer builder, composer and choral director
Malcolm Dalglish arranged traditional songs for chorus and hammered dulcimer
accompaniment, exposing choral music audiences to the instrument. I have performed in two of
these arrangements.

In the more specialized realm of contemporary concert music, while there are a series of
notable works which engage other versions of hammered dulcimers such as the Persian santur,
the Chinese yangqin and especially the Hungarian cimbalom, there are only a select few
performers and thus compositions of which I am familiar for the North American hammered
dulcimer. The composer George Crumb is perhaps the most notable composer to have semi-
frequently incorporated the North American hammered dulcimer into his work through an
interest in achieving an ‘Appalachian sound’. However, the music written for the instrument in

these works treated the instrument as a rather subsidiary part of the ensemble, performed only
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occasionally within a mix of other percussion instruments. In these works, the instrument was to
be approachable by a percussionist who would have to learn to play the part. More recently,
concert music works featuring the instrument intended for a specialized performer appear to be
gradually growing. From my observations, it appears that one individual has been central in the
inspiration for and performance of the majority of new works in this specialized area. Composer
and percussionist, Nathan Davis of the distinguished International Contemporary Ensemble has
been an advocate for the incorporation of the North American hammered dulcimer in new-music.
He has performed on the instrument for a number of works by notable composers such as Karola
Obermiiller and Dai Fujikura and has composed some serious and challenging solo and ensemble
works, one of which I am currently learning for performance.

Paralleling Davis’ practice as a composer and percussionist myself, I have encouraged
the composition of several new works for the instrument and have written several works which
have received performances internationally. I continue to compose new adventurous works for
the instrument and wish to aid in the expansion and diversification of its literature in solo and
ensemble contexts. My intentions to encourage an integration of the hammered dulcimer (and its’
miscellaneous versions) into the culture of contemporary concert music is not unparalleled. One
such recent instance is the integration of the accordion into new-music. As Particia Tregellas has
stated, “‘contemporary composers in search of new medias of expression are writing for
instruments which have not always been accepted as traditional, classical or ‘serious’ - such as
the guitar, harmonica, the percussion instruments, and most recently the accordion. The writing
for these unexplored and underprivileged instruments results in what might be termed a new art

form — the opening of new vistas in the realm of sound” (Tregellas 38).
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Tregellas attributes the eventual success of the instrument’s integration to a series of
events. She alludes to a broad international collection of sponsored composition contests and
commissioning initiatives with resultant performances (e.g., composers like Henry Cowell and
Virgil Thomson), notable established soloists having new works composed for and performed by
themselves in contexts of wide-ranging audience presentation, a younger generation of
performers devoting themselves to the new literature, dedicated composers and performers
interested in educating others about the instrument and it’s potentials (e.g. Professor Hugo
Herrmann), an implementation into a diverse range of ensemble settings for varied performative
contexts, and an awareness of and interest in composing for the instrument by many university
professors (which offer a certain degree of intellectual influence) (38). One such notable
composer for accordion in new-music was the late UCSD professor, Pauline Oliveros, who
seriously composed for the instrument, integrating it into a variety of ensemble contexts from the
60s to the early 2000s (The Pauline Oliveros Trust). These such activities are all necessary in
order for an instrument to become integrated into the culture of performative practice, and this
example of success illustrates precisely the path toward potentially achieving a paralleled success
with the hammered dulcimer and other such less-commonly explored instruments. Alexander
Tcherepnin, an individual who has composed for the accordion had suggested that, “the 20™
Century has witnessed great technical progress in practically all known forms of musical
instruments. It is the duty of the composer to make use of this progress and to compose for
instruments representing a new medium of expression, and that are in need of repertoire”
(Tregellas 38). Tregellas further elaborates on this idea, stating:

It is only with the new music that the complexity of the instrument is realized. Although

the accordion is rich in cultural tradition, it easily lends itself to music in the modern
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idiom... It is [the] early compositions that will have a determining influence on the

development of repertoire for the accordion and that are of such great importance... as the

success of each composition is dependent upon the artistic instinct and judgment of the

composer, as well as his understanding of the potential of the instrument. (60)

These proposals bring into consideration the issue of the composer’s responsibility to
explore the unique potentials of the instrument, thus necessarily, the performer’s embrace of less
conventional approaches to the instrument. Such a practice is necessary in order for the
instrument to thrive and progress, finding a new voice in the modern world. Toward these aims, I
offer this document to serve as the preliminary workings of a resource guide for hammered
dulcimerists and percussionists incidentally called to perform on the instrument, as well as a
(perhaps non-comprehensive) manual for composers who wish to write for the instrument. It is
my hope that these materials will better the awareness and understanding of the unique potentials
and limitations of the instrument — a resource which appears missing from the current collection
of writings. In service of these aims, I will offer a brief historic context of the instrument, a basic
understanding of the standard features of instrument design, a selection of conventional and
extended performance practices and techniques, a selection of recently composed works for the
instrument and their application of these techniques, and finally a selection of my own works and
how I have applied these techniques, concluding with my thoughts on how my undertaking of
this research and its’ implementation into my performance practice can perhaps open new paths
for the hammered dulcimer in the contemporary concert music society and ideally, beyond.
While I am conscious of and interested in the variety of paralleled versions of hammered
dulcimer across various cultures, my studies will necessarily concentrate on the North American

version of the instrument for reasons of practicality. Further related instruments of the string and
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percussion family (e.g., the piano, harp, bowed string family and percussion techniques) and
selections of their musical repertoire will also occasionally be considered to demonstrate how
this exploration can stimulate a consideration of potential intersecting applications to the
instrument.

I believe I am uniquely prepared to conduct this study due to my extensive background as
a trained contemporary concert percussionist with a considerable awareness of conventional and
contemporary percussion repertoire and techniques as well as that of other related instrument
families through my background as a composer. My awareness of and interest in the hammered
dulcimer and its performance practice stems from years of study with reputable recording artists
Maggie Sansone and Karen Ashbrook (each of distinct significance in the instrument’s history)
and performance on the instrument. Since my personal discovery of this unique instrument of the
percussion family on a trip to Ashville, North Carolina, I have already composed a series of
works for the instrument which diverge from the conventional performance practice, some of

which will be referenced in my research.

History

The hammered dulcimer occupies an ancient history. The instrument allegedly surfaced
from Persia around 900 A.D. by means of the santur, a hammered dulcimer which spawned from
the gqantn, a plucked string instrument of the psaltery family, synonymous with the zither family
(Gross 11). Spanning roots in various cultures across the globe, the hammered dulcimer’s diverse
cultural upbringing has resulted in a variety of adaptations of the same basic instrument around
the world. A selection of these instruments includes the English and North American

(Appalachian) hammered dulcimer, Hungarian cimbalom (or cymbalom), German hackbrett,
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Spanish/Italian/Portuguese salterio, Chinese yangqin, Ukrainian tsymbaly, French tympanon,
Uzbek chang, and the Persian santur (or santoor). Each category of hammered dulcimer has
important variations in instrument design, and thus unique timbral qualities. These various
cousins of the instrument have a variety of predecessors which led to their origin. The hammered
dulcimer first entered Europe by means of the tympanon in France, which emerged around the
15" century (16) and became commonplace by the late 17" century (18). The instrument later
found its’ way to America in the early 18% century (Gifford 240), perhaps by means of the wide-
spread interest in Europe, particularly Britain in the late 17" century (239). By this time, the
instrument had already undergone a diverse cultural multi-positioning (figure 1). The hammered
dulcimer has been presumed to serve as the inspiration for what would eventually become the
commonplace modern-day piano through the invention of the Pantaleon, essentially a multi-

leveled hammered dulcimer played by finger-activated keys (Galpin 118).
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Figure 1. Hammered dulcimer timeline. Gifford, pg. 8.
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Given the vast diversity of histories the hammered dulcimer entertains, various traditional
musical styles in which they have been most commonly presented are also distinctive. However,
one universal characteristic which makes the hammered dulcimer characteristic is the striking of
strings with some form of hammers. The primary differences in the varied cultural instantiations
of the instrument lie in their pitch design and abilities, a product of what the given cultural
traditions necessitate, as well as the nature of the instrument’s application to expressing those
musical traditions of each given culture. One particular instance of such diversity is seen in the
santur of Iran when compared to the modern North American hammered dulcimer. The santur
was designed given the distinct musical traditions in Persia, whereas the North American version
is formed to perform music of Western-European tradition. In regard to pitch abilities, the
modern santur typically contains two sets of nine courses of strings (Gifford 58). The strings are
divided by octave at the left bridge, as opposed to the American version’s divided fifths.
Therefore, vertically, each row of courses outlines the same scale over three octaves (figure 2).
Because of this pitch design, fully chromatic activities are not possible as on larger versions of
the American dulcimer, and performance on the instrument is based on the traditional Persian
modes. However, due to the presence of micro-tonal scale degrees in these scales, a feature
which is not present in the earlier Western music tradition, the santur has the physical ability to
re-position bridge courses (Gifford 57). On the American hammered dulcimer, the bridges are
fixed in position. Such differences in design relating to the utility of cultural practices offer
evidence to the diversity of instrument traditions and demonstrate how the instrument has

adapted in service of unique performance traditions.
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— TUNING CHART —

TREBLE BRIDGES BASS BRIDGES
LEFT RIGHT LEFT
F6 —e— F5 F4 —e—
Eb6 —t— EbS Ebd ——
D6 —— D5 D4 Semi-flat' ——
C6 —e— C5 C4 —e—
BbS —— Bb4 Bb3 ——
AbS —1— Adsemi-flat' A3 semi-flat' ——
G5 —¢— G4 G3 —
F5 —— F4 F3 —T
E5-semi-flat’ —— E4 semi-flat'  E3 semi-flat' ——

' Semi-flat = Halfway between the natural note and Western Flat

Figure 2. Pitch-chart for the modern santur. Mid-East.com.

By the early twentieth century, the playing traditions of the hammered dulcimer in North
America were regionally distinct, but generally involved an application of either chordal
accompaniment for ensemble circumstances such as in the playing of fiddle dance-tunes (Gifford
333) (example 1), or the playing of melodies while being accompanied by other instruments such
as acoustic guitar (327) Some dulcimerists simultaneously performed both melody and harmony,
allowing it to effectively serve as a solo instrument (Gross 33). Traditionally, long notes were

performed by means of a rolling on the strings (32).
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Example 1. A traditional hammered dulcimer chordal accompaniment. Gifford, pg. 334.
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In Western concert music, the hammered dulcimer has been incorporated as a specialty
instrument in a series of works. However, the majority of this repertoire features works not for
the North American version of the instrument, but for the Hungarian Cimbalom. Composers such
as Franz Liszt, Béla Bartok, Igor Stravinsky, Zoltan Kodaly, Gyorgy Kurtag, Peter Maxwell
Davies, Luca Antignani, Stefano Gervasoni, Juri Seo, Liza Lim, Pierre Boulez, and Karlheinz
Stockhausen have featured the instrument in their music. Perhaps, due to the cimbalom being
more regionally centralized through the inception of earlier European traditions, the North
American hammered dulcimer has very little presence in the Western concert music tradition, but
a precedence for its integration into this context has already been initiated by a select few
composers and performers. As previously noted, famed American composer George Crumb has
composed works which incorporate the North American hammered dulcimer. More recently,
composer and percussionist, Nathan Davis has composed a series of works for the instrument in
the contemporary music style. He has further encouraged new works by composers such as
Karola Obermiiller and Dai Fujikura which incorporate the instrument. I myself aim to serve a
role in this initiative in diversifying the repertoire for the instrument and performing new works

for the instrument.

Instrument Construction (Range, Pitch Design, Amplitude, Mallets)
Range:

The hammered dulcimer of the chordophone family (not to be mistaken for the
Appalachian mountain dulcimer, a smaller, plucked lap-instrument with four strings) is a
commonly-trapezoidal percussion instrument that fundamentally consists of strings stretched

over a series of bridges on a sounding board. Traditionally, the strings are struck by light
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hammers to produce its typical sound. The range, precise pitch-design, materials of construction
for the soundboard and strings (thus affecting the timbre) of any given hammered dulcimer can
vary. This lack of uniform construction standards can somewhat complicate writing for this
instrument, especially when exploring extended techniques based on specific features of the
instruments’ construction. It is therefore best to set certain standards toward composing for the
instrument as well as certain expectations toward performance replication.

The North American hammered dulcimer has various pitch ranges and configurations.
While there is such diversity in these design aspects available on the market, my experience and
research have shown that certain versions of pitch configuration and range capabilities are
relatively standardized among hammered dulcimerists. Depending on the performative aims of
the performer, an either more compact or expansive range will prove adequate or necessary for
the performer. As there are various gradations of range capabilities, I would recommend that
composers for the instrument should decide the range necessary for their work, based on certain
factors. Even if one is composing for an expanded range instrument due to its inherent
availability, it should be considered whether the use of the entire range is truly necessary for the
potential continued performances of the work. Certainly, one could at times choose to offer ossia
notations for performance on larger or smaller instruments if that flexibility and specification is
deemed appropriate by the composer. However, in deciding an ideal range limitation for a work,
the primary concern one should consider is whether the hammered dulcimer is serving an
expansive, perhaps soloistic role, or a subsidiary function, perhaps in a larger ensemble context.

If one composes for solo hammered dulcimer or perhaps in a small chamber ensemble,
they may wish to have an expansive range to draw from in the work’s development for variety. If

one wishes to incorporate the hammered dulcimer in an ensemble context, it may be that a
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smaller range would suffice to supply the unique sound of the instrument without exploring vast
pitch capabilities. It is also important to note that particular extended-techniques might not be
achievable on a smaller instrument. Utilizing a smaller instrument, however may be ideal for
practicality of access in instances where the intended performer is not specialized on the
instrument, as it will be more manageable from both a learning-curve and potential cost
standpoint, as well as a minimal physical space requirement and an ease of portability. If one
writes for a specialized hammered dulcimerist, it is most likely that their instrument will have
more significant pitch capabilities.

Although the composer should always check on the range and pitch-chart of the
instrumentalist they are writing for, I would propose two instrument ranges a composer should
consider writing for. For a more compact range, I would suggest one might write for a range of
D3-E6 (16/15)! (figure 3). This size is fairly common among novice dulcimer players. One can
occasionally find a more limited range of G3-D6 (12/11) (figure 4). This is the size utilized in
multiple works by the composer, George Crumb. If one wants to be extra safe in range abilities,
this would be the minimum expectation. However, at least one of the most prominent producers
of North American hammered dulcimers, Dusty Strings, have recently discontinued production
of the 12/11 instruments due to a lack of demand. Dusty Strings’ manufacturers have specifically
stated, “We have noticed many more beginners these days choosing to start on a 16/15 model...
which is a size and range they aren't likely to grow out of very quickly” (Dusty Strings

Discontinued Dulcimer Models). Thus, it appears the 12/11 range might be becoming obsolete.

1 16/15 and other such labels refer to the number of courses on the treble and bass bridges respectively. It is a
common way of describing the instrument range capabilities. Instruments with extra bridges will contain an extra
number in the labeling.
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In each of these smaller instruments, they contain most pitches within their range, but are not

fully chromatic (figure 5).

D20 String Chart

D6 -—}—G5 016"

C5 - 018"
C6-—@-—-F5 016"

BH - 018"
BS-——]—E5 018"

A4 - 018"
A5 —4--D5 018"

G# - 020"
G’ --¢--C5 018"

F4--- 020"
F# -—q--- B+ .020"

E4--- 020"
ES--mniemv A4 020"

D# - 020"
D5 --9--G+ .020"

Ct-—-¢ 020" (Middle C)
Chs-—1—F# 020"

B3--- 020"
- E4 020"

A3 - .022"PB
A% -—¢--D* .022"PB

.022"PB

G#tomedeme C# .022"PB

PB indicates phosphor bronze wire.
All other strings are steel.
Wire gauges are shown in inches.
® Indicates marked course.

Small numbers indicate octaves (C* is Middle C).

Figure 3. Size 12/11, range G3-D6 pitch chart. Dusty Strings Hammered Dulcimer Strings.
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Figure 4. Size 16/15, range D3-E6 pitch chart. Dusty Strings Hammered Dulcimer Strings.
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* Note: Some notes that are not included in our standard tuning schematics can still be achieved be retuning other repeated
or under-utilized notes. Talk to us about tuning your instrument to match your playing needs.

Figure 5. Pitches available on dulcimers. Messick Hammered Dulcimer Models Comparison.

For a larger-range instrument, while some extended pitch placements and pitch resources
can vary significantly, I argue that a semi-fully-chromatic range from D2-F6 (20/19) (figure 6)
should be recognized as the standard. This dulcimer range is fully chromatic beginning on pitch
B2 with a selection of lower pitches extending to D2, as demonstrated in the pitch charts of the
following section. I am basing this proposed specification on the range utilization of notable
works for the instrument as established standards. In one work by Nathan Davis, a range of D3-
EG6 is called for. It may be that the application of various preparations and scordatura made this
more manageable range requirement preferable. In some compositions by Nathan Davis,
including a solo composition, a semi-fully-chromatic dulcimer with a range of D2-F6 is

requested. If one wishes to perform these exciting works of the currently limited repertoire, this
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is the range which they will require, and it is this range which I intend to explore in my own

works for a full-sized hammered dulcimer.

20/19 stringing
#6 Gs #6  FeBbs #6  Ebs
#6 D#e #6  EcAs #6 Ds
#6 C#e #6  DeGs #6 Cs
#7 G#s #6 CoFs #7  *Bbe
#6  Bs-Es A
#6  As-Ds 7 G
#8  Go*Cs phigr
#8  F#s-B« P E
#8 L Es-Ad 5 e
7 Ds*Ge
#3 ~CHs-F# 90 2G5 B
S #SPS  B1  .025PBF12)
#8  BeE
#9PS A
#9PS  AcDe
022BB (10) *G»
022BB" G#-C#s
~ 022BB  F#«Bs AIES- 2%
02w C 3) .« IBr1pp Eems ‘ﬁ‘;’; 5’, i o
2w G2 <
: 025PB  D#«G# O’ Clty D3
042w Fitz 025PB  C#+F# 02 B 7O
050ws E: 025PB"  BrEs Y % L ces
062ws Dz 025PB A#-D#; "g '
L’
#6,#7,#8,=Steel piano wire gauges, equivalent 0.016.018,020 "
PS=Pure Sound steel *
BB= Bright Bronze
PB= Phosphor Bronze
w= Wound,or overspun string

ws=Wound, spliced
Cé=middle C Ad4=A440

Figure 6. Size 20/19, range D2-F6 pitch chart. Nicholas Blanton Instruments.

Pitch Design:

On the hammered dulcimer, the right far-most bridge is the bass bridge. To the left of this
is the right side of the treble bridge (this area where the bass and treble bridge strings intersect is
also commonly referred to as the valley). This vertical set of strings produces an interval a fifth
above the parallel bass bridge notes. The left side of the treble bridge produces an interval a fifth

above the parallel valley notes. The repeated series of the first four intervals of a major scale
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facilitates the dulcimer’s diatonic pitch design through the ascending interval series of two major
seconds, and a minor second. With this series of pitches being cut at the fifth by the

bridge, the remaining pitches of the diatonic major scale are produced. Thus, the simplest way to
visualize and perform a diatonic major scale is through a box pattern, vertically ascending
pitches from one marked note to the next marked note, then from the lower left diagonal marker
(or horizontally across to the left from the scale’s starting pitch) vertically ascending pitches
from this marked note to the next. One should be mindful that there are some replicated notes on
the instrument, allowing for varied diatonic scale sticking patterns (typically applied given which
hand leads the musical line).

Chromaticism is achievable but is more visually and physically awkward to perform,
given the diatonically oriented layout (a testament to the nature of the music the instrument was
initially designed for). A chromatic scale requires a series of frequently distant motions.
Beginning a chromatic scale on a mid-range marked pitch on the bass bridge (e.g., F4), it ascends
by performing the note one below the diagonal-left marker, then playing that marker just above,
followed by a repetition of this two-note pattern from the note one below the further diagonal-
left marker and above again, followed by a large reach three marked courses up and to the far
right on the bass bridge and a repetition of the full pattern to the octave repetition. As previously
discussed, some ranges will not have full chromatic capabilities, and sometimes a pitch may need
to be re-tuned to achieve the scale (e.g., the C5 can be tuned to Eb5 to play an F chromatic scale
on the 12/11 size dulcimer, as the CS5 is replicated elsewhere on the instrument). This greater
degree of difficulty in chromatic music should not be seen as a limitation. Most challenging
chromatic passages are achievable through the performer’s carefully considered sticking and

practice.
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Amplitude:

As indicated in the performance notes of Nathan Davis’ composition Kebyar Untai, the
hammered dulcimer does require amplification in most performance contexts, perhaps aside from
very intimate settings (Davis). Some instruments have a pick-up built into them for
amplification, but it might be more common that some form of microphone be used in live
performance settings. I have found a Sure-SM47 microphone to work fine in performance. The
website of a notable hammered dulcimer company, Songbird Dulcimers, support this suggestion.
They recommend the use of either the Sure-SM57 or SMS58, placed above the non-playing side
of the instrument, pointing toward the top of the treble bridge, as close as possible to the
instrument without being in the way of the performer (to avoid picking up outside noises and
achieve a cleaner sound from the instrument). Further, they propose that two microphones are
ideal in order to best capture the lower pitches of the instrument (Songbird Dulcimers Amplifying
Hammered Dulcimers). 1 will not touch on the topic of instrument recording as this is something
any trained studio engineer should be equipped to artistically decide on, and I am not personally

well equipped to do so.

Mallet Choices:

Like in the concert percussion practice, a series of mallets can be utilized to achieve a
boundless diversity of sonic colors and effects. However, the traditional hammers for the North
American Hammered Dulcimer are most often made of some form of wood. Hammers will either
be just wood alone for a hard sound, some fabric like suede for somewhat soft, leather for
medium soft, felt for extremely soft, or double sided with any such combination of these

materials (figure 7). Some instrument builders have fabricated hammers of experimental design,
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such as a pick on the butt-end of the stick (Dusty Strings Hammers) and a pair of hammers which
have two beaters for one hammer, easily allowing for performance of particular dyads like fifths,
but these such constructions are specialty designs and are not very common (not to suggest they
should be avoided, but that they would likely need to be purchased by the performer). In
performance, the hammers are used as a matching pair, commonly gripped between the thumb

and index finger.

Figure 7. A selection of hammers. Dusty Strings Hammers.

Techniques
Rudiments (means of attack with hammers):

In consideration of the fundamental means of coordinated attack of the instrument with
the hammers, I will begin by presenting a selection of essential percussion rudiments which are
most applicable to the context of playing the hammered dulcimer. A variety of drum-roll
(tremolo) techniques (figures 8 - 11) can be used to create varied forms of sustain. The single-
stroke roll is perhaps the most common and traditional application for sustaining notes on the
instrument beyond the instrument’s natural resonance (Gross 32). Commonly, hammered

dulcimer teachers instruct their students to alternate hands when playing melodies, either leading
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with the left or right hand to achieve the most comfortable sticking. However, when performing
melodic and harmonic material simultaneously, double- or triple-strokes are often necessitated.
While these patterns are typically only applied in such cases for achieving chords, I offer that
double-patterns could be applied to the repertoire and performance practice as their application is
particularly significant when employed on multiple pitches, forming clearly perceptible pitch (or
dual sound) patterns. Two such basic patterns are the double-stroke roll and the paradiddle,
essentially one possible combination of single and double strokes. One unique form of roll which
is not very common in traditional practices is the multiple-bounce-roll (commonly referred to as
a buzz- or closed-roll). This roll involves the action of pressing into the string with control,
allowing the natural bounces of this action to produce a sound of multiple very rapid bounces.
The sound of this technique is effectively a more complex, noisy quality.

1. Single Stroke
Roll *
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RLRLRLRL
Figure 8. Single Stroke Roll. The Percussive Arts Society Drum Rudiments.

6. Double Stroke
Open Roll * f
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Figure 9. Double Stroke Roll. The Percussive Arts Society Drum Rudiments.

16. Single = =
Paradiddle *

o000
RLRRLRLL

Figure 10. Single Paradiddle. The Percussive Arts Society Drum Rudiments.
4. Multiple
Bounce Roll }

Figure 11. Multiple Bounce Roll. The Percussive Arts Society Drum Rudiments.
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There are three means toward applying harmony on the hammered dulcimer. The first
involves simultaneous attack on multiple pitches. This can be achieved most traditionally
through a limitation of two pitches, one per hammer. This is demonstrated at the start of an
arrangement of a traditional Irish jig by the reputable hammered dulcimerist, Maggie Sansone,
who begins the arrangement with a simultaneous attack of pitches D and G (example 2).
However, there is a somewhat uncommon, but not unprecedented technique achievable for
generating three-note chords, using the valley-notes of the instrument. By striking exactly at the
cross-section of the bass and lower treble bridges, a dyad can be achieved, leaving the second
hammer for either a third harmony pitch, or another pair of valley-notes. The paralleled fifth, as
well as its’ vertically consecutive notes above or below are achievable for these dyads (figure
12). For example, the possible simultaneously activated valley note-pairs between C4 and C5
include dyads (oriented from bass to treble), C-G (a perfect fifth), D-G (a perfect fourth), D-A (a
perfect fifth), E-A (a perfect fourth), E-B (a perfect fifth), F-B (a diminished fourth) and F-C (a
perfect fifth). These intervallic dyads are replicated in each major-scale box-pattern. Therefore,
the potential harmonic dyads achievable by a single-hammer are a select set of perfect fifths,
perfect fourths and tri-tones, as available within the valley of the given instrument. If for
instance, one wishes to achieve a simultaneous G dominant seventh chord, they could perform

the lower G-D (or D-G) and higher F-B dyads simultaneously.
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Example 2. Castlebar (A Traditional Celtic Jig). Sansone, pg. 17, measures 5-9.
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D20 String Chart
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Small numbers indicate octaves (C* is Middle C).

Figure 12. Single-hammered dyads. Dusty Strings Hammered Dulcimer Strings, annotated.

Other means toward achieving harmony on the hammered dulcimer involve linear
processes. The first means of achieving harmony is through ornamental embellishments. The
flam (figure 13) is essentially a primary note with a preceding embellishing note. Similar to this
technique, the drag (figure 14) is essentially a flam with two embellishing strokes instead of one
(this can certainly be stretched to three or more, at which point a form of sustained roll occurs).
When these techniques are applied to distinct pitches, particular harmonic results are achievable.
These two techniques are quite commonplace in the traditional repertoire. The use of the drag in
particular is often utilized as a means to sound a dyad of a perfect-fifth, or other practically
achieved motion, prior to a melodic (or arrival) note. This technique is commonly referred to as a
valley-roll as it typically crosses the mid-section of the lower strings of harmony pitches. This is

demonstrated in the earlier jig arrangement by Sansone in measure 5 as a single-pitched roll-like



Konick 22

effect, and then in measure 7 as a series of valley-rolls (example 2). In measure 7, Sansone
embellishes the melody pitch, G with a preceding valley-roll of lower pitches, E and B. Through
this technique of embellishment, a three-note harmony is achieved. The same process occurs on
the following beat, outlining the pitches of the new chord. One final form of rolled chord is
typically achieved through moderately articulated or very rapid alternating pitches, typically in
rising or descending fashion, similar to a rolled chord on a harp or piano. This can be seen from

measure 16 to the end of another arrangement by Sansone, Highland Boat Song (example 3).

20. Flam * R J > J

Figure 13. Flam. The Percussive Arts Society Drum Rudiments.

31.Drag * _ J J
5 s
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Figure 14. Drag. The Percussive Arts Society Drum Rudiments.

27. Highland Boat Song Tt s

i ¢ ) 2009 ic
Hamme""’ Dulcimer Arrangement with alternate chords ‘F?mn CD: A Celie Fair

Example 3. Highland Boat Song (A Traditional Scottish Air). Sansone, pg. 39.
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The final application of harmony on the instrument is employed through temporally
linear processes. Linearly expressed pitch patterns of any combination can be applied as central
material or beneath a melodic statement, such as in a conventional melodic accompaniment. In
the traditional tune, Harvest Home, a melody is harmonized by a droning pitch, A (example 4).
Again, in the Highland Boat Song arrangement by Sansone, most notably at measures 5 - 6 and
11 - 14, the melody is harmonized by a series of underlying eighth-note patterns which outline
corresponding harmony pitches (example 3). The only difference between these forms of
harmony and the chord patterns is essentially the proportional duration of the harmony’s
resonance through the material, effectively either embellishing a note, or embellishing a series of
notes or a phrase.

10 p— 11
ﬁ i
\ fr

D NN N N

Al

Example 4. Drone in Harvest Home. MacNeil, pg. 39, measures 10-11.

These fundamental techniques effectively outline the primary traditional performance
practices of the instrument through a common concern of applying harmonic embellishments to
melodic content. The remainder of techniques will offer a limited selection of more adventurous

extended-techniques which are applicable to the instrument.

Muting:
Some hammered dulcimers, particularly most which are of a significantly large size, have
a dampening system built-in to the instrument for string muting. This damper is applied by a

simple weight-controlled foot-pedal mechanism. Due to this, it is employed by opposite means to
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the piano’s sustain pedal. Whereas the piano strings are sustained by pressing the pedal, thus
either achieving an on or off effect with little variation in-between, the hammered dulcimer’s
pedal mechanism dampens the strings, and due to the performer’s distinct authority of applied
weight, further allows for some significant control to the amount of dampening. A very soft
amount of weight can subtly dampen the strings, whereas a heavily pressed pedal will cause the
hammered strings to sound extremely pointillistic in quality. This pedal mechanism was
presumably initially implemented for the purpose of being able to reduce continual resonance
through harmonic phrasing (Gross 32), as had similarly been the common practice of piano or
even vibraphone pedaling (Banowetz 10). However, more recently, hammered dulcimerists have
taken some interest to the variety of effects this feature can achieve through continual muting,
rhythmically dictated patterns of sustained durations and applied muting, in opposition to the
naturally highly resonant ‘wash’ of resonant sounds of recently attacked strings.

Muting can be implemented by other more local and specified means than the pedal
mechanism. Single pitches can be muted by the finger, or a series of strings can be muted by the
hand, forearm or some form of dampening system like a towel. What this can offer is an even
further degree of control on the amount of muting and the tone-colour of the muting, being able

to mute farther from, or closer to the bridge.

Harmonics:

Achieving harmonics on the hammered dulcimer can be extremely easy. The simplest
means is by playing the intended sounding harmonic at that pitch, placing the finger gently at the
bridge, slightly depressing the playing side of the string. This will achieve the proper harmonic

effect. However, as with the nature of any string, the overtone-series can be sounded by gently
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‘cutting’ the string at any given length to sound the harmonics associated with that given length.
Other instrument techniques can be employed as harmonics, such as pizzicato, muted pitches,

instrument preparations, etc.

Pizzicato:

As with any string instrument, the strings can be plucked through an indication of pizzicato.
This would commonly occur through the flesh of the finger for a dulled sound or the nail for a
sharper sound but can be done with a guitar pick or other small hard surface. The harmonic

technique and any form of muted or non-muted string can be performed as pizzicato.

Preparation:

Gathering inspiration from twentieth-century composer, John Cage and the manner in which
he prepared the piano with objects of various materials like bolts, screws, nuts and rubber
stoppers at specified lengths of the strings, it is certainly conceivable that any such preparation
can occur on the hammered dulcimer. The composer must consider the location of the
preparation, as when any object is placed on a string, it will activate a particular harmonic
frequency (figure 15). The material of the object being placed on the strings will affect the

timbre of the resultant sound.
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Example 15. A Prepared Piano Guide. Sonatas and Interludes. Cage, performance notes.

Detuning
Just like the piano or harp, the North American hammered dulcimer’s pitch design is set
in place, once tuned. However, there are a couple of means toward altering the string’s pitch.

Scordatura (de-tuning) of either singular or multiple strings allow for any possible pitch
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collection (achievable without pushing the strings too far out of place or risking snapping),
including microtonal collections. Further, if one does employ a system of detuning, they should
be mindful of the practicalities of performance if the dulcimerist only has one hammered
dulcimer in their possession, as properly tuning an entire instrument can take at least a half-hour
if not significantly longer. The strings can be actively tuned while playing as well (again,
physically within reason). One should be mindful that many pitches have two if not three strings
per-course, though it is possible to isolate just an outside string, or one might wish to hear the
accumulating dissonance of a stationary pitch against one which is modulating.

The composer can also actively detune a string-course temporarily without actually
turning the tuning-peg. This is made possible by means of applying pressure to the string length,
opposite from its’ corresponding bridge. The result is a bending of the original pitch. The amount
of pressure applied will elicit the degree of pitch bending. As long as the string is vibrating, it
will amplify whichever pitch the added pressure stimulates, allowing for a live pitch flexibility.
The lower the pitch (the longer the string), the greater degree of pitch variability achievable
through bending. On the lower bass strings, an interval of up to a minor second is typically
achievable. On the higher strings, an interval of nearly a quarter tone is achievable.

One other method to detune the string locally is by a mallet-press technique, attacking the
string to be pitch-bent with the butt-end of the hammer, somewhat-strongly depressing the
hammer into the string, resulting in a similar effect to the previously mentioned pitch-bend
technique. However, what makes this application unique is particularly in regard to its’ potential
pitch variability over the length of the string, as each attack location activates the string’s natural

harmonic series.
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Pure Sustained Tone:

The traditional methods of sustain on the hammered dulcimer, indicated prior (open and
pressed rolls), all maintain a percussive quality due to the consistent nature of performance
technique. Further, due to the nature of the instrument’s string design, there is no way to
effectively and efficiently bow a rapid series of strings through a traditional bow, except pitches
physically placed at the top and bottom of the instrument (but this can be variable from dulcimer
to dulcimer). Single strings can be bowed with bow-string like rosined horse-hair. However, each
stringing requires significant preparation time. For single-string bowings of pitches over
relatively long durations, this is perhaps the most effective for the most control. However, two
modern tools which offer pure sustain tone effects were invented. In order to achieve legato
passages, the only effective bowing option are “Jim Bows”. “Jim Bows” are a fairly recently
marketed contraption which are essentially semi-circular nylon rods, attached to a handle (figure
16). These rods must be rosined to activate the strings (Davis). One other means of sustained
pitch is achieved through the use of an e-bow, a fairly commonly used device for guitarists,
introduced in the late 1970s primarily for electric guitars (Schneider 48). This device which has
been recently been applied to a series of contemporary concert piano works, is similarly
applicable to the hammered dulcimer. This electronic device allows for a perpetual sustain and
further, by means of a switch, can offer sustain of either the fundamental pitch or can activate the
pitches’ overtones. There is a bit of a learning curve for both the “Jim Bows” and the “e-bow” in
getting the string to effectively sound. However, like anything worth doing, implementation into

the literature can make these contraptions a part of the common-practice for the instrument.
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Figure 16. Pair of Jim Bows. Lark In The Morning Jim Bows.

While normal bows or string application are limited in access or time-needed to prepare
the string, there are still unique techniques offered by these tools. Any extended-technique which
is applicable to the string family such as sul ponticello, relative sul tasto (there is limited distance
to explore for some strings due to the point of parallel string-intersections) or scratch tone and
bowed harmonics can be applicable to the hammered dulcimer’s strings. This parallel search for
inspiration from instruments paralleled in acoustic design can offer a wealth of techniques

perhaps not initially conceivable without such research.

Soundboard Effects:

One potential often left untapped is the series of non-pitched percussive effects, made
available by the instruments’ soundboard. Whatever its’ construction, be-it wood or composite
materials, the body of the instrument will have a relatively hollow resonance, essentially offering
a more resonant box-drum quality. By applying varied mallets, including percussion mallets like
a vibraphone mallet, rubber mallet or the standard wood, leather or felt hammers to various parts
of the instrument body, or using any other means of attack including slapping, tapping or
knocking the soundboard, various affects can be achieved. The most resonant sound is achieved

playing either under the soundboard, or more accessibly, striking the soundboard at the area
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between the performer and the lower strings. Particularly when striking on the side of the
bridges, the striking location in relation to the bridges will activate a series of associated subtle
pitch resonances, essentially offering subtle varieties in tone. Less-resonant and thus more high-
pitched percussion attacks can be attained by striking on any location of smaller mass. It might
be best to allow the performer to assess the most optimal playing locations to achieve the desired

results.

Right-of-Bass-Bridge Pitches:

The string space to the right of the bass bridge is essentially a no-man’s-land in the
conventional uses of the instrument which concerns itself with reliable pitch for melodic and
harmonic purposes. These string lengths are going to be different from instrument to instrument.
However, they can be used to achieve very distinctive sonic effect of a naturally harmonic
quality. Although, distinct pitches may need to either be flexible or necessitate re-tuning of
particular strings, resulting in alterations to the normal dulcimer pitches. Therefore, if one

expects particular pitches in this region, expect particular strings to be reserved for this purpose.

Glissando:

Glissando effects are achievable on the hammered dulcimer by hand with the finger-nail
or flesh, a plectrum, the hammers (which have varied possible colours), or any other such
method of activating the string. However, the pitch progression across the instrument is of course
fixed, based on the layout of pitches for the given hammered dulcimer (figures 3 - 6). If writing a
glissando for the instrument, be mindful of the pitches produced. They need to progress through

the vertical path along either the bass bridge, the lower-treble bridge, or the upper treble bridge.
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Both hands or hammers can be activated in achieving this effect. If glissando effects were
desired which do not conform to the pitch-layout of the instrument, then the performer can aim

to emulate the effect through a rapid legato succession of pitches in the given trajectory.

Granular Effects:

A series of granular effects can be produced on the hammered dulcimer. One such texture
is produced by articulating the wound string’s individual coils by means of either a finger-nail or
a plectrum. Only larger dulcimers which have extra bass notes, such as a 20/19, can produce this
effect, as only lower bass notes will be made of wound string. The soundboard of the instrument
will pick-up the resonance of the string all across the string’s length. If less resonance is desired,
the string can be dampened. In grazing the string, the closer the performer’s method of activation
is to the bridge, the higher the frequency of attack impulse. Particularly on the lowest strings
with larger wind-width, a great degree of control can be achieved, allowing for rhythmically
specified individual articulations of the string-coils. Therefore, this can produce either a rhythmic
gesture, or a stream of sound. Various pressures and speeds can be explored for varied effect.

Another similar sonic activity can be achieved in a varied manner. Instead of activating
the string through a trajectory of the its’ length by activating its’ coils, the string can be
rhythmically activated at a steady pitch by bowing the string with a serrated object. For very
close articulations, a dinner-knife with serrations (which are not so sharp that they risk damaging
the strings) can be employed to create a similar sonic activity. Any object which has serrations of
this nature can be applied. Grained textures can similar be used for a less distinctive articulation
by using a sand-papery object like a nail-file to graze the strings. All of these textures will have a

fairly soft sonic output, some even more-so than others. The composer should work with the
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performer in order to see what they are willing to do with their instrument and what devices

work best toward the aims of the work.

Electronics:

Live-electronics can be used in various ways to affect the sound of the instrument by
acting as a mediator between the sounds being performed, and the ultimate sonic output for the
listener. By applying any imaginable process which the current technology offers through the
computer by means of patching programs such as MAX/MSP or Pure Data, the composer can
significantly transform the instrument’s sound in both imaginable and unimaginable ways. Such
processes which are particularly common include additive synthesis which expands the harmonic
complexity of the input signal, filtering which reduces harmonic information from the input
signal, added variable delay of the signal, or any other such possible process of modulating and

re-purposing a signal.

Applications in Recent Repertoire

In regard to the North American hammered dulcimer, there have been only few additions
to the instrument’s repertoire in the practice of contemporary concert music. However, thanks to
a select few composers who demonstrated personal interest in engaging the instrument in such
contexts, an exploration of less-common performance techniques have been employed into
practical musical circumstances, setting the stage for its’ potential applications in the concert
music practice. I will further consider how these techniques have been applied in notable

twentieth and twenty-first century works.
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George Crumb - Quest:

The prominent American composer, George Crumb was one of the earliest concert music
composers to incorporate the North American (Appalachian) hammered dulcimer into their
music. This inspiration was based in Crumb’s own cultural origins. Crumb was raised in the
Appalachian city of Charleston, West Virginia, where traditional folk music filled the air
(Sheppard and Tayake). Growing up in this musical and cultural environment affected his choice
of musical instruments utilized in his music later in his life, including various Appalachian
instruments not often presented in classical music literature such as the hammered dulcimer. One
of his various works which employs the hammered dulcimer is his 1994 composition Quest,
scored for a medium sized chamber ensemble, featuring acoustic guitar. While the work was
completed in 1994, Crumb had edited the original version of the score between 1989 and the
1994 completion date (Crumb 2). The hammered dulcimer part contains challenging rhythmic
passages and demands that the performer play a trove of other instruments only a skilled
percussionist can play properly. This clearly indicates that the performer in this case is not
necessarily a dedicated hammered dulcimer player (unless by happenstance), and thus are
expected to acquire the instrument, learn how to play it, and to play the musical passages in
performance.

In this work, while the pitch and rhythmic language and the atmospheric nature are fairly
foreign to traditional music styles, the hammered dulcimer is presented through conventional
performance techniques which are reminiscent of traditional hammered dulcimer performance.
Crumb’s intention in incorporating the instrument into the ensemble was to allude to its’
Appalachian traditions. This can be seen in the application of flams and two-stroke drags to

achieve decorative pitch figurations (example 5), rhythmically regular arpeggiations based on
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idiomatic chord-patterns (example 6), melodic figuration in one hand with a droning harmony
undulating in the other (example 7), and tremolo notes applied through a melodic context
(example 8). These techniques all are represented in the discussion on conventional performance
techniques. However, in measure 31 (example 9), the hammered dulcimer is presented through a
rhythmically specific accelerando and rallentando figure which highlights one significant aspect
of the instrument. Whereas the piano, the closest instrument to the hammered dulcimer, can
achieve passages of this nature, the direct hand-string-coordination allows for greater control
than the intermediary instance of the piano’s keys. Essentially, what any drummer can do, a
hammered dulcimerist can achieve with applied pitch. Between this feature, the instrument’s
pedal mechanism allowing for greater control of dampening, and the convenient accessibility to
explore varied timbral qualities, the hammered dulcimer appears to demonstrate particular

strengths that help set it apart from the more commonplace piano.
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Example 5. Flams and drags in Quest. Crumb, pg. 16, measure 24.
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Example 6. Idiomatic chord patterns in Quest. Crumb, pg. 24, measure 40.4.
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Example 7. Droning harmony in Quest. Crumb, pg. 25, measure 41.5.
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Nathan Davis — Kebyar Untai:

The American hammered dulcimerist, percussionist, and composer Nathan Davis features
the hammered dulcimer in Kebyar Untai, composed in 2005 for hammered dulcimer and cello.
This work offers one instance of scordatura. Davis indicates for the hammered dulcimer to be
tuned to an unusual microtonal scale tuning (example 10). This microtonal scale is built on
untempered perfect Sths extending in both directions from G, as well as several notes that are in
whole number ratios to those pitches (Davis). Davis attributes this tuning application to his then
recent studies in South Indian Carnatic music practices (Marshall 15:40). Davis also calls for the
preparation of the hammered dulcimer, placing screws in-between the strings (example 10).
Perhaps, for reasons of leaving the normative playing space unaffected so not to undermine his
tuning system, Davis applies nearly all of these preparations to the right side of the bass bridge.
This could further be related to the already complex tone-colour of these pitches, which when
prepared, offer an even further altered harmonic quality. At the opening of the piece, the
hammered dulcimer and cello begin playing a melody in unison, but the hammered dulcimer is
not struck as usual. Instead, the hammered dulcimer pitches are sustained by “JimBows”, as
indicated in the performance notes. Through this device, Davis achieves a uniquely blended
unison passage between a pitched string arco and the hammered dulcimer strings (example 11).
He further has the hammered dulcimer play on the instrument frame (example 12) and play both
attacked and bowed string harmonics in order to achieve a very sonorous mixture of activities

(example 13).
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Example 11. Bowed Dulcimer in Kebyar Untai. Davis, Pg. 1, measures 1-2.
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* on high C string: touch lightly to produce

octave and octave + 5th harmonics

DL %
Example 12. Wood taps on instrument in Kebyar Untai. Davis, Pg. 6, measures 76-78.

Example 13. Bowed harmonics in Kebyar Untai. Davis, Pg. 9, measures 132-133.
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Nathan Davis — Quatre Huitres:

In a later work by Davis, Quatre Huitres, composed in 2016, he presents perhaps the first
serious solo work for the North American hammered dulcimer (to my knowledge). This work
similarly explores a plethora of diverse techniques, exploring the instrument’s potentials. Like in
Kebyar Untai, Davis incorporates playing the strings behind the bass bridge for a contrasting
timbral effect (example 14). Harmonics are more involved in this piece’s second movement in a
melodic way, rather than as just an effect (example 15). However, in the third movement,
harmonics are used exclusively as a colour effect (example 16). Since Davis is interested in
exploring varied colours of a constant pitch, he incorporates shared harmonics on different
strings. Therefore, the performer cannot rely on the simplest form of harmonic on the instrument,
touching the string at the bridge. Instead, they must locate the harmonic at a specified length of
string, making it useful to use some marker (I use a torn post-it-note) to mark the touch-point on
the soundboard. He also achieves a similar effect by utilizing non-harmonic pitchs on different
enharmonic strings, made possible by the instruments replicated pitches. Davis even incorporates
a pizzicato harmonic for added timbral contrast (example 16). One significantly uncommon
technique incorporated into the work is the application of the e-bow for sustain (example 17). He
makes use of all of its’ potentials by means of retuning a pitch by tuning-peg through a sustain,
as well as engaging both the fundamental sustain and the overtone sustain, as well as intentional
buzzes (typically unintentionally generated) activated by a disturbance in the tone with a contact
of the e-bow and the strings. Davis also incorporates moments of aleatoric pitch activities,

allowing for a free exploration of specified pitches (example 18).
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Example 14. Playing behind the bridge in Quatre Huitres. Davis, Pg. 3, measure 46.
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Example 16. Pizz.-normale and -harmonic in Quatre Huitres. Davis, Pg. 7, measure 41.
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Example 17. E-bow and varied pitch colours in Quatre Huitres. Davis, Pg. 8, measures 1-20.
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Example 18. Aleatoric passage in Quatre Huitres. Davis, Pg. 4, measures 48-49.

Flannery Cunningham — Playing Out:

In her 2014 composition Playing Out for solo hammered dulcimer and live electronics,
composer Flannery Cunningham modulates the hammered dulcimer’s sound through electronics
by means of various processes. Such processes include band-pass filtering to highlight non-
attenuated frequencies, amplitude modulation through multiple delay-lines, performer activated
pre-synthesized sounds mixing with the performer activity, pulsating the signal, granulating the
signal, and frequency shifting. These processes are applied through a MAX/MSP patch. The
score is text-based, offering instructions for achieving intended sonic results, as well as lines of

poetry to influence the individual performer’s unique sense of sonic interpretation.

Karola Obermiiller — Myrmecia:

The composer Karola Obermiiller composed Myrmecia for the hammered dulcimer,
acoustic guitar and harp in 2015. Obermiiller had composed the hammered dulcimer part for
Nathan Davis, demonstrating how Davis has already begun to inspire recent new works by other
composers who apply their own unique style to the instrument. Like Davis, Obermiiller engaged
a non-standard tuning for the instrument, and also engaged the pitches on the right side of the
bass bridge. What I find particularly exciting about this work is how the nature of the instrument

lends itself to this particular ensemble of attacked string instruments. Therefore, while
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Obermiiller maintains the application of extended techniques to a minimum, she is still
concerned with timbre. However, her timbral concerns are expressed through the morphology of
the entire ensemble’s pitch activities, revealing the complex tones of the hammered dulcimer’s
right-of-bass-bridge notes with a significantly increased harmonic density in the guitar and harp
at measure 205 (example 19). Thus, it appears that the concern of timbral blending serves as a
particularly significant premise for this work and is one consideration in composing for the

instrument.

gtr.

(sound)

tablat,
(pitch)
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~:
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£=2
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(fing)

Example 19. Colour transition from Myrmecia. Obermiiller, Pg. 10, measures 199-205.

Applications in my own compositions
Zachary Konick — Black Mountain:

In 2017, I wrote my first concert music work for the North American hammered
dulcimer. In Black Mountain for hammered dulcimer and percussion ensemble, I began to
engage with a selection of recently discovered techniques. Aside from the conventional playing
techniques, I include bowing with either a bass-bow or bow hair (example 20), a single-hand

multiple-bounce roll employed as a short noisy sustain (example 21), application of the



Konick 43

dampening pedal as a contrasting effect for various technique applications, including short

glissando effects (examples 20 - 21) and pizzicato chords (example 22).
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Example 20. Assorted effects from Black Mountain. Konick, Pg. 7, measures 35-47.
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Example 21. Single-hand bounce-sustain from Black Mountain. Konick, Pg. 3, measures 16-19.
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Example 22. Chord pizzicato from Black Mountain. Konick, Pg. 6, measures 29-31.
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Zachary Konick — The Waste Land:

In 2018, following my initial explorations with the instrument, I composed a new work
titled The Waste Land for hammered dulcimer and violin. This work primarily explores pitch-
bending as a means of generating vibrato effect, contrasted against the violin’s vibrato (example
23). There are also moments where I explore percussive effects on the instrument’s body,
forming another contrast of violin soundboard against the hammered dulcimer’s soundboard
(example 24).
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Example 23. Pressed-vibrato (pitch-bends) from The Waste Land. Konick, Pg. 1, measures 1-3.
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Example 24. Playing on the wood from The Waste Land. Konick, Pg. 2, measures 15-22.

Zachary Konick — Grain:
My recent composition, Grain was composed in 2022 for solo harp. However, the work

was inspired by my explorations with the hammered dulcimer, and I intend to arrange a separate
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version for hammered dulcimer solo in the future. In relation to the most unusual techniques in
the work, I explore granular playing techniques through wound-string raking in both a
rhythmically specific and a continuous sustained activity, bowing of the strings with a serrated
wooden stick (labeled R.S. for rhythm-stick) (example 25) and muted pitch articulations
(example 26). The instrumental range and nature of the glissando are elements which will require

consideration in order to re-purpose this material.
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Example 25. Granular sounds from Grain. Konick, Pg. 1, measures 1-9.
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Example 26. Muted pitch articulations from Grain. Konick, Pg. 8, measures 165-6.

Zachary Konick — Impressions:

Most recently, I have been involved in the initial conception of a work for solo hammered
dulcimer with the working title Impressions. This work will explore the mallet-press technique,
attacking the instrument by repeatedly pressing into the string with the butt-of the mallet. This
technique will primarily be applied by positioning the mallets at both the right and left side of the
treble bridge with a rapid alternation of attack. This activity activates the string’s harmonics

depending on the location of attack, allowing for an exploration of pitch trajectories. Therefore,
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this work will percussively explore each string’s various harmonics in rapid succession between
two hands, forming a complex, polyphonic percussive and harmonic activity (example 27). This
technique, depending on how hard the string is depressed, can also generate pitch-bends,

particularly effective on the longer strings.

Attack by pressing upright hammer handles
with pressure to slightly bend pitch, fast as
possible. Follow graphic notation to move
toward or away from the bridge.
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Example 27. Muted pitch articulations from Impressions. Konick, Pg. 1, measures 1-6.

Conclusion

As a hammered dulcimerist, [ am interested in dedicating my primary performative
practice to contemporary concert music for the instrument. I am fortunate to have a small but
diverse selection of works available for performing, each with their own application of various
techniques. However, I am eager to engage with a wider variety of expressive potentials on the
instrument, and new works for this instrument are slow to emerge. All of the techniques and
premised repertoire offered in this document serve as a foundational vocabulary for the
composer and performer, further requiring the artist to find meaningful applications to these
tools. Through this, I aspire to encourage the application of this vocabulary through one’s own
expression as well as a continued exploration of what the instrument can offer the composer. I
also aim to encourage a standardization of expected range by performers of the North American
hammered dulcimer to contemporary concert music in order to achieve a set of standards,

making composing for the instrument a more reliable practice.
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Similar to the recent integration of the accordion in new music, percussionist and
cimbalom player Nicholas Tolle has had great success at expanding the literature for his
instrument, a member of the hammered dulcimer family. Following exposure to some earlier
works by the composer Gyorgy Kurtag, Tolle became interested in performing modern works for
the instrument and thus, commissioned various new works for the instrument by notable
composers. He has achieved notable successes in his work, including a Grammy nomination for
his featured participation in vocalist Susan Naruki’s album The Edge of Silence (Tolle About
Nicholas Tolle). While the hammered dulcimer is a similar instrument to the cimbalom with
some added limitations in pitch and volume, it does have its’ own unique sonic quality,
construction and performance traditions, and is relatively more portable and affordable. I further
believe the incorporation into the standard practice of the percussion section or ensemble could
be an enriching addition. There are currently no pitched string instruments integrated into the
standard percussion section, robbing composers of such forms of timbral explorations and
expressive potentials made possible by the unique layout of the hammered dulcimer. Thus far,
when composers look to percussive string instruments in percussion ensemble music, the piano is
typically called upon. However, as previously mentioned, the hammered dulcimer is a more
portable and affordable, and more accessible from a performance technique standpoint, making
this a potential ideal choice for exploring particular effects and musical expressions.

I have herein made a case for how the hammered dulcimer of North American tradition is
an instrument with boundless potential for innovative forms of expression but is currently
lacking in repertoire in the field of contemporary concert music. The instrument currently has a
limited interest, but through the recognition of trends of performer interest typically being

connected to concert percussionists, it is likely that this is the ideal target-group of performers to
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educate about the instrument for integration into the new music practice. It is therefore my
intention to thoroughly elaborate on this preliminary research and present my findings to the
Percussive Arts Society International Conference through performances of new music works and
demonstrating the potentials of both the conventional and progressive techniques for the
instrument.

With the presence of a series of cultural representations of the same instrument, each with
a regional tradition and performance technique, the North American version of the instrument is
not the only instrument deserving of new literature. Any work which can be made applicable to
another form of dulcimer could further be enriching, offering an exciting exploration of sonic
reinterpretation. Furthermore, new works which embrace or diverge from the cultural traditions
of any version of this instrument are also a worth-while effort. These instruments all are waiting
at our disposal as tools with unique expressive potentials. They just need to be given a voice,

made particularly unique by the composer and performer.
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