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A common scenario for Hands 
On’Semble clinics over the years has 
been for us to play some of our music 
and then discuss it, dissecting and de-

constructing each of the pieces performed and 
talking about the ideas, concepts, and personal 
aesthetic choices that went into making each 
piece. In doing so, a topic that has come up 
with some regularity during these discussions 
is the rather enigmatic idea of finding your 
own voice, which on one hand is a rather dif-
ficult and complex thing to pinpoint, and vastly 
different for everyone, while at the same time 
innately uncomplicated. 
 One of the many things that John Bergamo 
(the group’s founder) was particularly gifted at 
was unlocking doors for young musicians and 
helping them to open up and find their own 
artistic voice. It was so ingrained in his ap-
proach as a teacher that, to this day, it is still an 
underlying byproduct of a CalArts education 
(where John founded the percussion program), 
and is at the core of what Hands On’Semble is 
all about. 
 The content of this article is not particularly 
exclusive to world percussion, and the title’s use 
of that term is really just topical for describing 
the nature of Hands On’Semble’s work and the 
context of our presentation at PASIC. What 
follows are simply some ideas and sentiments 
that have come up during the years spent with 
John, Hands On’Semble, and at CalArts that 
I think are relevant to this idea of finding your 
own voice. 

IT’S A BIG WORLD
	 There is no doubt that music is bigger than 
any of us, and the vastness of music and per-
cussion out there in the world is completely 
staggering. Even if you reach a certain level 
of “mastery” in one area, there will still be so 
many areas you still know little to nothing 
about. There is also a somewhat looming ex-
pectation in western culture to learn so much 
about so many instruments. It can be over-
whelming to say the least, and ultimately it’s 
not feasible to do it all. At some point in our 
development we reach crossroads and make 
choices to pursue certain music, instruments, 
and courses of study. Later, these decisions can 
come to define us (as “what we do,” “what we 
play,” and even “with whom we play” as our 
careers develop). When you come upon these 

Hands On’Semble: Finding Your 
Voice in World Percussion 
By Randy Gloss

crossroads of opportunities, focus on individual 
pursuits, explore your interests and passions, 
be true to yourself (i.e., follow your heart). Go 
for what excites you, draws you in, and compels 
you to learn more. Be a student of rhythm and 
music, open to the possibilities in percussion 
and letting your influences and interests dictate 
your palette of colors, language, and timbres 
that resonate for you and how you speak music.

WHAT’S MORE IMPORTANT?
	 We live in a time in which there is a rapidly 
diminishing hierarchy of what is regarded as 
important to know. Is it better to know how 
to play congas or drumset? Tabla or timpani? 
Marimba or mbira? More and more these 
types of questions become less relevant with 
regard to studying, performing, developing, and 
ultimately sustaining a career. Living in a city 
like Los Angeles, I see as much opportunity for 
world percussion as I do for western percus-
sion. It’s become a level playing field with sig-
nificant potential and opportunity for any/all of 
it, becoming more about what we’re individu-
ally drawn to, with all of us having converging 
and diverging interests. We are experiencing a 
period of tremendous individual artistic styles 

on global proportions in the percussion world 
today. Even instruments once perceived as 
“simple” or even “toys” not so long ago have 
been taken to new virtuosic heights and even 
synthesized into the vernacular of many per-
cussionists. As each individual has seemingly 
limitless potential, each instrument has the po-
tential to be as shallow as a puddle or as deep 
as any ocean, with the only restrictions being 
the ones we impose.

FOUNDATION
	 In whatever direction music takes you, it is 
helpful to start with a strong foundation. Sim-
ply put, the stronger your foundation, the taller 
you can build. A strong foundation can serve 
you in all subsequent endeavors. While music 
can be vastly different around the world, the 
essence of a good drummer is often the same: 
a good sense of time, a clear understanding of 
form, overall musicianship, and “feel” for the 
music. Additionally, good technique can obvi-
ously also serve as a great benefit to any drum-
mer. Having such skills and musical sensibility 
will definitely be an asset that can serve you 
well. While your foundation can help to offer 
insight in finding commonalities and under-
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standing the differences, when studying a “new” 
music and style of drumming, make sure to 
keep an open mind and try not imposing your 
perspective onto the subject you are learning. 

TEACHERS
	 Good teachers are essential, as we can stand 
taller on the shoulders of those who came 
before us. Seek them out. Teachers inform and 
mentor but can also act as guides through the 
music and culture being studied. Teachers can 
come in many forms, even (and especially) out-
side the context of the classroom. They have an 
overwhelming ability to inspire and empower 
(this is particularly important in finding and 
developing your own voice or approach). A 
great teacher is one who is generous to share 
and impart knowledge for the benefit of teach-
ing students with the hope that they succeed 
without limitations and exceed all expecta-
tions. If you are fortunate enough to have great 
teachers, thank them, be sincere and respectful 
in your approach, study hard and practice well, 
as you are truly blessed.

LISTENING
	 It all starts with listening. We hear an in-
strument, a sound, certain music, and are drawn 
to it. In oral-based traditions, it starts (and 
often just continues) with mimicking what we 
hear and see. Regardless of what music you 
explore, listening is paramount. Considerable 
listening experience is essential in learning the 
subtleties, details, and nuances of any music. 
Spend time actively listening with your undi-
vided attention, not just music as “wallpaper” 
or background, but real focused listening. This 
can be especially helpful if you didn’t grow up 
immersed in that music during your formative 
years. Regardless, listening is a vital tool to 
better understand history, language, idiomatic 
styles, and more. 

SINGING
	 The voice and percussion have always been 
connected, and surely music is language—so 
sing everything. Bebop is a musical language, 
Indian classical music is a language, Ghanaian 
drumming is language, etc. Around the world 
this is often the case, so sing everything, pe-
riod. There are so many tremendous benefits to 
singing: it helps with memorization of musical 
ideas and pieces, reinforcing and internalizing 
of ideas, and at its core it helps with phrasing, 
musicality, and giving dimensionality, bringing 
the music to life, and more. Not to mention the 
literalness of “finding your own voice” when 
you spend so much time singing your ideas. 

TRADITIONAL AND CONTEMPORARY
	 With regard to world music, having oppor-
tunities to perform both traditional and con-
temporary approaches to the music you study 
can be extremely helpful, if not essential. There 
is no substitute for the experience of actually 

playing the music in its traditional context. 
Additionally though, having forums for experi-
mental/creative pursuits with the instruments 
or within the scope of the music (without 
having to adhere to stringent stylistic rules or 
practices) can also be of great importance, es-
pecially with regard to bringing in this idea of 
“your own voice.” Learn the rules and tradition, 
develop a strong foundation within that music, 
and then learn to “break” the rules while main-
taining a certain musical integrity. 

CULTURAL BACKGROUND 
	 While on the topic of opportunities in world 
music, I would like to add that while coming 
from the specific culture you are studying can 
clearly be advantageous on many levels (cul-
tural connection, growing up with the music, 
etc.), in no way is it the sole determining factor. 
Deep knowledge and high-level artistry can 
be achieved regardless of ethnicity, skin color, 
gender, etc. In this day and age, does one need 
to be European to play western classical music? 
Does one need to be African-American to play 
jazz? While the thought of this seems laugh-
able now, not so long ago these myths were 
largely considered true. Being born of a certain 
culture or ethnicity does not guarantee or pre-
determine one’s ability to play that style of mu-
sic, as there is no substitute for hard work and 
love for one’s subject. Music and drumming are 
not elitist, nor exclusive. Music enriches lives 
and brings communities together. Every person 
has a connection with music on some level. It 
should be shared and enjoyed by all, and there-
fore belongs to (and is for) everyone. So do 
your thing, but don’t get hung up on something 
as “your thing,” as there is no ownership on any 
of this. 

COMPOSING
	 Try tying it all together in your practice, 
performance, and experiments in composition. 
Prior to meeting John Bergamo I never con-
ceived to write a piece of music. I was always 
intimidated by the thought of composing and 
held it in such regard that I believed perhaps I 
wasn’t qualified to compose, and that it might 
be left to actual composers. John instead would 
suggest, “Who better to write for you than 
yourself ?” It was actually a prerequisite set by 
John when we started Hands On’Semble that 
each member had to compose and contribute 
compositions to the group’s repertoire. When I 
told him I didn’t compose, he smiled and said, 
“Then you can’t be in the group.” So, I began to 
compose. 
 
WHAT IF?
 Most of the material for my composi-
tions still comes directly from certain practice 
routines that John initially suggested. Experi-
menting and cross-pollinating ideas, letting 
“what if ” be the mantra: What if I try it this 
way? What if I try it that way? What if I do 

this? What if I do that? What if ? Trying not 
to compartmentalize information, we allowed 
ideas and information to freely mingle and 
intertwine. Keep in mind that new ideas are 
often synthesized, borrowed, adapted, inter-
preted, and influenced from somewhere, so 
nothing is really new anyway. In that moment 
of creating, don’t censor yourself; trust and 
develop your own flow. Later you can sculpt 
and edit your ideas. It can take years to hone 
what is your perspective, identity, and voice, so 
have fun and enjoy the process as we are all just 
“works in progress.”

OUTPUT OF IDEAS
	 Even though we are these “works in prog-
ress,” don’t be shy about putting your work 
out there. I would recommend not just being 
a sideman (as percussionists often relegate to 
this role). Have your own group/project, some-
thing you have a vested interest in as a vehicle 
or outlet to support your ideas, compositions, 
and artistic vision, and also as a way to exert or 
maintain some control of your output and work 
as a musician. 

TEACH
	 Share your knowledge, teach, and pass it 
along, as we are all just links in a chain. Teach-
ing is also an excellent way to reinforce and 
refine your own ideas, and gain clarity and a 
new depth of understanding of your subject, 
while at the same time disseminating informa-
tion and sharing your love for your art. It can 
be incredibly rewarding on so many levels. 

LEARN
	 At any age and at any level, be receptive 
to new opportunities to learn and grow. This 
keeps us open, humble, and ever-improving. 
Because of the vastness of our subject, there’s 
clearly no limit on learning, so enjoy the jour-
ney rather than focusing on the destination. 

THANKS TO JOHN
	 In closing, I would like to offer my most 
heartfelt congratulations to John Bergamo on 
the auspicious occasion of his being inducted 
into the PAS Hall of Fame. It is with my sin-
cerest gratitude, love, and respect that I thank 
him for his far-reaching contributions in the 
field of percussion, and on behalf of everyone 
whose lives he’s touched in innumerable and 
immeasurable ways: thank you.
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