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Career Biography 

 

When I think about the women in percussion who have gone before me 
and who inspired me to believe in the possibility of building a life as a 
professional musician and a career that I could support myself financially 
with, I find that I do have a few role models I can name. As a young teen-
ager in the mid-1960’s living in the Midwest, I saw a Black woman in the 
percussion section of the NY Philharmonic playing the xylophone on one 
of Leonard Bernstein’s televised Young People’s Concerts. Her presence 
was notable in an orchestra that had almost no other women, or people 
of color in it. In my naive young mind, I just assumed that a woman as part 
of the classical orchestra percussion section was perfectly normal. That 
woman was Elayne Jones, who I was thrilled to meet at PASIC’19 where 
she was inducted into the PAS Hall of Fame at the age of 91.  

Elayne Jones broke two barriers in the classical music and percussion worlds. She was the first woman to 
hold a full-time timpani chair in a major symphony and the first Black person to do so. Her position as 
timpanist of the San Francisco Symphony only lasted two years, from 1972 to 1974. The controversy 
about the orchestra denying her tenure was reported in the NY Times and I followed it very closely – 
because by that time I was in graduate school in Indiana working toward my career goal of securing an 
orchestral timpani position. Sadly, for women timpanists, there has been no other woman holding the 
timpani chair in a major symphony since Elayne Jones and there is not one today.  

A Passion for Music 

I grew up in small college town in Nebraska in a musical household. My 
mother was an accomplished pianist and our home was infused with music. I 
started playing the violin when I was nine and then added beginning band the 
next year. When my turn came to choose an instrument, the band director 
asked me to play the drums because the trumpet and the french horn had 
already been taken, so I was happy with drums. I just wanted to be in band. 
My band director (a saxophonist) gave me beginning lessons.  

I love everything musical and excelled in percussion performance and was an 
All-State musician in both my junior and senior of high school. This made me 
eligible for a scholarship to attend the six-week long, residential summer 
camp at Kansas University, the Midwest Music and Art Camp in 1968. I had 
my first timpani lessons and first professional percussion instruction from 

George Boberg, professor of percussion at KU. 



In thinking about college and a future career, there were not many options for women at that time. In 
fact, the only career paths discussed by high school advisors available for young women who wanted to 
pursue higher education were secretary, teacher, or nurse. These choices did not interest me. After the 
KU experience I decided that I wanted to choose music for my career. I resolved to study music in 
college as a performance major and focused especially on snare drum and timpani. During my third year 
of college at the UMKC Conservatory of Music in Kansas City – a city with a vibrant live music scene in 
those years I joined the musicians union (AFM Local 34-627)) and began gigging in my senior year of 
college, most often on drum set (on which I was self-taught, inspired by drummers in the KC scene, 
especially funk and R&B drumming by Melvin Webb, drummer for Bloodstone, Marvin Gaye, and James 
Brown). 

After graduation, four of my conservatory friends and I (all women) formed a five-piece jazz/funk band 
(drums/rhythm guitar, percussion/vibes, keyboard/sax/singer, singer/organ, bass/acoustic guitar) 
named Pandora. We approached this project using what we had learned in school: selecting music, 
creating arrangements, rehearsing, polishing, and performing. We rehearsed for 6 weeks, learned 50 
tunes (enough to get started, later expanded to about 150 tunes), hired a booking agent, and by the 
beginning of September were performing at clubs, parties, weddings, dances, etc., and were making a 
living doing it. Pandora was one of a small handful of all-women bands in the entire country and the only 
one in the mid-west. We built a regional reputation and were heard nationally on NPR’s Jazz Alive 
program, at the Kansas City Women’s Jazz Festival, and at other major events in the central Midwest. (I 
am on the right in photo) 



I was also timpanist of both the Kansas City Civic Orchestra and the Northland Symphony and taught 
private lessons at several locations in the city. Gradually, I realized that my playing timpani in orchestra 
was my real passion. I began private study with Cloyd Duff, traveling to Cleveland for lessons, and 
eventually quit the band to go to graduate school at the Indiana University School of Music to study with 
George Gaber in order to focus on timpani performance and audition preparation.  
 
Stymied 

From the beginning, I had never been given a message that “girls shouldn’t play drums.” My band 
director asked me to play drums and my parents supported me. At my school, Instrument selection for 
students to learn was not based on the stereotyped roles. At my undergrad school, I felt supported as a 
female percussionist and there were only a few small things that made me aware that this sort of 
discrimination existed. 

The problems became more apparent when I attended graduate school. Even though I had a full 
fellowship and two solid years of professional performance in between undergrad and grad school, the 
department chair did not seem to take me seriously. There were five female and seventy-five male 
percussion majors at that time. It seemed that no one thought I would actually need to get a job after 
graduating. Even my best percussion friend told me: “I have to get a job – you’ve always got your 
parents, but I have to have a job.” All information about playing opportunities in area orchestras went 
through the department chair. When the music building halls emptied out on weekend evenings I didn’t 
know that many of the guys were out performing and making money in the five area orchestras that IU 
students routinely gigged in. When the buses picked up the students who made up the orchestras to go 
out on regional Roger Williams and Henry Mancini tours, I never heard about the hiring or how to get 
considered for the gig. In fact, the main contractor for these gigs just told women who asked for work, 
no matter what instrument they played, that “I don’t hire women.” 

Early Professional Career 

After grad school, I accepted a position as timpanist with the National Symphony of Nicaragua for the 
1978-1979 season. I enjoyed learning some Spanish 
and developed a life-long love for Latin America. 
When I returned, I won the audition for the 
Owensboro (KY) Symphony timpani position, which 
grew into an adjunct position at a local university 
and the position as timpanist of the Evansville 
Philharmonic. While I had a good relationship with 
the Owensboro orchestra, the situation in Evansville 
was very uncomfortable with the band director 
expecting me to clean up the percussion equipment 
in the band room at the end of the day.This was not 
a good fit for me, so I moved on. 



I took a position at the IU School of Music in 1980 as the percussion technician and logistics manager. 
This turned out to be a great opportunity for my interest in timpani as it got me started on the path to 
re-design and build my own drums. In the meantime, I had access to practice instruments so I could 
continue to improve my playing and prepare for auditions. My agreement with the department chair 
was that I could practice as much as I wanted as long as the other work got done.  

GP Percussion Timpani Manufacturers 

 

As part of my job, I became familiar with the various designs and brands of timpani in our collection and 
their individual quirks and shortcomings. These became a source of inspiration for me to build a set of 
timpani, re-designing them to improve the mechanisms and get a better sound. That I would have a set 
of my own drums as we did this was an additional motivator! I found a business partner in Barbara Allen, 
who taught entrepreneurship at the IU Business School. We founded GP Percussion, met Robert Picking 
and learned to make timpani bowls from the coppersmiths in his shop. Our GP Percussion timpani are in 
the collections of two percussion museums: the PAS Discovery! Rhythm Center in Indianapolis and the 
Kolberg Museum in Stuttgart Germany. My design resulted in improved mechanics, frame, pedal 
mechanism, and bowl suspension system, resulting in four US patents covering more than 30 design 
improvements (US Patents #4635524, #4674390, #4730531, #4831912). The innovations in these 
timpani have inspired numerous drum makers to adopt our ideas for use in their own designs. 

View Short Museum Video 

PASIC’84 

Our prototype was going to be finished in the fall of 1984, so we could debut our drums to the 
percussion community. This opportunity took place at PASIC in Ann Arbor, Michigan. This event was a 
pivotal moment for me as two major projects that define my career dovetailed together: the design 
work on the timpani was finished and I heard the new Yamaha YM6000 that gave me the sound and 
musical expression possibilities that I would use in developing and building my career as a marimba 
soloist. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkN4N7KZMSM&ab_channel=RebeccaKite


The timpani were a big success. We booked an order with 
one of the military bands at our first show! Plus, I had sent 
letters to all the timpanists whom I thought were likely to 
attend the show, inviting them to our booth to see our new 
designs and drums. Showing successfully at this event was a 
thrilling accomplishment for us.  

 

Becoming a Marimba Soloist 

 I invested in a Yamaha YM6000 marimba, serial number 10, 
and became the first owner of a five-octave marimba in the 
United States in 1985. Because of the longer and wider bars, 
nine-foot length, and the lower range going to cello “C,” 
exploring new musical possibilities became a challenging 
and inspiring endeavor. Everything from mallets, physical 
techniques, and musical expression required exploration, 
experimentation, and development. This instrument and 
marimba solo performance became the major part of my 
musical interests and eventually became the focus of my performing career.  

The Indiana Arts Council selected me for two Master Fellowships (1988 and 1992) in recognition of my 
“Research and Development in the Arts”. These statewide competitive fellowships provided financial 
support totaling $15,700 (in today’s dollars), both increasing my state and regional recognition, concert 
bookings, and making professional PR materials and the recording and production of my debut 
marimba recording, Across Time, possible. 

Growing My Career 

After ten years of making timpani, I realized that I was not cut out to be a manager of a manufacturing 
business. I had really enjoyed the creative aspects of designing the timpani and working out the 
manufacturing process, but my heart was really in performing. I needed to move to a bigger city to find 

more opportunities for free-lancing and 
teaching and to build my marimba career. I 
decided to move to Minneapolis where I had 
some friends and where I knew there was a 
lot of support for the arts. (Photo: playing 
my timpani with the Plymouth Music Series 
Orchestra, Minneapolis) 

I moved in 1992 and was teaching right away 
and in four months started getting timpani 
gigs – where I now had my own set of 



timpani to use! Many opportunities opened up for me and I had a full schedule. I auditioned and won 
second percussion position with the Minnesota Opera, I became the first call marimba player for gigs 
that needed a keyboard specialist and I continued working as a timpanist on a free-lance basis with the 
top level free-lance orchestra in the Twin-Cities. I was also gigging, playing drum set in a small jazz 
group, working with composers, commissioning new pieces, and performing new music. This was a great 
place to thrive. There was less resistance to me as a woman playing the timpani and percussion 
instruments. I have Paula Culp to thank for that – she was one of the first women percussionists to have 
a full-time position in what then was a regional level orchestra in Minneapolis. Audiences and 
conductors and contractors were used to seeing a woman on stage back in the percussion section. She 
was there for about 25 years.  

In 1993, I produced and recorded my debut CD of marimba music, Across Time. This album was the 
result of seven years of working with the new YM6000 marimba and features music from the 
Renaissance to Contemporary eras, including my seminal performance of the Bach D Minor Chaconne. 
This recording received critical acclaim and established my national reputation as an exceptional world 
class marimba soloist: 

“Rebecca Kite is a fine performer with an impressive technique, a good deal of musical sense, 
and the ability to exploit all the nuances of the instrument . . . The most satisfying piece on the 
disc is Kite’s own transcription of the famous Bach D-Minor Chaconne. Here Kite’s pacing and 
building of the often - complex variations are exemplary.” Richard Burke, Fanfare Magazine - 
1994.  

    Listen to Chaconne       Listen to Yellow After the Rain 

Developing Teaching Materials 

I was working with many young adult and college age students who were great drummers but who 
could not read pitched music. As an adjunct faculty member at several colleges and universities in the 
Twin Cities, I had lots of students to test my teaching methods. I developed my first book, Reading 
Mallet Percussion Music for this sort of student and this method has been very successful and thousands 
of percussionists have learned to read music by working through it. It is now in its third edition. 

 Another gap I found was the absence of professional recordings of beginning and intermediate 
marimba repertoire for student listening for inspiration about a good marimba sound, phrasing, and 
musicianship. This led to recording my second CD, Prism, which has been a best seller in the marimba 
world since it was first released. It contains the first definitive recording of Yellow After the Rain that has 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-A478wG56pw&list=OLAK5uy_ltxnpt7avcZJJY4ZLQ4krPztz_rB3vN8Y&index=11&ab_channel=RebeccaKite-Topic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EOB2NF7zDW0&ab_channel=RebeccaKite-Topic


been easily available to students and continues to be available by streaming and online purchase 
worldwide. 

The Biography of Keiko Abe 

          

In 2000, I moved to the Washington DC area, to Northern Virginia, for extended family reasons involving 
elderly relatives. This move brought new opportunities and a project that I started in the spring of 2000 
that could be done from any location – researching and writing the biography of Keiko Abe. 

Keiko Abe’s work as a marimbist is un-paralleled and the significance of her work as a performer, 
teacher, and her collaboration with Yamaha in designing the first five-octave concert marimba all have 
given rise to a world-wide popularity of this instrument, thousands of compositions, and many 
thousands of marimbists today around the globe.   

I wanted to document Abe’s work and tell her story for other marimbists and for future generations to 
learn about this remarkable period in the history of the marimba – specifically from 1969 to 1984 when 
a completely new five octave marimba was designed and built to Abe’s artistic standards by the Yamaha 
company. This marimba range and sound completely re-defined marimba playing for the future.  

I flew to Amsterdam in April of 2000 to meet with Abe over several days, describe my project and to ask 
her permission and cooperation. I would need her help and cooperation, and we would need to work 
closely together to make this project successful. We had an agreement by May, and my first research 
trip took place in July.    

This six-year project involved five trips to Tokyo to find and collect primary sources for documenting 
factual information about Keiko Abe’s career and her influence on marimba music and the instrument 
itself. I conducted more than 50 interviews, often using an interpreter, and met with Abe’s colleagues, 
family, friends, former students, and with the composers who wrote Abe’s most important commissions. 
Primary sources from Abe herself included sheet music, copies of programs, diaries, photographs, LP 
recordings, correspondence, newspaper reviews and articles, and other materials. Additional sources 
included writings on Japanese music, Buddhism, Japanese History, and Japanese Culture. Many articles 
from Percussive Notes and the Gerhardt collection were used as well as photographs from the PAS 



Museum holdings. In all, I collected more than 385 bibliographic sources for reference in writing the 
book.  

This book tells the inspirational story of Keiko Abe’s musical life and also the history of the marimba. It 
has inspired marimbists and percussionists all around the world. I continue to receive emails from 
readers thanking me for my work in writing this book and telling me how much it has inspired them to 
follow their own creative path.  The importance and influence of my work as the author of this book is 
shown by the fact of its translation and publication in Japanese by the Yamaha Media Press and its 
translation and publication in Spanish by the University Press of UNICACH in Chiapas, Mexico.  

Published in 2007, Keiko Abe ~ A Virtuosic Life received many positive reviews and was praised as being 
“the first scholarly book about percussion history that is based on primary research and has created new 
knowledge of our past since the James Blades History of Percussion Instruments (which was published in 
1970).” It is currently an important reference book for graduate level study, theses, and doctoral 
dissertations, globally.   

Marimba Career Blossoms 

In Virginia, I found a very supportive arts community and was accepted into the Virginia Commission for 
the Arts Touring Program on my first application. I was part of this program for fourteen years from 
2002 to 2016, performing school assembly programs, New Year’s Eve “First-Night” festivals, solo recitals 
on concert series, and concerto performances across the state.  

 

Summary 

While my professional resume has the details of my activities and achievements throughout my career, 
there are five achievements that stand out: 



1 – The fact that I am the first woman who has built an internationally recognized life-long career as a 
professional musician who is a percussionist. 

2 – I have designed and built innovative professional timpani with four patents covering more than 30 
improvements. The ideas expressed in these drums, are considered worthy of collection by two 
percussion instrument museums: the Kolberg Museum in Stuttgart Germany and the Rhythm! Discovery 
Center Museum in Indianapolis, Indiana, USA.  

3 – Using primary sources I wrote the first historical text based on original research in the percussion 
field since the publication of the James Blades book in 1970. Keiko Abe~A Virtuosic Life: Her Musical 
Career and the Evolution of the Concert Marimba has become a standard research text around the globe 
for Masters and Doctoral level students. It also tells the inspirational story of Keiko Abe’s life and 
musical world – her personal story and how she changed the marimba world.  

4 – My marimba performance career is at the highest level and has brought me international 
recognition. I participate on Doctoral defense juries as a subject matter expert and marimba 
performance expert. I have been performing as a marimba soloist for forty years and now at the age of 
seventy, I am still engaged in performing premieres of new works.  

5 – The teaching materials I have created have become standard texts in many programs and have 
helped thousands of students achieve good musicianship and musical reading literacy, for the past 
twenty-five years.  

Inspiration 

Every time I have been on stage over the fifty years of my performing career, everyone in the audience 
can see that indeed, women play percussion instruments. And somewhere in those audiences are girls 
and young women who are inspired to follow their dream of playing percussion, just as I was inspired to 
follow my dream so many years ago by seeing Elayne Jones on stage, playing percussion.   

MORE: View Online Career Portfolio (including patents) 

http://rebeccakite.com/wordpress/

