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UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN PERCUSSION ENSEMBLE
Charles Owen, Conductor
Percy Danforth, Guest Artist

Monday, April 19, 1982 2:30 p.m., Corson Auditorium
Fanfare .....c.v.itiiinnenretssineneinconsococancanans «....John O'Reilly
Chamber Music IV .......... Y, Robert Suderberg

(born 1936)

Ogoun Badagris ...... ..veitininr civins seannan «+.. Christopher Rouse
(born 1949)
INTERMISSION
Charleston Rag ..... .- veensonnnnncanas
Dan Armstrong, xyl
Triplets .. (.ieieiiiinieiiosensnsocanons
Michael Woods, xyl
Percy Danforth, bones
Rondo Ala Turk ........ceieeeienenennnan
Percy Danfort
Rainbow Ripples..........ovveriinn un.
John Zidar, xylo;
Percy Danforth, t
Pythagoras and Four Hammers .....coccsces.

CHARLES OWEN, cond

UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN PERC

Daniel Armstrong Da
Jane Botkin Mi
John Dorsey Jc

Tr



CHARLES OWEN, distinguished guest artist, is professor of percussion
at The University of Michigan. Owen headed the percussion section
of the Philadelphia Orchestra for 18 seasons. He was tympanist

and marimba soloist with the U.S. Marine Band. He taught at

Amber Institute, Saratoga School of Orchestral Studies and at Temple
University, where he directed the percussion ensemble. He was a
member of the Philadelphia Percussion Ensemble. 1In addition to

his duties at The University of Michigan, Owen is an artist-faculty
member of the Aspen Music Festival and a member of the Casals
Festival Orchestra in Puerto Rico.

PERCY O. DANFORTH, guest ''bones'" artist, studied chemical engineering
in Ann Arbor in 1918. He later switched his major to architecture
and received his degree in that field in 1927. From 1927 to 1934
Danforth had his own architectural firm in Monroe., He joined the
Monroe Schools and designed an elementary art curriculum for the
school system. He also taught art for five years there.

He returned to The University of Michigan and received a master's
degree in art education. World War II interrupted his plans for

a Ph.D, and he spent the war years designing various components for
B-24 bombers. Following the war, Danforth became supervisor of
mechanical engineering at Bendix Corporation's Industrial Metrology
Division. He is now Personnel Manager at Balance Technology in
Ann Arbor.

Despite his age, Danforth has no intention of retiring. Throughout

his career he has continued research on the art of the bones. Since
1908, when he first became fascinated with the rhythmic "bones,"”

which were part of early minstrel shows in this country, Danforth

has experimented with special techniques for playing them. Originally,
the bones were actually spareribs used as '"clackers'" to create dancing
rhythms which were imitated later in tap dancing.
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AFCH# [AFC 1976/002
AFSH [
M/B/RS#H# [

TITLE [Percy Danforth collection
COLLECTORS [
DONORS [

INCLUSIVE_YEARS[1975-1976 ]
ACQUISITION TYPE [

ACCESSION DATE [ ]
ACCESS [

QUANTITY/FORMAT:
RECORDINGS [
PHOTOGRAPHS [
MANUSCRIPTS [

MOVING IMAGE[3 7" open-reel videos (b&w), 3 U-matic videocassette copies
OTHER [

LOCATION [Deck 50
REF.TAPES? [
CATALOGERS [jg 1/11/99

DESCRIPTION([2 open-reels of interview with Percy Danforth at Wolf Trap
Folklife Festival (8/20/76); with Russ Meyers, Gus Meade (Bob Carneal in
baekground) . Topics: DC childhood, African instruments, learning the bones,

' ory of the bones, efforts to re-popularize bones. 1 open-reel of Danforth
¢ .egional Institute for Children and Adolescents in Baltimore, July 1976,
teaching inner city children the bones (to ragtime and rock music).

See other Danforth and Meyers materials.
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AFCH# [
AFS# [AFS 18,099-18,101
M/B/RS# [LWO 8661, LVR 145

TITLE [Percy Danforth Reminiscences on Bones-Playing and Sand Dancing
COLLECTORS [Archive of Folk Song
DONORS [Same

INCLUSIVE_YEARS[1975 ]
ACQUISITION TYPE [AFS Recording Project
ACCESSION_DATE[03/76 ]

ACCESS [Standard

QUANTITY/FORMAT:
RECORDINGS[1 10" FT tape @ 7.5 ips
1 10" Stereo tape @ 7.5 ips
PHOTOGRAPHS [
MANUSCRIPTS [
MOVING IMAGE[1 7" video tape @ 5 ips

LOCATION [
REF.TAPES? [1 U-matic videocassette of LVR 145

CATALOGERS [C. Moran 05/16/95

DESCRIPTION [Percy Danforth, who learned to sand dance and play the bones
fram black teenagers in Washington, D.C., circa 1916, reminisces and
nstrates his skill. Recorded (FT) in Studio B, 8/20/75. Recorded (Stereo)
e Video taped in Coolidge Auditorium 8/21/75. Gerald E. Parsons, interviewer.
AFS Recording Project.
See also AFC 1976/001 and 1976/002.
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BHDYS - FRONT.

MAIL ORDER FOLK MUSIC CENTER

R.D. 1 WORMER RD., VOORHEESVILLE? N.Y. 12186

DISTRIBUTED EXCLUSIVELY BY ANDY'S FRONT HALL

' DEALERS INQUIRIES INVITED ———

In the beginning "bones" were made from the ribs of animals. These have

a characteristic hollow sound. It became much simpler to make "bones"

from wood, and ebony was the material used for producing a sharp, castenish
gound. But both maple and hickory can be seasoned bone-hard to produce
this same sharp sound. Besides, the material cost is appreciably less than
for ebony.

White pine bones striking on end grain of the annular rings give a pleasant
ringing sound that can be modified to softness for crecendos and for changing
the bones tone color, not only for variety, but for fitting the bones Playing
to the mood of the accompanying music. Also, the light weight of the pine
facilitates manipulation in very fast tempos and elaborate patterns with

much less energy output than with the heavier materials.

-Percy Danforth, 1411 Granger, Ann Arbor, Michigan 48104~

_FD 1 White Pine Blanks (sand & finish yourself) 1.50/pair*
—PD 2 White Pine Bones, sanded smooth, ready to use 2.50/pair

’D 3 Delux White Pine Bones, sanded & lacquered 4,50/pair
_PD 4 Hardwood Bones, sanded smooth, ready to use 5.00/pair
_PD 5 Delux Hardwood Bones, sanded & lacquered 6.00/pair

% A "pair" of bones are two bones. A “"set" of boneS»arg four bones or tyice
the cost of a pair. An instruction sheet is still being written and will
be sent to you when it is ready.

SOFT LEATHER POUCH WITH LONG THONG for wearing over shoulder or around

the waist, handmade by Sandy Vohr, leathersmith. Holds 1-4 pairs $5.00
OR FORM
Send to: Andy's Front Hall I NAME
RD 1 Wormer Road ADDRESS
Voorheesville, NY 12186 CITY _ STATE | Z1P
Quantity ' Catalog Number Price Bach Total

»-ke check or money order to Andy‘'s Front [Iotal _
: NYS Residents add

i1 :
Add postage: USA 60¢ for one pair and 15¢ Sales Tax
each additional
Special Handling add 30¢ Add postage
nsurance add 25¢ GRAND TOTAL

Canadian Postage is $1.00 for 1-3 pair
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Bones arti

By GEORGE LOBSENZ
Noon - time loungers were
treated to a truly unusual musi-
cal event at the Pendleton Cen-

: “# (i ﬂ"ou.’)

“‘master of the bones” Percv
Danforth held forth with an
exhibition and explanation of
7 ragtime’s classic rhvthm in-
__Z strument.

Perhaps best known to Uni-
versity concertgoers as the cen-
tral rhythm performer at the
recent Professional Theatre

L™
-
—_
_—
—
b

v Program production of Bread
William Al
annual
affable.
easily

<. and Roses and
bright’s second
time Orgv, the
tachioed Danforth

t"/‘
V

Rag-
mus-
re-

L 2%,

B

o

ter in the Union vesterdav, as-

created — if onlv briefly — the

age of Scott Joplin and Zez
Confrev.
“Bones' are just that — two

rih bone-shaped pieces of wood
about
length. Thev are held in be-
tween the first three fingers of
the hand, somewhat like chop-
sticks;

By keeping one “bone" firm-
lv against the heel of the hand
and leaving the other one free
to swing about, the two ‘‘bones™
knock together. producing a
clacking noise. And when done
properly, bones can be used to
create rhvthmic patterns amaz-
ing in both speed and variety.

Dailv Photo bv KEN FINK

three to four inches in- ‘
that the elderly Danforth first.

st Danforth =~
° ) o "tA
enlivens Union crowd A

Although bones originated
during the 18th century, they
were not frequently used until!
ragtime emerged in early 20th
century popular music. And it-
was at this advent of ragtime

took up this unique form of:
percussion, picking up much:
of his technique on Washing-
ton, D.C. street corners during:
his vouth. !
But yesterday’s performance
showed just how much the’
white-haired bones wizard had .
refined his uncommon hobby"
into an art over the interven- |
ing vears. Waving his hands |
about in palpitating patterns, '
Danforth resembled a frantic:

|

conductor leading an invisible '
orchestra.

Accompanied on piano by Jim |
Ford, Danforth opened the aft- |
ernoon with Raggin’ Scale, a
lilting little piece designed to |
attract attention. Danforth then !
followed up with a mini-lecture |
which included such other rag- |
time numbers as Ragtime Rev-
elation, Twelfth Street Rag, and '
Sweetie - Pie,

But the best part was saved
for last: Danforth came equip-
ped with a whole pile of bones
and distributed them to the au-
dience, leaving all concerned
happily wriggling their wrists
and tapping their toes as the
light - hearted program came
to a close.
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MR.]JBONES: DOING WHAT

THE MUSIC INVITES
by Eric Freedman

Photo by Robert Barclay, Mt. Pleasan,

“Mr. Bones”, Percy Danforth

Percy Danforth is
a missionary, a
true believer who
preaches — no,
rattles — the
gospel of the
bones.

From folk
festivals to concert
halls, from class-
rooms to retire-
ment homes, “Mr.
Bones” is more re-
sponsible than any
other individual
for reviving
American interest
in these ancient
instruments that
last saw their glory
in the age of the
minstrel shows.

One moment the
traditional “Turkey

in the Straw,” the next Sousa’s “Stars and Stripes Forever,” on to a Scott Joplin
rag, then over to Schubert. The bones belong with all of them and, as Danforth
put it, “They do what they’re invited to do.” Composers such as Mozart “did

some nice things for the bones, but they didn’t know it when they were com-

posing,” the Ann Arbor entertainer observed.

For the uninitiated, the bones are small curved percussion instruments,

deceptively simple-looking. The player holds a pair in each hand, one bone
anchored to the hand, the other moving. Once made from spareribs, they're
now almost exclusively wooden, generally white pine, maple, chestnut, cherry,
oak or hickory. Different woods have different sounds appropriate for different
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century onward show the bones in combination
with various other contemporary instruments.
In addition to their musical functions during
these centuries, the bones were also used as
signals by lepers, who sounded them to warn
others of their approach (Marcuse 1964: 105).

By the 12th century, bones seem to have
centered themselves in northwestern Europe.
A reference from the Book of Leinster (ca.
1160) summarized the prevailing attitude of the
Irish toward bones players.

Pipes, fiddle, men of no valour, bone-players and pipe
players, a crowd hideous, noisy, profane, shriekers and
shouters.

(quoted in McCoullough 1976)
Three centuries later Shakespeare mentioned
bones in A Midsummer Night's Dream. Inigo
Jones used them in his 17th century court mas-
ques. (A masque was a lavish stage production
that combined poetry, music, dancing and act-

ing.) Bones are still played in the pubs of

northern England and Ireland in ensembles to
accompany dancing. Thev also remain a popu-
lar children’s toy in both Britain and Holland.

In the United States, bones playing has been
associated most commonly with slavery and
minstrelsy. Some writers have conjectured that
bones came to the States from Africa and were
part of African musical traditions which were
continued in the slave quarters of America.
Available evidence documents the existence of
the bones primarily in S~th Africa, however,
and black South Africar. sones players have
admitted that they derived the idea from
European missionaries (Kirby 1934: 10). This
information, coupled with the fact that most
slaves were abducted from West Africa, not
from the southern part of the continent, makes
an African origin of the instrument unlikely.
More feasible is the notion that the bones came
to the New World with immigrants from
Northern Europe. Slaves saw the bones being
played by these white settlers. Because the ma-
terials were readily available and the tech-
niques of playing were easily learned, the
blacks appropriated the bones. In the process
of adaption, the slaves added layers of rhythmic
syncopation that were remnants from their Af-
rican musical traditions. Letters and other ac-
counts during the 18th and 19th centuries de-
scribe slave bands on plantations and roving

street bands, the latter sometimes made up of
freemen, tootling for pennies on street corners.
Both groups used bones as part of the ensem-
ble.

The first blackface minstrel show was pre-
sented in 1843 in New York City. The four orig-
inal blackface performers combined singing,
dancing and joking into a fast-paced variety
show format that was an instant success. Their
instruments were fiddle, tambourine, banjo
and bones; a combination similar to that often
used in itinerant black bands. One of the stan-
dard characters in the show was Brudder
Bones. He was a comic as well as a musician.
For the entertainment of his audiences, he
tossed his bones in the air, juggled them, even
stood on his head while playing. He could im-
itate drums, marches, reveille, and horse races
with his bones. In his more musically-oriented
moments, he used his bones to provide a
steady beat for the singing and dancing. He
could also create intricate rhythm patterns that
elaborated the overall complexity of the musi-
cal texture.

As the minstrel show evolved into an ex-
travaganza later in the 19th century, the bones
were shunted aside i favor of other instru-

me ‘- But they continued to be plaved on
stre  orners, in markets, schoolvards, parlors
and  dance halls, by both black and white

musicians. Many of todav’s plavers, including
Percy Danforth, are elderly mmen who learned
the art of bones plaving manyv vears ago from
the performers whose roots go back to the
showmen of minstrelsy days.

Where To Find or How To Make Your
Own Bones

Before vou can begin to play the bones, vou
must have a pair to work with. Actually, vou
need two pairs. The American school of bones
plaving requires that the performer stand while
plaving and use a pair of bones in each hand.
British bones plavers on the contrary, generally
play while sitting down and use bones in only
one hand.

Bones are available commercially from some

music stores and by catalog order. They are
frequently on sale at folk festivals, especially if

e




you are fortunate enough to encounter Master
Bones Artist Percy Danforth.

You can also make your own bones. Simply
cut slabs of anything you want, to the dimen-
sions described in the diagram.

f Bone detail

Different materials will yield different sound
colors. Hardwoods such as rosewood, birch or
ebony have a piercing, shrill quality. Softer ma-
terials, pine or walnut, are softer in tone. Or
you may want to make the real thing . . . bone
bones. In that case, cut the rib bones of sheep
or cattle to the desired length. Rib bones are
best because they have the proper natural cur-
vature. Scrape the bones clean and allow them
to bleach and dry in the sun. Sand and polish
them with emery cloth until they are smooth.

Some Helpful Hints on Bones Playing

One often hears the phrase “rattle the
bones” used as a description of bones playing.
Actually that characterization is a misnomer.
Good bones playing is far more than a noise and
clatter produced at random by waving the
hands and arms around in the air with pieces of
wood or bone stuck between the fingers. There
are certain basic movements that you must
master carefully before you can begin to com-
bine them into more interesting forms. Your
eventual goal as a bones player is to be able to
do more than merely reinforce the beat of a
piece of accomanying music. You want to be
able to enhance the texture of that music with

your playing by elaborating a continuous series
of rhythmic patterns. This sophisticated pat-
terning that is the mark of the true bones
virtuoso requires precision, discipline and
practice. Remember, the bones are, above all,
a musical instrument, and they must be used
with respect and played with understanding
and skill.

As you begin to play the bones, there are
several things to keep in mind in order to
produce successful results:

1. Practice is a must. The practice sessions
needn’t be long, and they should be enjoyable,
but you do need to keep at it on a regular basis.

2. American style bones playing requires a
high degree of ambidexterity. Most people are
more facile with one hand than the other.
Nevertheless, start using bones in both hands
from the outset. Otherwise the tendency is to
allow your less facile hand to lag behind in its
development, and that will slow down your
progress in general. It will probably take more
time to build up real control with your “other”
hand. But the real secret of great bones playing
is the ability to produce different rhythms with
each hand at the same time. It takes time and
practice to develop this high level of coordina-
tion, but keep working towards that goal.

3. Thoroughly learn the rudiments we de-
scribe in the following pages. Try combining
them in as many ways as you can. Don't just
string the rudiments together time after time.
Variation of order, accent and dynamic level
are all important. Be creative. Experiment.

4. Most important of all is to STAY LOOSE.
RELAX your whole body as you play. The
bones are really an extension of the body itself.
The virtuoso player does not merely play; he
dances the bones. Get your whole body moving
and play from the soles of your feet to the tip of
your cowlick.

5. While the previous statements concern-
ing the dedication and discipline required to
master the bones are all true, playing them
should be FUN. In spite of its long history, this
is not a stately, prissy instrument. Its masters
and carriers of the tradition have usually been
the folk, not the mannered gentry. Play the
bones in the spirit of festivity and celebration
that surrounded medieval feast days, pub danc-
ing, village weddings and minstrel shows.
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As soon as you master even one or two
movements, you will want to begin working
with musical accompaniment. Playing the
bones without music is like trying to dance
without music. . . . It just isn’t very satisfying.
Many types of music make good background for
bones playing. The bones accommodate most
readily to music with a 2/4 or 4/4 meter. Percy
works most often with ragtime. Minstrel show
tunes, marches, jazz, pop tunes and string
band music are possibilities. Jigs, reels, waltzes
and Spanish numbers present different kinds of
rhythmic challenges. Start with songs that are
relatively simple rhythmically, and graduate to
more complex pieces as your skill develops. At
the same time, begin with simple movements,

~ J
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Building Your Skill
The Double Tap (The Flam)

There are several ways of producing a double
tap. The easiest is to combine two single taps,

12
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single taps and rolls, and work up fancier
routines as you feel able to create them. You
don’t have to know how to read music to play
the bones, but you must always be sensitive to
the underlying meter or pulse of a particular
song. Feel this beat and elaborate on it in your
playing. Different meters require varied types
of bones patterns, however. The chart below
should help to illustrate the differences be-
tween a march rhythm and a jig rhythm, for
example. Sing the basic beat to yourself and
then try tapping the bones to each beat. You
will sense immediately that the feel of the two
meters is not the same and that you must adjust
vour playing accordingly.

D e RepoNORY
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one executed with each hand, one right after
the other. In other words, tap once with each
hand, compressing the temporal space be-
tween the two, to an instant. An alternate













The crescendo reaches full volume when the
bones are aligned so that their tips are in nor-
mal playing position. These adjustments of
alignment are also the proper method of vary-
ing the dynamic level of your playing.

Accents

Accents are stresses of certain beats. To ac-
cent any motion or any point in a roll, snap the
hand harder than you would normally. The
harder snap will cause the bones to strike with
additional force on that beat (or off-beat), thus
making it stand out from those around it. You
will normally want to strike the strong beats of
a piece with a little more force in order to rein-
force the underlying rhythm.

Accents are also essential to the develop-
ment of syncopated rhythmic patterns. A syn-
copation is the deliberate displacement of the
normal pulse of a piece of music. To syncopate,
you may shift the accent from a strong beat to a
weak beat, or you may divide a beat into sev-
eral smaller parts, perhaps holding one of them
over to the next beat. Accent your syncopations
to make them more audible. They add interest
to the progression of the tune and the texture of
the music.

Making Music

It is impossible to describe in this short chap-
ter every syncopated rhythmic pattern a bones
virtuoso can produce. All rhythms are vari-
ations of the single, double and triple taps, and
the roll. By altering the regularity of the taps or
by extending or delaying them, you can rear-
range the order of sonic events into complex
rhythmic patterns. The possible combinations
are virtually endless. As we mentioned before,
you will want to create patterns that elaborate
on the meter, not merely reinforce it. These
elaborations are the element that makes bones
playing fun to do and enjoyable to hear and
watch.

As you gain dexterity, you will want to begin
using cross rhythms. This involves starting a
pattern in one hand, picking it up with the
other, and perhaps tossing it back to the first.
You will also want to try executing different
patterns simultaneously in each hand. Work up
your coordination gradually and increase the

16

complexity and ambidexterity of your pattern-
ing as your skill evolves.

Due to the mingling of a number of
influences particular to America with earlier
bones playing technique, a unique style has
emerged here. American-style playing is flam-
boyant, elaborate, and complex in use of
rhythmic patterns and syncopated elements.
As it has emerged in the American milieu,
bones playing is a stand-up art form. This is
performance bones; the player is really a soloist
and a center of attention in the best sense of the
word. He is an entertainer, a dancer, and a
musician who merges his being and his instru-
ment into one unit as he plays

As any entertainer knows, the smell of the
crowd is a significant element of his dedication
and his willingness to spend hours practicing
and perfecting his art. As a bones player in the
American tradition of entertainment, you too,
will want to seek out fellow performers and an
audience. As soon as you begin to perfect your
skills, locate performers on other instruments
(piano, fiddle, guitar or banjo, for example) and
begin making live music together. You will find
that kind of playing much more rewarding than
performing at home for vour cat. You and your
fellow musicians will soon want to graduate to
performing for an audience, even if it's only a
gathering of family and friends. You will
quickly find that the bones are a real show-
stealer. Your audience will be amazed that you
can produce so many intricate rhythms with
four little sticks. Many of them will have never
heard bones before, so vou and your playing
will be a delightful surprise.

Now you have the basic instruction you need
to begin to develop your own expertise as a
bones virtuoso. So get busy. Practice. Play.
Create. And above all, enjoy yourself and your
new art,
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Philo Records 2000
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The Chieftains —

(Imported), Five Records, Claddagh Records
Ltd. CC2, CC7, CC10, CC14, CC16
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