 Rashad’s Words is dedicated to Norman Rashad Parker, a Florida Death Row prisoner. He used to play the drums, but not since his confinement. He has been in prison now for about nineteen years and he has spent all of this time in his cell, which is 1.8m x 2.7m (the same size as the percussion array in the piece) except for when he showers (which is permitted every second day) and when he takes his two two-hour exercise periods per week. He is now waiting to present his final appeal to the Supreme Court against his execution (a warrant for his execution was issued in 1988, and he came within 21 days of being strapped into the electric chair before he was given leave to appeal).

 I have taken some phrases from his letters to me, and used them to generate the short episodes from which this 14 minute piece is constructed. There are four tempi used, and neither the individual musical fragments nor the overall structure are meant to be reflective of any profound musical concept, but instead should be seen as a simple direct means of expression of the horrors and joys and fears and compassions of this man. It seems apt that he should speak through the instruments he used to play when he had his freedom.

This piece, which was commissioned by the 1999 Sonorities Festival, has been supported by the National Lottery through the Arts Council of Northern Ireland.

 The set up requires that the instruments be positioned so as to roughly fill a space of dimensions 1.8m by 2.7 m, or 6 ft. by 9 ft. (the size of a death-row cell in the Union Correctional Institution at Raiford, Florida). 

 For the first performance, Jonny Axelsson used:

 3 suspended cymbals

 6 tibetan gongs

 tam-tam

 8 wood-blocks of different sizes

 2 logdrums

 8 drums of different sizes

 1 rattle

 These were arranged with the tam-tam at the front of the cell, the drums stretching back from the audience on the left, the metal stretching back on the right hung from a frame, with the wood-blocks positioned on a table beneath the gongs. The largest bass drum was at the back.
