
 
 

 1 

 
 
Ratchet Attach It (2021)  Charles Amirkhanian 
 
In 2020 I was invited by composer Errollyn Wallen, as guest curator at the 2021 Spitalfields Festival 
in London, to compose and premiere a new work. Meanwhile, the advent of the Covid-19 
pandemic negated my opportunity to be present at the first performance, and I realized I’d have 
to compose something for trusted performers who might already be living in England and who 
could stage this unorthodox project and balance its various sonic elements in the reverberant 
space of Christ Church Spitalfields.  
 
I am grateful therefore to my friends Rex Lawson and Dominic Murcott for their generous 
collaboration and to the percussionists of Trinity Laban Conservatoire. Rex and I had met through 
our mutual interest in the music of George Antheil and his Ballet mécanique. And the three of us 
had come together for centennial performances in 2012 in London and Berkeley, California, of the 
music of player piano studies of Conlon Nancarrow.  
 
Ratchet Attach It was conceived as a dialogue between a pianolist (Mr. Lawson) and a percussion 
ensemble (directed by Mr. Murcott). In 1994 I had spent three days with Rex recording him playing 
selections from his collection of more than 15,000 player piano rolls. We developed strategies to 
alter and distort the content of these historical gems, and much of that research became the basis 
for my composition Pianola—Pas de mains (recently released on New World Records). But much 
of what we learned had gone unused and could be incorporated into this new work.  
 
As there would necessarily be pauses between the playing of various piano rolls due to rewinding 
and reloading, I composed movements for percussion alone to alternate with Rex’s solos. 
 
When it became apparent recently that health issues would prevent Mr. Lawson from performing 
his part live, I turned to the 1994 recording sessions and used actual recordings of Lawson’s to 
create the pianola movements as pre-recorded entities, sometimes making alterations that could 
not have been performed live. My thanks to Liam Herb for his assistance in producing the pre-
recorded segments. 
 
Ratchet Attach It is dedicated to my brilliant friend Rex Lawson who has done so much to further 
our appreciation of the player piano, the pianola, and its music. 
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I The U.S. Army Postal Unit at Blandford, Dorset, 1944 
When it became apparent during World War II that Hitler’s Germany would take a route through 
Blandford to attack England, the barracks from WW I were re-activated and populated, in large 
measure, by U.S. Army personnel starting in 1943. The following year, my 29-year-old father Ben, 
the commander of a unit of men assigned to sort the mail sent from the U.S. to England and 
Continental Europe, arrived to begin work in Dorset. On the weekends, the commander had the 
privilege of driving some of his men around for sightseeing, from Stonehenge, to Piccadilly Square, 
to Edinburgh. Ben’s enthusiasm for the people of England, the landscape and its history, is evident 
in his many letters home to my mother who was about to give birth to me in January 1945. 
 
II In Praise of the Venerable Piano Roll 
The wonders of music made available to many non-performers in the early 20th Century by the 
invention of the player piano brought an unimaginable thrill of excitement to so many. Before the 
days of high-fidelity sound recording, hearing the acoustic sounds of an actual piano, playing note-
perfect renditions of classical and popular repertoire in one’s own home, was a profoundly 
mesmerizing experience. Snare drummer everywhere will welcome the chance to honor this signal 
achievement with a roll of their own. My thanks to Dominic Murcott for suggesting that the 
percussion repertoire lacked a single pieces comprised solely of the sounds of drum rolls. 
 
III Ticklish Licorice 
This movement comprises a quick-time performance of the novelty piece Flying Moments, by Leo 
Livens (1896-1990), accompanied by crystalline bell sounds from the percussionists. Livens, in his 
day, was a renowned British composer of light music. Here the player piano is useful in brightening 
up the music with a high-speed rendition of this playful music, performed in a studio recording by 
Rex Lawson with his usual nuance and panaache on the Bösendorfer Imperial Grand at Dulwich 
College in 1994—John Whiting, sound engineer. 
 
 
IV Chatteratchet 
The sound up close of a concert orchestral ratchet can be hair-raising. Also, full of bird-chirping-
like overtones. I learned this early on by accident while sitting in the enclosed cab of my 
Volkswagen bug, and turning the handle of this ear-splitting instrument. I decided to compose a 
solo for amplified ratchet, followed by duos, an octet, and other combinations over the years. The 
act of playing this mechanical instrument somehow relates, for me, to the mechanism of the 
player piano, with its constant rotating of the paper roll on which music has been encoded. The 
ratchet came to mind in relation to Spitalfields and the history there of tailoring. My only visit to 
the neighborhood came some years ago when I visited the offices of my friend Timothy Everest, 
bespoke tailor. In this quartet for four amplified ratchets, much of the work is devoted to the 
practice of turning the instrument’s handle continuously, but at the slowest possible speed. The 
counterpoint between the instruments literally is out of the control of the players due to the 
nature of the spokes and their response to the turning crank, resulting in an interesting 
irregularity. 
 
V Hopper Popper 
Numerous different ethnicities produced piano rolls of their own folk and popular music, including 
my people, the Armenians. Here is a roll of the love song “Haperpan” (a woman’s name), with its 
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irregular phrase structure, augmented by our percussionists with wire brushes on the snare drum 
heads. The rhythmic irregularities in the cutting of the roll are especially interesting, if subtle. 
 
VI  Exculpatorium 
An excuplatorium (a word I coined) would be a large, highly reverberant room where elderly snare 
drummers (and The Blue Man Group) must go to be absolved of their youthful sins of 
exhibitionism. As my first original compositions were relatively sedate marching band drum 
cadences, unlike some later more flamboyant and theatrical Fluxus-inspired pieces, I return to my 
pedestrian roots in this movement. 
 
VII To the Riled Wrecks 
In 1896, the American composer Edward MacDowell (1860-1908) and his wife Marian purchased a 
lovely rural farm in Peterborough, New Hampshire. MacDowell immediately set about writing a 
series of short piano pieces he titled Woodland Sketches, Op. 51. One of these, “To a Wild Rose,” 
heard here, was a favorite of my piano teacher mother Eleanor’s. I’d often request it from her as 
music to go to sleep to when I was seven and just beginning myself to study piano. Rex Lawson 
here performs an 88-note roll of the music on a pianola adjusted to a setting for rolls that contain 
only 65 notes across the width of the roll, with crushing results. 
 
VIII Dominictrix 
This solo for snare drum was composed for my invaluable collaborator in the composition and 
world premiere of Ratchet Attach It, Dominic Murcott. I incorporate some of his favorite licks—
thus, Dominic tricks. 
 
 
 
IX Bum of the Flightlebee 
This backwards rendition of the Rimsky-Korsakov favorite The Flight of the Bumblebee, is played 
by Rex Lawson by reversing the physical roll on the spindle. This piece is the only one I’ve 
discovered that is both interesting and recognizable in any of the four possible performances of 
the paper roll—forward, backward, and each of those with treble to bass reversed. 
 
 
X Pedestrian 
The most memorable drum cadence ever, in my experience, was written for and played at the 
funeral of the American President John Fitzgerald Kennedy on November 25,1963. Its somber use 
of strictly regular rhythm capped by a dotted figure still haunts me, long after I heard it at the age 
of eighteen during the day-long event televised nationally from Washington, D.C. Using an additive 
process of extending the roll figure, and doubling it with the grating sounds of ratchets, resulted in 
this variation on a most memorable walking tune. 
 
XI  Tyrannus Rex 
Three piano rolls played by Rex Lawson comprise the core of this concluding movement: The 
Tarantella from Rachmaninoff’s Suite No. 2 for Two Pianos in an arrangement made by the 
composer, Percy Grainger’s roll of his own Molly on the Shore, and a roll of the popular song from 
1933, Stormy Weather, by Harold Arlen with lyrics by Ted Koehler, on an 88-note roll played while 
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shifting back and forth between 65- and 88-note settings on the pianola. Percussion 
embellishments orchestrated by Dominic Murcott lend an added spatial dimension.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


