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N: Hello, everyone! I’'m Nisreen, PR Officer for the INBC. Welcome to our interview series!
Today we’re speaking with Adam Riviere—a percussionist, Native American-style flautist,
didgeridoo player, educator, sound healer, composer, and owner of Playground Production
Studio.

- Pursuing Music as a Career

N: Hello, Adam! Thank you so much for joining us today. To start, what led you to pursue a
careerin music? You’ve been in the industry for nearly 40 years, haven’t you?

A: It all just happened quite naturally, really. Like many Gen X kids, | had piano lessons with
the local teacher. After four years, the teacher told my parents I’'d never be a concert
pianist, but that | had a natural sense of rhythm and should be a drummer. So, my parents
took me to a music store in Bloomington—Smith & Holden—and showed me a drum kit
marked as ‘sold’.

My dad asked, “What do you think of that drum kit?” | said it looked cool, but it was sold, so
I didn’t want to play someone else’s instrument. Then George Holden, the shop owner,
walked in and said, “Go ahead and play.” So | did. | just messed around a bit—it was fun.
Afterwards, they told me, “By the way, these are yours.” From there, | had great mentors and
teachers.

Being in Bloomington exposed me to so many musical styles. | loved everything about it
and stuck with it throughout my youth. | was a varsity athlete—football, track and field—but



always made time for music: marching band, winter drumline, jazz ensemble, percussion
ensemble, and some concert groups. It opened a lot of doors, and | loved the people and
the experiences.

In my final year of high school, my parents took me to a psychiatrist—not for a specific
issue, but as part of a group to help us figure out future careers. We took a test that
assessed our tendencies and approaches. The psychiatrist said, “You’re obviously artistic
and musical, but you also have a business mind—music business.” That made sense to
me.

There weren’t many music business programmes back then, but | found one at Butler
University and went for it. It led to even more opportunities. | loved celebrating cultures,
meeting people—it was all fun, and | genuinely enjoy waking up every day with music on my
mind.

N: That’s amazing—music has clearly been part of your life from the start.

A: Absolutely. And | had incredibly supportive parents and teachers. Even the local music
stores backed me. One store in particular—Athena in Bloomington—was owned by
Merribeth Fender and Linda Gates. Merribeth especially supported me like a big sister |
never had.

There was a djembe | really wanted—cost around $530. Merribeth saw the passion and
drive in me, and she’d knock down the price—not just a token discount, but significant
amounts, sometimes up to 20%. | never asked; she just believed in me. I’'m incredibly
grateful to her and others who helped me along the way.

| grew up in Martinsville, about 30 miles north of Bloomington—a rural, farm-focused town.
| commuted to Bloomington a lot, where my parents’ business was. The music instructors |
had, both in school and those brought in from outside the country who were teaching at U
or there professionally, really nurtured my interest, especially in percussion and drumline.

Martinsville has a complex history and stigma, unfortunately, but | still had a lot of
support—even from my sports teammates. They’d tease me for being in marching band,
but always wished me luck at competitions. I’'m still close with many of them today.

N: That’s really heartwarming. And it’s rare to find someone with both artistic and business
acumen.

A: It’s definitely come in handy. Some incredibly talented friends | have known didn’t have
the business knowledge to sustain themselves long-term. | was lucky—my parents ran a
business, so | absorbed some of that. Even if you don’t manage every detail, understanding
the basics helps you spot problems and know who to trust with your money.
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When | was in college, | practised for at least three hours a day—while also being a track
athlete, a music business major, an officer in my fraternity, and holding part-time jobs,
including being a bouncer at a bar. | thrive on being busy.

Knowing your limits and strengths is crucial. If you don’t know how to do something,
find someone who does. But trust is essential, especially when it comes to finances.

-Starting Playground Productions Studio

N: That’s so insightful. So, when did you start the Playground Productions Studio?

A: Back when | lived on the far south side of Indianapolis—almost in Greenwood—I bought
what you'd call a “cookie cutter” house. | didn’t need a formal dining room, so | converted it
and a little side den into a recording studio and rehearsal space.

| soundproofed it, added French doors, and even cut a hole in the floor to run cables from
the basement to the dining room, where | had my analogue gear set up. This was the early
2000s, and digital integration was just starting to become more common.

That was around 2001, and it’s when | officially registered Playground Productions as an
LLC. I had everything | needed to record both in-house and remotely. I’d travel all over
Indiana with a portable rig to record shows or rehearsals, sometimes pulling stereo outputs
from live soundboards and mixing them later.

By 2012, | knew | needed a more professional space to be taken seriously. Originally, |
looked at a small garage that was about 1,000 square feet, but even my dad said I’d
outgrow it quickly. Thanks to a friend who was also my real estate agent, | found my current
location.

The space—2,600 square feet—was completely raw when | moved in. It was part of a
warehouse complex and had nothing: no rooms, no insulation on the ceiling, not even a
proper bathroom. But | got a great rate from the then-owners, Foamcraft, and slowly
started turning it into a professional studio.

We had our grand opening in October 2013—can’t remember the exact day, but | proposed
to my Lady, Andrea, at the same time. She knew the proposal was coming, just not when.
She even blacked out emotionally from the surprise, so luckily my dad filmed the whole
thing. That’s how we opened: with friends, family, love, and a bit of magic.

N: That’s such a beautiful story. You also compose your own music—can you tell us a bit
about your musical style?



A: I’ve always loved improvisation. | started as a jazz drummer, so when | began, | was into
the popular bands of the '80s, but | leaned towards jazz and improv early on.

When | discovered world music, it opened everything up. Whether it's West African, North
African, Middle Eastern, or Irish music—there’s always form and structure, but also room
for freedom. You’d rarely hear a traditional tune played exactly the same way twice, and |
loved that.

In the '90s, | got into electronic music—what we then called techno. Then came “tribal”—a
subgenre that fused Latin and Afro-Cuban percussion with dance music. | was focused on
West African and Latin instruments at the time, and eventually Middle Eastern music as
well.

One major influence was Charles Shriner, an electronic musician | met when | was doing
my internship. He inspired me to blend acoustic and electronic instruments. That
combination created a richer, deeper experience. It became a way to tell a story, to create a
trance-like journey. I’d mix synths with flutes, didgeridoos, mbiras—anything melodic and
percussive—to build layers and texture.

My compositions don’t follow a standard verse-chorus structure. They’re more like a story
arc: you can’t just skip to the end and expect it to make sense. It develops organically, like
a journey from beginning to end. That’s always been my preferred style.

- Discovering Middle Eastern Percussion and the Art of
Collaborating with Dancers

N: That’s so interesting. Earlier, you mentioned that you started on the piano as a child.
What specifically drew you to Middle Eastern percussion instruments, which are so
different from Western ones?

A: It started in Bloomington at the Fourth Street Art Fair—an event | always loved. That’s
where | met Merribeth Fender from Athena, and a gentleman from Brazil who had an
Ashiko, a West African drum shaped like a cone.

Merribeth hosted workshops at her store, where | got introduced to Middle Eastern
instruments and musicians—some of whom were actually from the Middle East. | was
fascinated by the technique. Congas and djembes share similar playing techniques, with
variations, of course—but the darbuka (or doumbek, as | first heard it called) was entirely
different. Very nuanced.



What struck me most was how inclusive it was. | saw kids, men, women—people of all
ages—playing it. That accessibility made it feel special.

Then, in the late ’90s and early 2000s, | began working with dancers. That collaboration
changed everything. As a jazz musician, | was trained to use my ears and eyes to follow
cues, and that naturally translated into accompanying dancers.

My playing developed through watching dancers and accenting their movements. Instead
of them following me, | followed them. That shaped my style—kind of in reverse from how
things are usually taught, where dancers follow the drummers.

N: That explains so much! | remember when you played a drum solo for me at the INBC
Bazaar—it was so easy to follow. | felt really supported, like you could read my body
language.

A: That’s lovely to hear—and | think it’s true. One of the first dancers | really worked with
was Lori Baumgarten, stage name Badriya Bint Da’ood. She’s incredibly talented and one of
the most generous, inspiring people I’'ve ever met.

You can actually see her in my first music video on YouTube. She was the person who really
pushed me to refine my skills. Her confidence, strength, and patience meant the world to
me when | was just starting out. She didn’t mind that | was new—she just worked with me
and encouraged me. I’ll always be grateful to her.

N: As a dancer, I’m curious—what qualities do you appreciate mostin a dance partner?

A: Confidence and patience—for both sides. | was lucky that someone was patient with
me when | was a novice, and | try to pay that forward. | also enjoy performing with beginners
who are not yet confident. | try to make them feel comfortable and put their trustin me,
because everyone needs to start somewhere!

| heard another drummer say, "Whether you call it a drum solo or not, it’s really a duet, at
least." If I’'m playing beautifully but the dancer is unsure or overwhelmed, the performance
doesn’t connect.

Communication is key—just like in any relationship. I've worked with dancers who had to
change their entire approach at the last moment due to, say, not feeling their best, and |
always tell them, “No problem, I’ll follow you.”

One of my favorite pieces of advice | heard from a great drummer is: even if you can only
play three tones, make them the best three tones anyone’s ever heard. That goes for
dancers too—you don’t need a massive arsenal. Just enjoy the communication on stage,
and the rest will come in time.



| still get nervous before every performance—whether I’m playing for 10 people or 10,000. |
hold myself to high standards, and | hate making mistakes. But ultimately, it's about
building trust and creating something beautiful together.

- How Indy Raqs Came Together
N: The community is lucky to have a band like Indy Rags! How did it all come together?

A: It actually took years to evolve. As | played more gigs, | connected with other local
musicians and dancers. Andy Smith— co-founder of Indy Rags—and | were reminiscing
about the earliest times we played together. One that stood out was a performance at a
Mediterranean restaurant called Hellas on the north side. We were there supporting our
friend, dancer Amy Gabbard.

That day, it was Andy on darbuka, Chris Pavelko on either a daff or a bendir, and | was
playing rig. Amy was dancing, and her zill even flew off during the performance to cue the
musicians—fortunately, no one got hit, but you definitely heard the “ding” as it clattered
away!

That was more than a decade ago, and over time, Andy and | continued to play together at
various events, some through the INBC and others independently. At some point, Andy
picked up the oud and started studying seriously with some fantastic teachers. He’s not
only such a great musician and person, but his talent as a composer is also
remarkable! Andy is truly one of the most inspiring people I’ve had the privilege of
working with. Then there’s Donna—everyone in Bloomington knows Donna. She’s a living
legend. | met her through events like Lotus Blossoms, part of the Lotus Festival, and
through her | got to know even more dancers and musicians.

Victor, our ganun player, used to play with a group called Salam. | met him during his
restaurant gigs and eventually began sitting in. Then there’s Kelly Marshall—Gabrielia, or
“Gabi” as we call her—whom I’d already worked with during First Fridays in Bloomington
years ago. We played both my own music and traditional pieces together.

Over time, all these threads came together, and eventually we decided to officially form
Indy Rags. Now we have expanded with an extremely talented violist Melinda Benzel, and
most recently having dancer Jennifer Franklin join us for rehearsals and shows and she is
killing it with her creativity on the floor.

Andy compiled a list of classic songs we needed to learn. As we continued performing,
dancers would ask, “Do you know this piece?” If we didn’t, Andy would transcribe it or find
sheet music, and we’d make it our own.



There’s composer’s practice—where you stick to the original composition—and
performer’s practice, where you interpret and adapt. We often do the latter. Andy might say,
“l don’t like this part—let’s change it,” or | might tweak rhythms to better support a dancer.
We respect the roots of the music, but we also allow room for creativity.

This year especially, we've had more bookings—festivals, events, even bar gigs. It’s exciting
to see Indianapolis showing more interest in live music and dance collaborations. Sure,
hiring musicians costs more, but the energy of live music alongside a dancer can’t be
replicated with a recording.

We’ve also connected with spaces like the Global Village on the west side and artists at the
Stutz building, as well as members of the Arabic community. It’s been such a rewarding
journey.

And honestly, if I'd known back then that all | really needed was a darbuka, | might have
saved a lot of money! But every drum, every style | studied, shaped who | am and how | play
now. It’s just a funny thought—after all that, this one drum became my mainstay.

-Sound Healing

N: | truly believe music has the power to heal the soul—so when | saw “sound healing” on
your website, it really stood out to me. Could you tell us more about what that means and
how you practise it?

A: Absolutely. Sound healing works on both a metaphysical and a physical level, and | try to
balance the two in my practice.

On the metaphysical side, it’s about emotional and spiritual healing. You could be
listening to a Celtic vocalist or to something intense like Nine Inch Nails—whatever it is, if it
takes you to a better place, that’s healing. Sound helps people reconnect with themselves
and find a sense of peace or clarity.

On the physical side, it’s about how sound waves affect your body. Everythingis
vibration—Ilife, energy, sound. And the frequency of a sound can trigger physical and
emotional responses. This is where psychoacoustics comes in: the science of how sound
influences our minds and bodies.

For instance, if a certain frequency hits a solid or liquid mass, we know how it will react.
That’s the scientific side. But we humans are complex—our bodies and emotions vary
greatly. Some people are more sensitive to certain frequencies than others. One tone might
feel calming to one person and unbearable to another.



For sound healing sessions, | often play the Native American-style flute. It creates awarm,
embracing sound—a kind of "sound bath" that fills the room. People often describe it as
being hugged by sound.

| also use the didgeridoo. | have seven of them, each tuned to a note in the C major scale,
which aligns with the seven chakras—from the root to the crown. I’'ll explain to the client
what each chakra governs, then play the corresponding didge directly toward that energy
centre.

Now, some people are sceptical. That’s fine. | always tell clients, “If it doesn’t feel good,
just tell me—it’s not supposed to hurt!” One time, | played the didge near a woman’s third
eye chakra. She said it gave her the worst migraine she’d ever felt. But when | moved to her
crown chakra, she suddenly felt a wave of calm and relief.

We could interpret that in different ways. Maybe it was an emotional block in the third eye
chakra—or maybe that specific frequency just didn’t agree with her physically. Either way, it
tells you how powerful sound can be.

There’s also something to be said for engine vibration—like, old cars had a constant hum
that wore your body down over long drives. Modern cars are better insulated, and you don’t
feel that same fatigue. That’s physical sound impactin everyday life.

My first experience doing sound healing was at the Lotus Festival. A man said the
didgeridoo give great “tummy massages.” | gave it a try—played it near his stomach—and
he was euphoric! He started moving the instrument all over his body. It was funny
awkward, but amazing. That’s when it clicked: sound affects people far more deeply than |
realised.

Eventually, | started offering vibrational healing in metaphysical shops. At first, | did it for
free, then started charging for my time. One woman had been in a car accident and was
getting physical therapy but not feeling much improvement. | told her, “I’m not a medical
professional, but | can try this.” After the session, she told me she felt energy in her legs she
hadn’t felt since the accident.

| always encourage feedback—whether in person or privately by email. I’'m curious about
how different people respond to sound. That curiosity drives me more than the business
side of it.

Ultimately, whether someone walks away with relief, joy, or even just a smile—that’s a win.
Life is built on little moments. If | can create even one that brings comfort, then I’ve done
my job.



-Long-Term Goals

N: That’s truly fascinating, Adam. Finally, what are your long-term goals—either as a
musician, a studio owner, or both?

A: As a musician, my happiest place is playing live. | do enjoy running the studio, but if | had
to choose one or the other, I’'d choose performing every single time. And I’ve been lucky—
over the past few years, I’ve found a better balance that allows me to play more.

I’m the face of Playground Production Studio, but what a lot of people don’t see is how
much of our success is down to my wife, Andrea. She’s the real manager behind the
scenes—she designed the website, handles all the scheduling, writes contracts,
communicates with artists and clients... she does everything. People often only see me,
but without her, this studio wouldn’t function.

She prefers to stay out of the spotlight. The moment she’s home, she’s in comfy clothes
and done for the day. Me? I’m still going. | never really switch off.

As for the studio, | want it to continue growing. Right now, it’s set up almost like a self-
service space for artists to rehearse, create, and collaborate. But | want more rooms—
bigger rooms—for larger groups to gather and rehearse.

I’d also love to add dedicated spaces for small concerts, banquets, yoga or dance classes,
workshops, and even theatre productions. | want the studio to be more than just a music
space—it should be a creative hub for all the arts.

Right now, if we host a theatre production, the whole studio has to shut down. | want to
change that—have multiple events happening at the same time in different rooms, without
disruption.

For the Indy arts community, | want to help shed the city’s “underdog” image. We’re not
Chicago, LA, or Nashville—but we should be on that map. The talent here is incredible. |
want my studio to be a home for those artists, where they can thrive without having to leave
Indiana to make it.

And personally, I’d love to be invited to perform at more large-scale events—not necessarily
in massive venues, but at well-respected festivals and showcases. I've already had the
honor of playing alongside world-class dancers and musicians, and I’d love for that to
continue.

So yes, the vision is to keep playing, keep growing, and keep building a space where
artists of all backgrounds and disciplines can come together and create something
meaningful.



N: That’s wonderful. Everything you’ve shared—your passion, your journey, and your
goals—really shows how much you care about your community. Thank you, Adam! This has
been such a fun and insightful conversation. We truly appreciate your time.
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