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Revisiting “Mourning Dove
Sonnet”: Social Scripts and
Stage Directions
by Boyce Jeffries, Jr.

I

n his 2014 book, Beyond the Score,
Nicholas Cook reflects on recent performance research, offering something poignant for us percussionists: the idea of viewing musical scores
as theatrical scripts.1 Interpretation is an
individual process, with a trajectory that
begins in our minds, manifests through
our bodies, and culminates in our performances. But this process does not occur
in a vacuum, and we often contend with
various spheres of influence.
Recording technology can be a blessing and a curse: we have the chance to
listen to performances by others or ourselves (ideally without being too critical). YouTube has become one of these
double-edged swords, particularly concerning its visual element that allows us
to gather information about multi-percussion setups, types of mallets or sticks
used, or observing stick changes, playing
techniques, and expressive gestures in
performance.2 In addition to these online
resources, we can be influenced by our
colleagues, feedback from a masterclass,
and perhaps, most prominently, by the input and observations of our teacher(s). At
the center of these spheres of influence
lies an important person: you.
We often spend hours upon hours
honing our craft in practice rooms, and
we demonstrate our acquired knowl24
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edge, skills, and artistry through our
performances. These “returns on our investments” can bring us satisfaction, but
there have been many instances in which
I have performed a piece only one time
(in front of an audience, that is). Over the
past few years, I’ve started to think about
what it means to have a “bank of repertoire.” Jazz musicians have the capacity to
memorize and improvise on hundreds of
tunes. Tabla masters can recite and perform hundreds of kaidas (compositions
structured in theme-and-variation format), even ones that they learned many
years ago.
Perhaps the nature of classical contemporary percussion performance and repertoire doesn’t lend itself for a fair comparison to the aforementioned scenarios.
We may decide to revisit repertoire we’ve
previously performed for auditions,
competitions, or more performances. Although we may not necessarily need to
relearn a piece from scratch, we do have
the opportunity to revisit it and reconsider our interpretations from a reflective
point of view. What did I enjoy about this
work? What did I do well when I last performed this piece? What can I do differently this time around? These and many
other questions can provide us with more
insight than our first experiences with a
piece of repertoire.

In their incipient usage, bowing and
pitch bending on the vibraphone were
ground-breaking compositional techniques for composers, sounded novel to
listeners, and constituted new skills for
percussionists to acquire. Although these
techniques have become widely used on
the vibraphone in solo, percussion ensemble, mixed-chamber, and even large
ensemble and orchestral contexts, they
are still defined as “extended techniques.”3
With the passing of time, as new repertoire continues to utilize and develop
these techniques, pitch bending and bowing seem to have become second nature
for today’s vibraphonists. What were
once extensions for both instrument and
performer could now be considered a
standard part of a percussionist’s practice.
Christopher Deane’s solo for vibraphone, “Mourning Dove Sonnet,” has become a staple in the repertoire, and will
soon be 40 years old! Considering the
work’s popularity and pedagogical legacy, what could current and future generations of percussionists have to contend
with should they choose to learn and
perform “Mourning Dove Sonnet”? Revisiting this work was framed from two
standpoints: 1. How can I perform this
more effectively? and 2. What advice
would I give if teaching this piece?

BOWING
Some composers have used a notation
system that is borrowed from the string
family: arrows indicate upbows that begin with the tip of the bow, and brackets
indicate downbows that begin at the frog
of the bow. But its kinesthetic manifestation on the vibraphone yields opposing
results: upbows on paper are downward
in direction on the vibraphone, and
downbows draw a bow physically upward. Alternatively, composers can simply indicate the term arco, which prompts
the performer to discern bowings on
their own.
During my first experiences with
“Mourning Dove Sonnet,” I executed the
bowings as written, but not without substantial physical awkwardness. The task
of contorting my body and left hand to
execute the indicated upbows (downward
in direction) on the naturals in the lower
register was something I did not enjoy,
and I think it affected the success of these
moments in my initial performances. I
also had difficulty with my bows slipping
in the gestures where the composer indicates immediate stopping of the sound
(mm. 37 and 39); I call these gestures the
“warps,” as they sound like something
percussive that is sonically in reverse.4
Upon revisiting “Mourning Dove Sonnet,”
I wanted to see how I could be more fluid
in these two spots.
Example 1: m. 37 (m. 39 is identical)

the first page of the score, particularly
mm. 20–30, Deane indicates that notes on
the naturals manual of the vibraphone
are to be upbowed and then turned into
a harmonic with the light touch of a finger. (See Example 2.) In one performance
video, the percussionist maintained the
composer’s upbow instruction but moved
their body in a squatting manner while
playing their bow physically downward.
Although this gesture drew attention to
itself by virtue of its bodily movement,
it served a purpose: there was no longer
a need to contort the wrist or arm if the
upbows were executed while standing
upright.
These gestures (lower stave, left hand)
occur on the “naturals” of the vibraphone,
closest to the performer’s body. The material that both precedes and follows these
upbows is executed with the right hand
and occurs in the upper register on the
accidentals (i.e., sharps/flats) of vibraphone. The result of this percussionist’s
execution was a sort of visual see-saw
between the bowings that occurred on
the different manuals of the vibraphone
— the back and forth between the naturals and accidentals. I am grateful to have
seen this percussionist’s performance
video and have since incorporated that
approach of this passage into my interpretation. Unfortunately, this video has
since been removed from YouTube, and I
have not been able to locate it since.
As for the “warp” gestures (m. 37 and
39), the score indicates that they are to

be done as upbows, which, as mentioned
earlier, will be downward in direction.
I now perform this recurring gesture as
downbows (upward in direction). To me,
drawing out the sound is much more
dramatic in terms of gesture, and I have
better control of stopping the sound as
mechanically as I think the composer intended it to be.

MALLET/BOW CHANGES AND
REMOVING THE MUTE
Once I started to change my approaches to the bowing gestures in “Mourning
Dove Sonnet,” it got me thinking more
about where else I could adjust my interpretation and execution of the work. By
thinking about Cook’s notion that musical
scores are akin to scripts, an idea struck:
Theatre actors not only have lines that
they are to speak aloud, but also have
stage directions that direct their physical
movement(s). For percussionists, our stage
directions are not explicitly indicated in
the score; the choreography of performance thus becomes a unique and varied
phenomenon. Knowing that Deane was a
percussionist himself, we can see that his
indications to place and remove the mute
used in the piece, as well as the mallet
and bow changes, are clearly defined at
particular points in the score. How would
following these instructions at their exact
place in the score affect the musical gestures that proceed or follow them?
In “Mourning Dove Sonnet,” bow and
mallet changes are indicated at fermatas

Example 2: mm. 20–30

Although I knew what the piece
sounded like, I still sought out other performances on YouTube. It is easy to recognize how YouTube’s algorithmic processes can cause one video’s domination over
others; the most viewed video of “Mourning Dove Sonnet” beats out the next most
viewed by a whopping 88,000 views.5 On
PERCUSSIVE NOTES DECEMBER 2021

25

that are at sectional breaks in the piece.
If one follows Deane’s instructions faithfully, the change from bows in the outer
positions to mallets (three normal vibraphone mallets, one mallet used for pitch
bending) occurs at the double bar of m. 49.
A flurry of eighth notes is sustained, the
motor is turned on, and a fermata allows
time for the stick change to occur. Logistically, this change makes sense; the instrument’s sustain allows ample time to prepare for the next section of the piece that
uses different implements. But if I were to
get rid of the bows sooner, would it make
executing the material easier?
Between mm. 39–49, there are only
two bowed gestures, both in the right
hand and in the upper register. Most of
the material occurs in the inner mallet
positions — the left hand holding a normal mallet and the right holding a mallet
used for the pitch bending. I developed a
system of strategically dropping my bows
to free my hands up to execute the material with greater facility. (See Example 3.)
In this section of the piece, the last
bowed pitch in the left hand occurs at
m. 39 on a low G natural; while I bow
Example 3: mm. 39–49
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the A-flat in the right hand, I place the
left bow onto my trap table (or a music
stand with a padded towel). Once the reiterated F-sharp attacks enter in m. 40,
the only thing in my left hand is a single
mallet. After the bowed high Cs in the
right hand are completed, I set down the
bow, which makes grabbing and placing
the mute onto the lowest four naturals
on the vibraphone (F, G, A, B) indicated in
m. 42 much easier. From m. 43 onward, I
only have a pair of mallets in my hands: a
standard vibe mallet in my left, and one
used for pitch bending in the right. This
passage feels much more comfortable for
me now that I no longer have to hold the
bows. Additionally, I can prepare my right
hand in m. 49 to immediately turn on the
motor after striking the last eighth note
in the passage. Even preparing to turn on
the motor while holding both a bow and a
mallet was quite challenging for me when
I first learned the piece; I almost knocked
over my stick tray (music stand) with my
bow during a performance.
There is one score instruction that, in
my opinion, disrupts the musical material.
In m. 123, Deane instructs the performer

to remove the mute from the lowest four
naturals and indicates that there is time to
do so by inserting a short fermata at the
end of the bar. Programmatically speaking, this “stage direction” occurs after the
first literal iteration of the “Dove’s call,”
something that the composer transcribed
and placed in the composition (Smith, 27).
Seeing as this gesture repeats three times
(each ending with a slight variation), removing the mute at the indicated time
arguably disturbs the flow of the musical
material.
Example 4: m. 123

Additionally, the passage that follows
these three dove calls does not require
any of the pitches that are covered by the
mute (F, G, A, B), so its removal can occur
elsewhere, such as the fermata in m. 127.

In Memoriam: Christopher Deane

C

hristopher Deane, who served as
Professor of Percussion at the University of North Texas College of Music for
the past 21 years, died on October 9, 2021.
Deane held performance degrees from
the University of North Carolina School of
the Arts and the Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music. He studied with
James Massie Johnson, former principal
timpanist of the St. Louis Symphony, and
percussion with Allen Otte. He also studied independently with Roland Kohloff
(New York Philharmonic), Eugene Espino (Cincinnati Symphony), and Leonard Schulman (New York City Opera).
Deane was principal percussionist with
the Las Colinas Symphony Orchestra and
principal timpanist of the East Texas Symphony Orchestra. He was a frequent performer with the Dallas Wind Symphony
and appeared on five recordings with
that ensemble. Deane was the principal
timpanist of the Greensboro Symphony
for nine years and performed with the
North Carolina Symphony for ten years.
He also performed with the Boston Pops,
Cincinnati Symphony, Dallas Opera,
Dallas Symphony, Detroit Symphony,
Fort Worth Symphony, Minnesota Orchestra, Spoleto Festival Orchestra, Utah
Symphony and Virginia Symphony.
His chamber-music experience included performances with the Percussion Group Cincinnati, Aeolian
Chamber Players, Mallarme Chamber
Players, and Philidor Percussion Group.
He appeared in more than 70 performances as a concerto soloist with symphony orchestras or wind ensembles.
He was the faculty percussionist for
the Bowdoin Summer Music Festival in
Maine from 1982–89, where he worked
closely with composer George Crumb.
Deane served as a percussionist for the
American Dance Festival from 1992–96
and as faculty percussionist for the
Vale Veneto Music Festival in Brazil.

Deane recorded as a timpanist, percussionist, and Hungarian cimbalom soloist.
He was a featured concerto soloist on two
UNT Wind Symphony recordings featuring the concertos of Joseph Schwantner,
Russell Peck, and William Kraft. Deane
also recorded the music of Stravinsky
with conductor Robert Craft, and recorded with the Detroit Symphony, North Carolina Symphony, Greensboro Symphony, Cincinnati Philharmonia, Mallarme
Chamber Players, St. Stevens Chamber Orchestra, and Winston-Salem Symphony.
Deane won first and second prizes in
the PAS Composition Competition. He
received numerous commissions including from PAS, the University of Oklahoma, and the University of Kentucky. His
music has been performed and recorded internationally, and a number of his
compositions have become standard literature on concerts and recitals worldwide. Deane served two terms on the PAS
Board of Directors. In 2019 he received
the PAS Lifetime Achievement Award.
According to UNT School of Music Coordinator of Percussion Mark Ford, “As a
composer, Chris consistently developed
new approaches to percussion music.
His ‘Vespertine Formations’ demonstrated to the music world the expressive
potential of the marimba quartet. He
transformed the art of classical vibraphone with ‘Mourning Dove Sonnet,’ and
Deane’s marimba solos, such as ‘Etude
for a Quiet Hall,’ ‘Three Shells,’ and ‘Process of Invention’ are classics. Chris was
a multi-talented artist, performing often
on cimbalom as well as percussion with
orchestras throughout the country. His
heart was always with the orchestra,
and to hear Christopher play timpani
was an insight into his passion for music.
“A beloved and caring teacher,
Chris’s many students over the decades have benefited from his dedication to musical detail concerning both

classic works and new music. His former students are now performing and
teaching throughout the country as
well as in Europe and Asia,” Ford said.
“Everyone who met Chris knew a man
filled with wisdom, memorable quotes, a
warm and welcoming smile, and a sincere
desire to help others,” said Dr. Brian Zator,
Director of Percussion, Texas A&M University–Commerce, who was a student,
colleague, and friend of Chris Deane. “He
encapsulated the positivity, optimism,
and patience required to teach generations of students. Chris not only helped
his students become better musicians, he
showed them how to be better human
beings. In addition to his uniquely fantastic compositions continually performed
around the world, his memory and selflessness will live in our hearts forever.
Chris was a wonderful friend, and I will
miss him dearly. For the percussion community, Chris leaves an indelible legacy
in every composition he wrote, every student he taught, and every performance
he gave.”
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CONCLUSIONS

ENDNOTES

Future generations of performers will
no doubt always engage with prior interpretations of the works they learn,
regardless of the idiom. Being able to listen and watch previous recordings, performances, and interpretations of pieces
is both a blessing and a curse. Although
we have access to so much information,
we often forget to consult with a very
important person along the way: ourselves. As much as we look to others for
feedback, approval, or recognition, we
must not forget that we can learn a lot
from ourselves and our individual minds
and experiences. The score is the script,
we are the actors on stage — not simply
following a musical recipe, but actively
interpreting and shaping the composer’s
score into sound and movement.

1. Cook, Nicholas. Beyond the Score (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pg. 260.

amination and comparison of ‘Mourning

university percussion teachers about per-

Dove Sonnet’ and ‘The Apocryphal Still Life’.”

cussionists and their uses of technology.

DMA diss. (Ohio State University), 2008.

Dave Gerhart referenced that YouTube can
be a valuable resource for university per-

YOUTUBE LINK

cussionists, but no further discussion or re-

https://youtu.be/qM9wwfLET5E

search has been conducted on the “YouTube
effect” within percussion performance and
pedagogy.
3. Dissertations that discuss “extended techniques” specifically used on the vibraphone
include publications by Brian Scott Chessman (2012), Joshua D. Smith (2008), and
David Malcolm Wolf (2008). Interestingly,
Gary Cook’s section on the vibraphone in
his book Teaching Percussion refers to these
techniques as “special effects.”
the instruments from different vibraphone
manufacturers. The textures/finish of the
bars (e.g., brushed, glossy) may have an impact on how one executes the bowing and
pitch bending in “Mourning Dove Sonnet.”
5. The most-viewed performance video of
“Mourning Dove Sonnet” was uploaded by
the Vic Firth Company’s YouTube channel.
The second-most viewed is an upload belonging to Michael Di’Angelo from his recital performance at the University of North

Musical examples copyright © 1983 by
Christopher Deane
Used with Permission
“Mourning Dove Sonnet” is published by
Earthshine Publishing and distributed by
Innovative Percussion

Texas.

https://www.youtube.com/results?-

search_query=mourning+dove+sonnet&sp=CAM%253D.
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phone music of Christopher Deane: An ex-

2. Tracy Wiggins (2012) interviewed several

4. One might have to adjust when considering

Note: The author would like to extend his
condolences and commemorate Christopher Deane’s passing on October 9, 2021.
This article was constructed during the
summer of 2021, and Mr. Deane was aware
of its contents. The impetus behind the article was to share further insight on the possibilities of performance practice and is in
no way meant to criticize the instructions
of the composer or his work.

diss., (University of North Texas) 2008
Wolf, David Malcolm. “The published vibra-

Boyce Jeffries is an American percussionist and a recent graduate of the University of Toronto (DMA). His dissertation research examined the multifaceted impact
that YouTube has had on the percussion
field (e.g., dissemination, performance
interpretation, education). Rather than
seeking to reconcile the concerns with
and benefits of viewing percussion performance on YouTube, Boyce would like
to encourage everyone to contextualize
these digital experiences and see how
they may, or may not, pertain to one’s
own practice. PN

