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Abstract 
 

This essay traces the origins of a “deep divide” (Fokkens 2014: 8) that developed between two 

central figures in the South African compositional world, originally in the 1980s around 

accusations of the cultural appropriation of African music. The conflict became entrenched 

amongst composers, musicologists and performers and has pervaded much of the research 

and dialogue that has taken place in the intervening years. This came to a head when a 

selection of South African composers was selected to present works to be performed at a 

concert at the Juilliard School in New York in 2014. The ensuing fallout characterised the 

vicious nature of the musical aspersions that eventually degenerated into direct personal 

conflict. My role as a performer, during this time, had to take into account  this unpleasant 

environment as I had direct interactions with many of the figures involved, often working 

towards performances and recordings of their music. In more recent times, support for the 

arts in South Africa has declined significantly serving to intensify the struggle for access to 

funding, resources, and performance opportunities, exacerbated by a diminishing 

government mandate for general arts support and the devastating impact of Covid-19. The 

essay recounts an in-depth personal narrative and performance analysis of my experience 

when preparing Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph’s Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra (2010). It finds 

that while an ideal philosophical approach to preparing a performance is commendable, it is 

not always achievable when confronted with the practical realities of a musical performance.   

 
  



4 
 

Contents 
 

Declaration ........................................................................................................................... 2 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................ 3 

Contents ............................................................................................................................... 4 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................... 7 

First Encounters with South African Composers ............................................................................. 8 

A Fractured Compositional Landscape................................................................................. 18 

The 1983 Jamboree ............................................................................................................. 31 

Musicologist versus Composer versus Composer ................................................................. 40 

The Resource Crisis in Contemporary South African Art Music ............................................. 49 

Between Score and Performer ............................................................................................. 53 

Finding My Voice................................................................................................................. 65 

Preparing Pendulum ........................................................................................................... 79 

First Movement ........................................................................................................................... 91 

Second Movement .................................................................................................................... 105 

Third Movement........................................................................................................................ 115 

An Alternative to the Politics of Blame .............................................................................. 123 

References ................................................................................................................................ 134 

Appendix A – Programme Booklet from the 1983 SABC Conference .................................. 148 

  



5 
 

List of Figures 
 

Figure 1: Participants at the 1981 Adcock-Ingram Festival (Klatzow 1988: viii). ..................... 9 
Figure 2: The cover of Richard Cock’s 1983 Festival programme autographed by Morton 
Feldman. ............................................................................................................................. 33 
Figure 3: Screenshot of Facebook post, 19 December 2021. ............................................... 45 
Figure 4: Screenshot of Youtube comments (Sylvia Jen 2009). ............................................ 45 
Figure 5: Cover Page of Programme Notes for Zaidel-Rudolph Tribute Concert. .................. 81 
Figure 2: “Review of Pendulum”, South African Jewish Report, 6-13 August 2010............... 86 
 
 
List of Music Examples 
 

Example 1: Arnold van Wyk’s Nagmusiek, bb. 289-298 (1964: 24). ..................................... 13 
Example 2: Bars 21-22 of DiA(fro)belli. ................................................................................ 71 
Example 3: Hofmeyr Tango Lugubre, bars 62-68. ................................................................ 73 
Example 4: Hofmeyr Tango Amabile, bars 1-10. .................................................................. 74 
Example 5: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 15-16. .......................... 87 
Example 6: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 73-74. .......................... 88 
Example 7: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 1-2. .............................. 92 
Example 8: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 5-6. .............................. 93 
Example 9: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 7-8. .............................. 93 
Example 10: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 15-16. ........................ 94 
Example 11: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 19-20. ........................ 95 
Example 12: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 25-26. ........................ 95 
Example 13: Beethoven Piano Sonata Opus 2 No. 1 in F Minor, Movement 1, bars 1-8 
(Brendel 1976: 42). ............................................................................................................. 96 
Example 14: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 29-31. ........................ 97 
Example 15: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 33-35. ........................ 98 
Example 16: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 36-37. ........................ 98 
Example 17: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 47-48. ........................ 99 
Example 18: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 135-147. .................. 101 
Example 19: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bar 166. ........................... 103 
Example 20: Grieg Piano Concerto in A minor Opus 16, Movement 1, bars 187-188. ......... 103 
Example 21: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bar 179. ........................... 104 
Example 22: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 212-214. .................. 104 
Example 23: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 1-5. .......................... 106 
Example 24: Bartók Out of Doors Suite, No.  IV: ‘The Night’s Music’, bars 5-6. .................. 107 
Example 25: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 6-9. .......................... 107 
Example 26: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 10-11. ...................... 108 
Example 27: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bar 13. ............................. 108 
Example 28: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bar 13, possible piano re-
arrangement. .................................................................................................................... 109 
Example 29: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bar 13, possible facilitation.
 ......................................................................................................................................... 109 
Example 30: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 19-22. ...................... 110 



6 
 

Example 31: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 23-25. ...................... 111 
Example 32: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 37-39. ...................... 112 
Example 33: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 49-50. ...................... 113 
Example 34: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 53-55. ...................... 113 
Example 35: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 58-59. ...................... 114 
Example 36: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 81-83. ...................... 114 
Example 37: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 92-95. ...................... 115 
Example 38: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 1-3. .......................... 117 
Example 39: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 4-6. .......................... 117 
Example 40: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 12-13. ...................... 118 
Example 41: DiA(fro)belli (on a theme of Diabelli), bars 21-22........................................... 119 
Example 42: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 14-16. ...................... 119 
Example 43: Prokofiev Piano Sonata No. 7 Opus 83, Movement 3 Precipitato, bars 161-163.
 ......................................................................................................................................... 119 
Example 44: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 17-19. ...................... 120 
Example 45: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 27-29. ...................... 120 
Example 46: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 48-50. ...................... 120 
Example 47: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 76-79. ...................... 121 
Example 48: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bar 116. ........................... 121 
Example 49: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 118-119. .................. 122 
Example 50: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 122-123. .................. 122 
Example 51: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 126-128. .................. 122 
 

  



7 
 

Acknowledgements 
 

I was originally registered to undertake this PhD research at the University of Pretoria, and 

later transferred to the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), where I served as professor in 

the music department. My grateful thanks to Professor Alexander Johnson for releasing the 

credit for the practical component to Wits.  

To my original supervisor, Professor Gerrit Olivier, your guidance in supervising the proposal 

and suggesting the appropriate written form for this research was invaluable in the early 

stages.  

To Dr Lindelwa Dalamba, your valued input towards the proposal, where you advised that the 

voice of the performer was missing in the research of this subject, has been taken to heart 

and influenced the direction that this research has taken.  

To Dr Grant Olwage, you have been a lifesaver in agreeing to commit to completing this 

project. Your willingness to engage so enthusiastically and conscientiously on top of your 

considerable workload at Wits is greatly appreciated. Your experience and insight has been 

invaluable in making sense of a complicated and contentious topic. 

To Professor Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph, thank you for your friendship and support during our 

time together at Wits. Working with you on Pendulum was an absolute privilege. 

To Dr Peter Cartwright, you have been invaluable to me in helping me overcome my 

technological limitations in type-setting this research.   

To Richard Cock, my grateful thanks for providing programme booklets that would have 

otherwise been impossible to find surrounding the 1983 SABC conference.  

To Trish McLean, my grateful thanks for your generous assistance with editing the body of 

text. 

Malcolm Nay 

25 March 2023 



8 
 

First Encounters with South African Composers 

 

As an undergraduate BMus student at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), in 

Johannesburg, from 1977 to 1980, I was initially reluctant to perform works by South African 

composers. At the time, I didn’t consider this music to be comparable to that of the Western 

art music canon and as a result I was not willing to engage with it. Additionally, there is such 

a vast extant repertoire of Western art music and students were pressured to prioritise the 

standard canon above locally composed compositions. My intention was to pursue an 

international career as a concert pianist, a career path for which piano competitions are an 

important stepping stone, and for which the repertoire requirements were largely based on 

canonical works (see Cartwright 2014).  

While pursuing my undergraduate studies, I was asked by Dr Anton Hartmann, one of South 

Africa’s most prominent music administrators of the time and then head of the Wits Music 

Department, to perform a group of short piano pieces by the South African composer Stefans 

Grové (1922-2014). The pieces were technically challenging, musically demanding, and 

demonstrated a disciplined and organised use of musical structure. This was the first time I 

appreciated the music of a South African composer. Grové attended the concert and was 

highly appreciative of my performance. 

Later, during my studies, I participated in a series of masterclasses as part of a festival of South 

African music, initiated by Wits. The Adcock-Ingram Festival of 1981 was named after the 

sponsor, a major pharmaceutical company in South Africa, and included as participants a 

number of major and aspiring South African composers. Two photos from the conference, 

from Composers in South Africa Today (Klatzow 1988), document some of the participants in 

this event.  
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Figure 1: Participants at the 1981 Adcock-Ingram Festival (Klatzow 1988: viii). 
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The Festival comprised a symphony concert, masterclasses, lectures by the attending 

composers, and performances of music by both the established cohort of composers and the 

student composers (for which I performed Philip Munch’s Sonata for Oboe and Piano), and a 

piano competition. 

The piano masterclasses were held in the Wits Great Hall, with two grand pianos placed 

alongside one another on the stage, and an elevated platform placed adjacent to them. On 

this platform was a single chair reserved for the composer of the work to be discussed. 

Professor Lamar Crowson from the University of Cape Town co-ordinated these masterclasses, 

and sat at the piano next to the participant. I played the Vier Klavierstukke by Arnold van Wyk 

(who appears in the first photograph in Figure 1) and managed to play the first piece of the 

set, titled Dumka, without interruption. After I finished playing, Crowson delivered an in-depth 

analysis of the music, with very little critique of my performance. After ten minutes of listening 

to his analysis of such musical features as the rising melodic augmented fourth, or the 

harmonic link between the first and second section, I became impatient, and in frustration 

interjected, pointing out that all of this information was completely familiar to me. I addressed 

Crowson directly, saying something to the effect of the following:   

There is nothing personal in what I am about to say, but if Beethoven were sitting behind me 
and I had just performed a Beethoven Sonata, why would I be talking to you? Surely I would 
want to talk to the composer himself – so if you don’t mind please may I address the composer 
directly?  

The rest of the hour was spent engaging with van Wyk, in particular about his detailed use of 

pianistic notation, and the implications this had on performance. This discussion was one of 

the most valuable, enlightening and memorable experiences of my undergraduate years. Two 

weeks after the event I received a personal letter from van Wyk in which he expressed 

admiration for my performance of his works. Unfortunately, I treated the letter rather 

casually, put it aside, and it was subsequently lost. However, musicologist Mary Rörich 

documented the results of the piano competition held at the Festival: 

The culmination of the master class series was a performers’ recital and competition which 
elicited some magnificent readings of Arnold van Wyk’s piano music. Particularly impressive 
were performances by Melanie Horne, winner of the first prize of R2 000, and Marike 
Hofmeyer and Malcolm Nay, who shared second place… the inclusion of Arnold van Wyk was 
a fitting, if belated, tribute to a composer who, more than any other, deserves the 
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acknowledgement and appreciation of the society in which he has lived and worked (Rörich 
1981: 15). 

Van Wyk struck me as a man who was exceedingly shy, humble, sincere and honest. His music 

is, in my assessment, emotionally fulfilling, beautiful, and extremely well-constructed. The 

experience of performing it for him was a transformative one and informed my commitment 

to playing and commissioning South African works after I returned to South African from 

postgraduate studies and performances in the United States in 1986. 

A month later, I fortuitously heard a radio broadcast of Van Wyk’s Vier Klavierstukke  with the 

composer at the piano. Whereas the score demands that the performer observes meticulously 

notated directions, including a large variety of articulations, dynamic extremes and particular 

phrasing, I was astonished to hear that he barely observed these markings in his own 

performance – details over which I had painstakingly laboured. Though musically satisfying, 

the technical aspects were not competently handled in Van Wyk’s performance. What he did 

project most effectively in his playing was the extreme musicality of a long phrase line and a 

palpably exciting characterisation and projection of the various moods, particularly in the 

fourth movement, the Toccata.  

Writing about his own performance of his Night Music in 1961 Van Wyk prioritised similar 

performance prerogatives to those which I noticed in his recording of the Vier Klavierstukke, 

including “sweep and spontaneity”: 

I think I did well: things went so well that I and Christie who was turning [pages] were almost 
crying as I was playing. There are still a couple of wrong notes but they are inconspicuous and 
the new recording has what even the penultimate one didn’t, sweep and spontaneity. So all in 
all I am very pleased (Van Wyk’s Letter to Freda Baron, 26 November 1961, quoted in Rebeiro 
2009: 17-18). 

Nadia Boulanger’s proposal that the performer has to project a “grand ligne” was evidenced 

in Van Wyk’s performance. This grand line, shies away from the 

breaking up into fragments of the rhythm, and the tune caused by the exaggerated importance 
given to the barline, by the multiplicity of nuances and by the tyranny of technique, [which] 
create too many deep disturbances for the danger not to be pointed out. On the contrary one 
only need set forward the broad planes, follow the linear development, underlining it with the 
harmonic or instrumental intentions, for the clarity to spread everywhere, and then everyone 
understands (Boulanger 1919 quoted in Kendall 1976: 52). 
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Although my attitude to the written score is one of deep respect, it became clear to me 

through this listening experience that more is demanded of the performer than simply 

following all the directions in the score. This relationship between the performer and the 

written score will be explored later in the essay. My experience of working directly with a 

composer on their music opened me to the possibility of learning more South African music 

as my career developed.  

More recently, I have had the opportunity to teach Van Wyk’s Nagmusiek to a postgraduate 

student at Wits. In teaching this music I have been reminded of the meticulous detail that Van 

Wyk includes in his published score. As a performer, one’s role with music of this calibre and 

detail is to clarify the textural and dynamic indications and extract from the score its emotional 

meaning and musical narrative. In addition to this, one has to then identify with this emotional 

content and convey this in as convincing a manner as possible. The annotated extract of the 

score in Example 1 gives an indication of the level of complexity of the music. His use of Italian 

terms extends beyond the common use indications (for example: ancora lugubre – even more 

mournful; ondeggiando – undulating; poco inquieto – a little disturbed; spettrale – ghostly), 

and requires a performer to consult translations of the various terms, which give salient clues 

as to the emotional character the composer desired. Additionally, expressive indications, such 

as piu chiaro – more colour, and violento – violently, lend credence to the observation that 

standard Italian musical terms are insufficient in describing the emotional character in full. 
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Example 1: Arnold van Wyk’s Nagmusiek, bb. 289-298 (1964: 24).  
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I have not listened to a recording of Nagmusiek and my way of working with the student has 

been to engage exclusively with the score in the first instance as Van Wyk’s notation is 

extremely specific with regards to performative indications. The understanding is that once 

we have completed this process and made salient performance decisions we will then refer to 

Van Wyk’s own live recording of the work (1963), and that of the late South African pianist 

Steven De Groote, who performed the work at the Cheltenham International Festival of Music 

on the 21st of July, 1984, and which was broadcast on BBC Radio 3 later the same year. The 

student and I will then listen to the recordings by South African pianists Melanie Horne (2018 

[1983]), Jill Richards (2015) and Daniel Ben-Pienaar (2018). The value to be gained from 

listening to Van Wyk’s own recording is in considering it as an historical document in order to 

hear how the composer follows (and departs from) his own highly detailed score, while 

recordings by other musicians provide insights into different possible lines of musical 

interpretation. In contrast to this approach, Daniel-Ben Pienaar and Stephanus Muller’s article 

‘Night Music 4: Finding Specific Meaningfulness in Arnold van Wyk’ (2018) details the method 

used by South African pianist Daniel Ben-Pienaar, who at the outset listened to all available 

recordings of the work before making his own recording. The use of recordings to aid 

preparation and performance has become commonplace for any musician working today – 

even Russian pedagogue Heinrich Neuhaus, writing in 1973, spoke of the proliferation of the 

recorded piano literature: “Listening to records and radio is so widespread nowadays that 

there are, I think, only few people who are not influenced by this typical phenomenon of our 

times” (1973: 234).  

The complexity of Van Wyk’s notation is comparable to that of other leading Twentieth-

century art music composers, including Bartók, Boulez, and Ligeti. The experience of working 

with music of this quality is a privilege, and one that makes me wonder why it has not 

maintained a position in the international performance canon after its initial exposure. 

My original reaction to, and appreciation of Van Wyk’s music at the beginning of my musical 

career has been reinforced by my engagement with this score and deepens my conviction of 

the value of learning and performing the extant South African piano repertoire.  

Before exploring further my own experiences of learning and performing South African music, 

it is worth explaining how I settled on the essay form as the appropriate vehicle to outline my 



15 
 

experience. In the first pages of this writing I have combined personal reflections with relevant 

musical observations, a structural tenet native to the essay form. In searching for an 

appropriate mould of writing for this doctoral submission I encountered creative writing 

scholar Bronwyn Law-Viljoen’s essay ‘The Printmaker and the Caretaker of Wounds’ (2018), 

which formed part of her own doctoral research. The writing put forward a strong and 

engaging narrative, combined with the use of striking imagery, and read not as a conventional 

academic thesis, but rather a personal enquiry that unfolded as various topics arose.  

This inspired me to investigate the use of the essay form in an academic context. In ‘The Essay 

as Art Form’, Emily LaBarge provides justification for writing that is a 

processual and reflexive mode of enquiry: a form that conveys not just the essayist’s thought, 
but the sense and texture of its movement as it attempts to understand its object. It is often 
invoked, across disciplines, in reference to the possibility of a more liberal sense of creative 
practice – one that conceptually and stylistically privileges collage, fragmentation, hybridity, 
chance open-endedness, and the meander (2016: 3).  

Of particular relevance to my approach is that I am writing about music that I have performed 

as part of my professional practice. The essay form provides room for a personal experience 

to be informed by a hybrid approach that draws on research elements and the understanding 

of conventional academic writing.  

Graham Good, in ‘The Observing Self: Rediscovering the Essay’,  notes that “reflections in the 

essay rise from and return to particular experiences” (1988: 7), continuing that “ultimately, 

the essayist’s authority is not his learning, but his experience… Its claim is to yield flexibility to 

individual experience” (ibid.). To this must be added that in an essay submitted for a 

doctorate, individual experience must be supported by evidence that meets the requirements 

of academic discourse. The essay form lends itself to my approach here, which seeks to 

retroactively relate and understand what I had come to experience in my professional 

performance career: specifically, I came to be acutely aware of a divisive force operating 

between South African composers, which has had an effect on myself and other performers.  

In the essay form, it will be possible to argue from my own experience, simultaneously 

respecting the rigours demanded by musical and academic evidence. The essay is a large and 

diverse genre, and a form of writing in which scholarship, careful argument and personal 

perspectives can co-exist. In addition, the essay’s use of personal experience and expression 
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is also governed by relating such matters to a broader historical context which is shared by 

other scholars and practitioners in the field, who would thus be able to assess the argument 

with reference to their own knowledge and experience. The outstanding characteristic of the 

essay form is that it is not bound by predetermined protocols, as is the case in more 

conventional forms of scholarship. Instead, it develops its own structure and coherence, 

guided not least by the artistic processes that culminated in my recitals.  

I presented four public concerts. The music for two of these are closely related to the subject 

matter of this essay, and have contributed to the practical requirements for this creative PhD. 

In addition to my work for these four recitals, I draw on evidence from a long performance 

career both in South Africa and internationally. My intention, and my contribution to 

knowledge, is to bring my personal experience and insights as a piano performer to bear on 

issues that have dominated the world of South African classical music for several decades.   

One of the works that was performed in my recitals for the doctorate was Shostakovich’s Piano 

Trio in E Minor, Opus 67, a work that has formed part of my staple repertoire. In the early 

stages of background reading for this essay, I came across a particularly relevant article by 

pianist-researcher Mine Doğantan-Dack, titled ‘The Art of Research in Live Music 

Performance’. Doğantan-Dack gives a highly personal account of the emotional effect of a trio 

performance that she gave in Istanbul in 2010 of the Shostakovich Trio in E Minor. This trio, 

she writes,  

is a piece that leaves me and my trio partners emotionally drained at the end: as the music 
never reconciles with its own materials there is no sense of closure, of comfort, even as the E 
minor fourth movement turns to the major mode at the end. The emotional powerlessness we 
feel creates a sense of physical exhaustion (2012: 35). 

My own experience of performing this work has been similar. I verbally introduce this work to 

audiences at performances as follows: 

The first movement of this trio has a sense of foreboding with the cello introducing an eerie 
theme which utilises harmonics and the movement unfolds with an ominous sense of 
foreboding. The second is a typical Shostakovich sarcastic, sardonic, mocking dance – mocking 
at death. The third is a lament – which leads into  the fourth movement which is based on a 
Klezmer dance theme. It describes some of the most horrific wailing, painful cries possibly 
depicting the suffering of those in the Nazi concentration camps as news of these atrocities 
had reached Shostakovich around the time of composition. The trio ends on the saddest, 
quietest E Major chord in a complete reversal of the typical use of major and minor modes, 
akin to similar use by Mozart, Schubert and Mahler.  
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Given the emotional content that the performers have to relate to during a performance, 

Doğantan-Dack’s description of how “emotional powerlessness… creates a sense of physical 

exhaustion” (ibid.) resonates strongly with me; and any applause after a performance often 

seems completely misplaced. Canadian composer and music educator Murray Schafer in his 

lecture notes Ear Cleaning: Notes for an Experimental Music Course writes that “for a man 

who is truly moved by a piece of music even applause may constitute an interference. It would 

be like crying encore at a crucifixion” (1967: 5). 

In a later article Doğantan-Dack draws attention to the fact that both the act of performance 

as well as the analysis of the music by performers are “currently under-represented in 

practice-led or artistic research” (2015a: 5); and this is particularly true of the performance of 

South African art music. In George King’s review of Daniel Ben-Pienaar’s CD Arnold Van Wyk: 

The Mature Years (2021), there’s little discussion of the pianist’s actual performance of the 

individual works only mentioning that “Pienaar is a consummate musician who brings not only 

a technical mastery but especially a finely-considered, mature approach to the qualities and 

character of each piece on the disc” (2021). Rather, the focus of this extensive CD review is on 

the history of the music and the composer. While extremely complimentary, the actual review 

of the performance itself is relegated to one short paragraph.  

Doğantan-Dack’s research aligns strongly with this lack of representation of the performer’s 

voice; and her contributions to the literature are often personal, reflective and biographical in 

nature (see 2015a, 2015b). In speaking of narrative autoethnography she highlights that 

importantly, this method allows the emotional aspects of the experience to be conveyed as 
part of the knowledge itself; this proves to be a desired methodological feature in researching 
a highly emotional activity such as live music performance from the inside. While 
autoethnographic narrative focuses on the writer’s or, in this case, the artist-researcher’s own 
experiences, it is different from autobiographical narrative in that there is an attempt to 
balance the details of the subjective experiences and evaluations by reference to the 
experiences of the others involved in the research processes, and to existing research, in order 
to contextualize the personal (2012: 40). 

Auto-ethnography, as mentioned by Doğantan-Dack, “seeks to describe and systematically 

analyse personal experience in order to understand cultural experience” (Ellis, Adams and 

Bochner 2011: 1). My autobiographical narrative and experience as a performer links with 

broader cultural, political, and social issues relevant specifically to the South African art music 
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context, combining “both process and product” through writing which “acknowledges and 

accommodates subjectivity, emotionality, and the researcher’s influence on research” (2011: 

1-2). For musical performance, Doğantan-Dack notes that 

what is important for the performer-researcher, exploring live performance necessitates 
reflecting upon the nature of the reflective component itself, contemplating the most 
appropriate means of documenting the event, and presenting the thought processes 
surrounding the performance” (2012: 39-40).  

In this context, the exploration of live performance will be done through documenting and 

reflecting upon my experience of learning and performing Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra 

(2010) by Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph. Throughout this essay I will “seek to produce aesthetic and 

evocative thick descriptions of personal and interpersonal experience” (2011: 4), while 

describing the process of learning South African works for performance.  

Ellis, Adams and Bochner outline three specific approaches to autoethnographic research. The 

first category of personal narrative is “specifically focused on [the authors’] academic, 

research and personal lives” (2011: 5). My narrative traces my early experiences as a pianist, 

including first encounters with South African music as an undergraduate student. I then 

consider my professional career as a pianist, followed by personal interactions with several 

South African composers which took place while preparing their music for performance. These 

experiences are described through reflexive accounts which document the “ways a researcher 

changes as a result of doing fieldwork” (ibid.). The context in which these performances took 

place is enhanced through the use of a layered account incorporating “relevant literature” 

(ibid.) which traces divisions in the South African art music compositional scene, followed by 

an account of my own approach to performing contemporary South African art music which 

seeks to find a way out of this environment through a focussed engagement with, in the first 

instance, musical content rather than proceeding from composers’ and musicologists’ political 

ideologies. 

  
A Fractured Compositional Landscape 
 

In my career as a professional pianist spanning forty years I have performed and recorded a 

large body of works by South African composers. I have developed close personal and working 

relationships with two major South African composers, Zaidel-Rudolph and Hofmeyr, and have 
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requested several commissions from both of them. Several other local composers have 

independently chosen to write new pieces for chamber ensembles of which I have been a 

founding member. Additionally, The South African Music Rights Organisation (SAMRO) has 

commissioned many works specifically for these ensembles, as well as a concerto for piano 

and orchestra, which I premiered. 

I have been part of three separate ensembles at different times throughout my performing 

career. I was the pianist in the Hemanay Trio, with Helen Vosloo (flute) and Marian Lewin 

(cello).1 Although the Trio has not been active since 2012, its status as one of South Africa’s 

foremost ensembles has been confirmed by numerous reviews, commissions and 

performances at major venues and festivals in South Africa and abroad. The Trio was referred 

to as “(o)ne of the very few ensembles that can compete in the international market; 

consisting of three of the country’s top instrumentalists” (Trio Hemanay 2023). The Trio 

maintained a prominent role in the contemporary art music scene from its inception in 1998 

until we disbanded in 2012 when Marian moved to Cape Town. 

Apart from performing the existing standard trio repertoire for flute, cello and piano, we were 

committed to programming and performing works by South African composers. Trio Hemanay  

commissioned a number of important compositions through SAMRO, including: 

The Soul Bird (1998) - Stefans Grové  

The Cattle Have Gone Astray (1999) - Hans Huyssen 

Romanian Folk Dances - Béla Bartók (1915), Arranged for flute, cello and piano by Thomas 
Rajna (1999) 

Trois Gymnopédies – Erik Satie (1888), Arranged for flute, cello and piano by Michael Tuffin 
(1999) 

“Tricolor ankh: a turbulent short story concerning the love affair between Cleopatra and 
Antony” (c. 2011) – Neo Muyanga 

Inkaba Yakhuti (2011) - Bongani Ndodana-Breen 

Unfiltered (2012) - Matthijs van Dijk   

                                                
1 Helen Vosloo was the principal flautist for the Johannesburg Philharmonic Orchestra and Johannesburg Festival 
Orchestra, as well as the Chamber Orchestra of South Africa. She has appeared regularly as a soloist and chamber 
musician at major concert venues and festivals in South Africa and abroad. She was the founder of the Keiskamma 
Music Academy in the Eastern Cape. The late Marian Lewin (d. 2020) was one of South Africa’s best known and 
most accomplished cellists. She was a member of the Rosamunde String Quartet, I Grande Violincelliste, a six 
cello ensemble, and Trio Hemanay. She was a lecturer at the University of the Witwatersrand and a chamber 
music lecturer at the University of Cape Town, and also involved in teaching at the Hout Bay Project. 
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No Words (2010) - Wessel van Rensburg 

In addition to these works, we performed other existing works by South African composers 

including Hendrik Hofmeyr’s It Takes Two (2010) and Notturno Elegiaco (1998).  

Reviews of the Trio’s performances and recordings suggest that several of the works 

commissioned for the Hemanay Trio have significant artistic merit, with the most notably 

singled out being those by Grové and Hofmeyr. In response to a concert in which the Trio 

performed Grové’s The Soul Bird, Mary-Ann van Rensburg appraised the work and 

performance in the Afrikaans daily Die Burger: 

An important brand new work on their programme, which definitely draws the most attention, 
is The Soul Bird. The Trio performed this work with sustained concentration and one’s 
attention was thoroughly captured by the splendid creation of a prehistoric time. This was 
achieved by unconventional sound effects. The piano part is very percussive and there is an 
abundance of interesting rhythmical shifts, patterns and tempo changes. The ecstatic ‘flight’, 
through descriptive flute playing and attractive surging rhythm, creates a dramatic and exciting 
mood. This technically demanding work was excellently performed (1999). 

Other chamber ensembles with which I have been involved also commissioned and 

programmed South African compositions. The Musaion Trio (2001-2012), which consisted of 

Zanta Hofmeyr (violin), Malcolm Nay (piano), and Heleen du Plessis (cello), gave the world 

premiere of Hans Roosenschoon’s trio, A New Costume for the Emperor (2000).2 And in 2012, 

the Wits Trio was formed with Zanta Hofmeyr (violin), Maciej Lacny (cello), and myself as 

pianist.3 Maciej left South Africa at the end of 2017, after which Susan Mouton took over as 

cellist. Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph dedicated the Wits Trio Tribute (2013) to the ensemble, which 

we premiered in 2013 and included in our permanent performance repertoire. This work was 

entered into the International Society of Contemporary Music’s competition for the 

performance of chamber music as the South African submission. The work won the 

                                                
2 Zanta Hofmeyr is a well-known South African violinist, having studied at the Juilliard School in New York under 
Dorothy Delay and Hyo Kang. Since returning to South Africa, she has given numerous recitals, completed several 
recordings and performed with all the major orchestras in the country. She maintains an active teaching studio 
and performance career. Heleen du Plessis is a well-known South African cellist, now residing in New Zealand. 
She was a founding member of the Musaion Trio with myself and Zanta Hofmeyr, which gave performances of 
numerous South African compositions. 

3 Maciej Lacny is a Polish cellist who was resident in South Africa until 2017. He graduated from the Cracow 
Conservatory of Music (2001). Before coming to South Africa he performed in the Cracow Quartet. He was co-
principal cellist of the Johannesburg Festival Orchestra. Susan Mouton graduated from the University of Pretoria, 
was principal cellist of the National Symphony Orchestra from 1987, and since 2000 has been principal cellist of 
the Johannesburg Philharmonic Orchestra. She joined the Wits Trio in 2018. 
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competition against candidates from Denmark, Germany, South Korea and the United 

Kingdom. It was scheduled to be performed in Shanghai and Nanning in China in 2021; 

however the event was cancelled doubtless due to the Covid 19 pandemic. We have also 

included Hofmeyr’s Piano Trio No. 2 in our recital programmes.  

I have also performed and recorded chamber music compositions by South African composers 

for other ensemble formats. These include Peter Klatzow’s (1945-2021) Sonata for Cello and 

Piano (2010) with Heleen Du Plessis; and Hofmeyr’s Sonata 1 for Violin and Piano (2008), 

which is dedicated to Zanta Hofmeyr and myself, and for which we gave the world premiere 

at North-West University. Another notable world premiere was of Kevin Volans’ 1000 Bars (for 

piano duet, violin, and cello, 2002) with pianist Jill Richards, violinist Zanta Hofmeyr and cellist 

Heleen du Plessis while Volans was composer-in-residence at Wits in 2003. I also performed 

The Juggler and the King for piano duo by Zaidel-Rudolph with pianist Pauline Nossel at Wits 

(1998). 

More recently, I have given three performances of Zaidel-Rudolph’s Pendulum for Piano and 

Orchestra, which was commissioned by SAMRO in 2010 and dedicated to me. I write about 

the process of learning and performing this work, and my direct involvement in the 

compositional process, in detail later in the essay.  

In addition to my performance career, I have held a position at Wits University (1980 – 2022), 

first as a piano lecturer, and later as an associate professor. During this time I have taught 

South African works to piano students and chamber ensembles both at Wits and all of the 

other major South African universities. I have been on the faculty of the biennial International 

Piano Symposium at Stellenbosch University since its inception in 2006 and am a frequent 

external examiner and adjudicator for competitions and music institutions in the country.  

While this essay is concerned with my performance of South African music, I should note that 

much of my career has been dedicated to the performance of the standard repertoire of the 

Western art music canon, performing works from Bach to Shostakovich. 

Throughout my experience of teaching and performing South African music I have 

encountered a wide variety of responses to this practice from several groups within the music 

industry. These responses have come from fellow performers, students, audience members 



22 
 

at concerts, critics, composers, and musicologists, and have ranged from enthusiasm and 

encouragement related to the inclusion of this repertoire in concert programmes, to outright 

hostile condemnation of the composers whose music was included, primarily from other 

composers and musicologists. Thus, I have repeatedly found my wide-ranging interest in South 

African compositions to be at odds with some of the opinions expressed in the South African 

music community. It is this problem that lies at the heart of my interest in writing about these 

matters. 

I became acutely aware of criticism directed towards certain composers after the transition 

from apartheid in the early 1990s. As a result I started to explore the academic literature on 

these composers and the relevant critiques of their music, as well as engage with them 

personally in preparation for performances of their works. Through this two-fold process of 

engagement I became aware of a degree of hostility between two predominant factions that 

seemed to have developed within the South African art music compositional and 

musicological communities, a divide at which I have found myself frequently in the middle.  

Divisions between composers, and the subsequent value judgments associated with them and 

their music, are nothing new in the art music world. Russian pedagogue and pianist Heinrich 

Neuhaus mentions various examples of such animosity with a simplistic and humorous 

account of composers’ views on each other’s music: 

We are all acquainted with examples of extreme intolerance on the part of the great 
composers towards their fellow composers whose creative path ran counter to theirs. We 
know that Chopin could not stand the Finale of Beethoven’s 5th Symphony and did not approve 
of Schubert, accusing him of what we would now call “naturalism”; that Tchaikovsky said some 
very harsh things about Brahms; that Prokofiev and Shostakovich did not like (to put it mildly) 
Scriabin; that Debussy, or was it Stravinsky (I don’t remember which – perhaps both) said that 
Beethoven was undoubtedly a great man but hardly a musician, etc, etc ad infinitum (1973: 
220-221). 

While these examples are anachronous and anecdotal in nature they appear tame in 

comparison to the divisions in the South African art music community, which have become 

textually entrenched in academic forums – journal articles, conference papers and newspaper 

reviews – and have taken on a significant political and personal nature.  

As my career progressed, these divisions started to impact my performance repertoire 

choices. In an attempt to negotiate this division from my own performance point of view, I 
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turned to my personal musical judgments of the compositions that I was performing, 

regardless of the political and musicological ideologies of the composers themselves or the 

academic subtexts that had developed around their music. While this approach was not 

necessarily a conscious choice on my part, it has provided me with a means to pursue my 

performance career without becoming too involved in the ‘noise’ surrounding the musical 

merits of various composers, as judged by their contemporaries. Much of this noise became 

evident to me in my personal conversations with composers while working on their music, and 

in private discussion with other performers about how they have managed to negotiate this 

conflicted territory, or otherwise avoided it altogether.  

In trying to make sense of this state of the compositional nation, I began to read academic 

theses and journal articles written by both composers and musicologists, from which a fairly 

one-sided view was presented, and which I discuss later in the essay. I tried to understand the 

dynamics, origins and nature of this charged music milieu by reading local academic writings 

on the subject. Through this initial investigation it became clear to me that many performers 

had become intimidated by the polemic when choosing South African repertoire for 

performance. A few personal examples, both emanating from my participation in the 

International Piano Symposium in Stellenbosch in 2016, will provide some evidence of this. 

At the Symposium I was invited to present a paper which I titled ‘Should we perform South 

African works?’ which, in retrospect, I would have changed to the affirmative ‘Why we should 

perform South African works’. I articulated my position on this question by reaffirming that I 

am committed to the performance of South African compositions, irrespective of the debates 

and attitudes towards various composers: 

I make my own decisions as to what works I will study, perform, and include in my permanent 
repertoire based on my discretion as to the quality, value, audience appeal and significance of 
a particular work. I choose to believe in the value of and perform certain works, irrespective 
of the ideologies attached to these works by musicologists (Nay 2016).  

In complete contrast to my approach, Luis Magalhães, Professor of Piano in the Music 

Department at Stellenbosch University, stated publicly in response to my paper that he 

includes no works by South African composers in his repertoire because he does not want to 

enter the fray between opposing ideological views regarding which composers and which 

music merits performance. At the Symposium, pianist Pieter Grobler (Head of Performance 
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Studies at Stellenbosch University) told me that he had recommended the study of a South 

African work to one of his piano students, who responded with trepidation. The student 

mentioned that his perception was that the music was not worthy of being publicly performed, 

a view he had ascertained from musicologists in the Department (pers. comm., 2016). More 

recently I had observed a piano lesson given by a South African pianist who is closely aligned 

to the ideologies of one particular group of composers, teaching a Mazurka by Peter Klatzow. 

The teacher began the lesson by questioning the student as to why they would have chosen 

such a piece to study and perform, and proceeded to inform the student that they would 

neither have chosen the piece themselves, nor taught it.  

These three examples are indicative of the types of reception of the performance of South 

African art music in this country. Bent and Blum group the various ways in which repertoire is 

discussed into four categories, namely function, capacity, market and manipulation (2001: 2-

3). The cases of Magalhães, who actively denies his audience the opportunity to hear South 

African repertoire and the teacher of the Klatzow Mazurka speak to the concept of 

manipulation. This is where an audience or student can be directed, “consciously or 

unconsciously” (2001: 3) towards a certain selection of repertoire, which is “subject to 

prevailing ideology” (ibid.), which in these cases of teacher and performer is actively 

promoted. My consideration of audience appeal speaks to the category of market in 

considering a “dialectical relationship with listener response” (2001: 2). I try to actively avoid 

considerations of political ideology when choosing repertoire for performance; however, I do 

make decisions based on personal value judgments of the musical material. 

In a contrary example, I was recently the external practical examiner (November 2022) at 

Rhodes University in Makhanda.  Lecturer in the department, musicologist and pianist Dominic 

Daula informed me that he had performed Hubert du Plessis’ Four Piano Pieces Opus 1 at the 

South African Society for Research in Music (SASRIM) Conference in August that year (SASRIM 

2022). I remarked that this was a brave choice of repertoire considering that du Plessis is 

regarded as a canonical apartheid composer by many musicologists. Daula directed me to an 

article he had written about du Plessis’ Second Piano Sonata Opus 40 in which he examines 

various compositional aspects of the work. And more than this, he addresses the notion that 

this composer’s music has been contaminated by his association with the Nationalist 
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government during apartheid. Indeed du Plessis wrote nationalist and patriotic works, for 

instance Suid-Afrika: Nag en Daeraad (South Africa: Night and Dawn) (1966). Daula responded 

that this contamination “does not take into account the quality of [du Plessis’] output, of 

which some may discover to be extremely fine” (2019).  

In an attempt to contextualise the nature of the South African art music composition world, 

South African composer Clare Loveday quotes musicologist Thomas Pooley: the “field of art 

music composition in South Africa has been described as very small, fragmented and 

geographically dispersed, beset by political tensions and professional rivalries” (Pooley 2008: 

135, in Loveday 2009: 82). Loveday comments further that this field is 

uneven and abrasively competitive (no field is without tensions, of course): composers 
compete for limited recognition in terms of commissions and writing for few interested and 
capable performers, with few performance opportunities (ibid.).  

In an unpublished research paper titled ‘Locating Blink’, read at a seminar at Wits, Loveday 

emphasised more explicitly that “the South African art composition field is fraught with 

political-in-fighting over aesthetics” (Loveday 2008: 1). She continues, pointing out what had 

become a commonplace: “there are cliques; there are people who become favourites with 

funders or the public. Peter Klatzow and Hendrik Hofmeyr in South Africa, for example, seem 

to be popular with both commissioning bodies and the public” (ibid.).  

This fraught compositional environment came to a head in 2014 at a composers’ concert of 

South African contemporary art music in New York. On the 3rd of November 2014, a concert 

of music by select contemporary South African composers took place as part of Carnegie Hall’s 

‘Ubuntu: Music and Arts of South Africa Festival’ in New York. The New Juilliard Ensemble, 

under the baton of Joel Sachs, their musical director, performed works by seven South African 

contemporary composers: Kevin Volans, Michael Blake, Robert Fokkens, Paul Hanmer, Andile 

Khumalo, Bongani Ndodana-Breen and Clare Loveday.  

Prior to the concert, an article was published in the Juilliard Journal by Sachs. In addition to 

presenting pre-concert publicity, he reported on the responses he had received to a list of 

fifteen questions that he had sent to the composers whose works were selected for 

performance in the upcoming concert. The article generated an acrimonious online debate 

under the heading, ‘South Africa Concert Article Fosters Debate’ (2014/2015), and centred 
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around two main issues: controversy around whether the selected composers reflected a 

representative sample of the current South African art music community, and the statements 

elicited from the composers in response to Sachs’s questionnaire.  

The answers reflected a general dissatisfaction by the selected composers with the current 

music environment in South Africa regarding attitudes towards the commissioning of new 

works by composers. Amongst the organisations criticised in the responses were SAMRO and 

NewMusicSA, the local member of the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM).4  

A further critique pointed to the state of music education in tertiary institutions and 

performance opportunities for music by South African composers. These criticisms met with 

strong opinions, some supporting these views and some condemning them. Some of the 

online responses were preserved in an article in the Juilliard Journal. Two of these elucidate 

the types of deep divisions that exist in the South African art music field: 

Contrary to the vitriol spouted by some in this comment section, I absolutely 
commend  Sachs’s choice of composers; all those whose works were showcased are in my 
opinion fantastic creators whose works I feel honored to play (and I have performed works by 
all but two of them). It is often difficult to find support for new music in South Africa, but it is 
also exciting to be facing these challenges in a transforming country. The composers identified 
by Sachs are all meeting these challenges with enthusiasm, grace and a big amount of 
chutzpah. – Mareli Stolp (2014/2015). 

I cannot believe what I’ve just read. This article “proclaims” a very one-sided, one dimensional 
and pathetic view on South Africa and its composers. It is slanderous to say the least! How can 
this be published with such evident lack of objective research and factual content? The “seven 
selected South African composers” are not remotely representative of the diverse, skillful, 
innovative and celebrated composers in South Africa. This article is a disgrace! – André van der 
Merwe (2014/2015). 

The responses highlight the extremely conflicted nature and uncompromising viewpoints held 

by many in the South African art music scene, and further criticism was targeted at the director 

of the performing ensemble who had selected the works submitted for performance 

consideration. Notably, South African composer Peter Klatzow commented that he was  

considerably taken aback by Joel Sachs’s selection of composers, who to my eye mostly belong 
to a small clique of pseudo avant-gardists whose work doesn’t merit much attention in South 
Africa. – Peter Klatzow (2014/2015). 

                                                
4 NewMusicSA (NMSA) was instituted in South Africa in 2000 by composer Michael Blake with the aim of 
promoting works by South African composers and soon after NMSA was accepted as a member of the 
International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM). NMSA’s primary goal is to support, promote and perform, 
in concert, new music by South African composers. 
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The New York concert was a high-profile musical event at a prestigious art institution, 

providing international exposure and recognition for a small selection of South African 

composers. It was inevitable, no matter which composers were selected, that the choices 

would be highly contested and criticised, both by those defending the selection and those who 

may feel that they should have been included. Whether it was inevitable for opinions to have 

been expressed so confrontationally is another matter. What should surely have been a 

celebration of South African art music, and a springboard for further international 

performance opportunities, devolved into an online war between opposing musical factions 

long established in the South African musical scene. The composers’ responses to Sachs’s 

questions summarised what they felt about the art music scene in South Africa. Some, 

however, also used the platform to attack two significant local organisations involved in the 

commissioning of music by South African composers, specifically SAMRO and NewMusicSA, 

which they felt were nepotistic and unfair in their awarding of commissions. The response 

from Leon van Wyk (Chairman of SAMRO at the time) is recorded in the Juilliard Journal 

(2014/2015), some of which is reproduced below: 

[We] object to your article as it unfairly portrays our organization. Not only are many 
statements made by Sachs—which we understand were based on what was told to him—
factually incorrect, but he also failed to contact anyone at our organization to verify the 
content and alleged comments by the composers. We have heard good reviews of the concert; 
however, the article does our organization and country a disservice in that it contravenes the 
basic principles of journalistic ethics… 

One of the very few facts Sachs did get right is his admission of his “own ignorance about South 
Africa’s compositional world.” – Leon van Wyk, Chairman of SAMRO Foundation (2014/2015). 

Composer and then chair of NewMusicSA Chris Jeffrey said, among other things:  

As the currently reigning chair of NewMusicSA, the South African section of the International 
Society for Contemporary Music (I.S.C.M.) so maligned in the article, there are a few comments 
that I feel must be made. “The South African section of the International Society for 
Contemporary Music is barely functional and does not embrace new ideas.” In fact, 
NewMusicSA has over the past six or seven years flourished under new management. In the 
last year alone, we’ve commissioned new works from young, active composers… Incidentally, 
we’ve had the pleasure of performing a fair amount of music by some of the composers in the 
article. “There are no groups like the New Juilliard Ensemble.” It’s certainly true that there are 
not many such groups. But in 2013, NewMusicSA launched the South African New Music 
Ensemble, a chamber group of varying size and instrumentation specifically created with the 
intention of performing new music. – Chris Jeffery (2014/2015). 
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A review by Lukas Ligeti, an internationally known composer (and son of György Ligeti), was 

favourable and encouraging. Ligeti was in the unique position of both understanding the South 

African art music composition scene (he completed his PhD at Wits with Zaidel-Rudolph), but 

also having enough separation from the internal politics to provide a balanced viewpoint. He 

made the point that the event was significant in providing a performance opportunity for 

South African composers, and for the cultural landscape of the country as a whole. I have 

included Ligeti’s complete review below, as it both documents the event and highlights the 

significance of the unique concert. By discussing in detail the music of the individual 

composers, Ligeti gives an indication of the variety of the types of composition being written 

by active composers at the time. He considers the concert a breakthrough for South African 

music on a prominent international stage, on par with the best music from other countries – 

and he avoids a jaundiced view of the selection of the music itself. 

Juilliard concert review 
 
Lukas Ligeti 
 
The Ubuntu Festival in New York City, which ran for four weeks in October/November 2014 
mainly at Carnegie Hall, was a one-time showcase of South African music and arts 
in celebration of twenty years of democracy after the end of apartheid. Featuring a who-is-
who of current South African culture from Abdullah Ibrahim to William Kentridge, and from 
Zulu choirs to Western-trained opera singers, it gave an American audience, whose knowledge 
of South Africa is generally rather limited and dominated by clichés, a wide-ranging overview 
of the cultural goings-on in the extremely diverse, multifaceted country that is South Africa. 
While few of the featured artists are true household names in the United States, they are 
nevertheless among South Africa's best-known cultural figures, and to the true connoisseur of 
South Africa music and arts, the program did not deliver many surprises. But the festival also 
included some less mainstream programming. That new ‘classical’ music would have been an 
unexpected area for the festival to cover seems odd, as concert music represents the main 
thrust of Carnegie Hall's mission. But new ‘classical’ music from South Africa is sadly still largely 
absent from the international stage, and we should be thankful that it was represented in the 
Ubuntu Festival at all, even if the only concert of this kind didn't take place at Carnegie Hall, 
but rather, on November 3rd, at Paul Recital Hall, the home base of the New Juilliard Ensemble 
and its conductor, Joel Sachs. Even if it wasn't Carnegie, the location - at the Juilliard School, 
New York City's most prestigious conservatory – proved congenial, and the concert was well 
attended. On the program were eight pieces by living composers from South Africa born 
between 1949 (Kevin Volans) and 1978 (Andile Khumalo). The programming triggered some 
controversial reactions; several composers were unhappy not to have been included. 
Indisputably, some worthy composers were left out, but when limitations of time and budget 
are imposed, it is inevitable that the programming, subjective by necessity, will not include 
all noteworthy potential contributors. Notwithstanding any dissatisfaction or controversy, the 
concert presented an extremely impressive, kaleidoscopic overview of current compositional 
activity in South Africa, a crucial sign of life by South African new music on the New York City 
scene. One can only hope that it raised international awareness of, and interest in, South 
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African new music; if it eventually leads to a more frequent inclusion in American concert 
programmes of the represented composers, as well as those who were left out, it will have 
served its purpose.  
 
The concert opened with Clare Loveday's Fever Tree, a musical description of a tree in her 
garden in Johannesburg. A beautiful, accessibly melodic piece, it contained fewer influences 
from minimal music than many of her other works and might be an important signpost in the 
development of a new and personal style by this composer. 
 
Andile Khumalo's Shades of Words, a setting of poetry by Alexandra Zelman-Doring, was 
written in the style of European post-second-Viennese-school/Darmstadt modernism. 
The relevance of this Eurocentric music to the cultural situation in South Africa is debatable, 
and newly-created music in this idiom is almost inevitably derivative. Perhaps Khumalo, now 
back in South Africa after many years of studies in Germany and the United States, will yet 
develop a South African slant to this style of music, leading to a more individual voice. 
 
Michael Blake's Rural Arias, for eleven musicians, was inspired by the living conditions in South 
African villages. Blake often features unusual instruments in his music, and here the honour 
goes to the singing saw, its timbre, described by Blake as ‘disembodied’, representing the 
fragility and powerlessness of the disenfranchised inhabitants of South Africa’s rural regions. 
Blake's vocabulary here is less strongly indebted to American/British minimalism than in some 
of his other pieces, but he takes this stylistic departure in a different direction than Loveday, 
establishing an eerily interesting atmosphere with vague references to European modernism. 
 
Bongani Ndodana-Breen's Mayibuye!, one of two works composed specifically for this concert, 
closed the programme's first half. Ndodana's music is a well-crafted mixture of European 
tonality, South African choral traditions (even if the music, such as here, is entirely 
instrumental), and a pan-African take on the incorporation of instrumental idioms of the 
continent; in the latter aspect, his approach is related to composer-ethno musicologists of an 
older generation such as J.H. Kwabena Nketia and Akin Euba – but with a specifically South 
African undertone. The integration of these various, potentially disparate, styles was 
convincing, the sound and narrative of the piece unusual and personal.  
 
Opening the second half of the concert, Robert Fokkens' Mzantsi Nights, also written for this 
concert, was perhaps the most intriguing piece on the programme. Inspired by a wide range 
of music across the spectrum from classical to popular and Western to African, Fokkens has 
evolved a personal vocabulary that includes a quarter-tone-based tuning derived from Xhosa 
bow music and strongly original approaches to ensemble writing. In Mzantsi Nights, the 
musicians are instructed not only to play, but also to shout brief syllables; while such 
theatricality might seem contrived, it blends very well here with the interlocking, hocketing 
instrumental parts. This is a highly individual work, perhaps a tad brief  considering the wealth 
of ideas presented, but highly successful in the way it walks the tightrope between African and 
Western soundworlds.  
 
Not to be outdone by Michael Blake's singing saw, Paul Hanmer's minuet and trio 
kometgruppen 80-151-222 features the unusual instrumentation of two tubas and drum set 
along with piano and strings. Difficult to categorize, it might be appropriate to place this piece 
in proximity to American third-stream music as conceived by composers like Gunther Schuller, 
straddling as it does the line between a classical (indeed, neo-classicistic) approach to form 
and a more jazz- based timbral and harmonic orientation. While the reason for the two tubas 
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remained unclear and the drummer did not always possess the soft touch necessary for this 
piece, the result was noteworthy in its oddness, and inspiring to hear. 
 
Kevin Volans, whose Looping Point closed the concert, is probably the only SA composer of 
significant international renown, although (and possibly because) he hasn't lived in South 
Africa in well over thirty years. Dating from 2012, Looping Point is a fast-paced, clearly laid-out 
piece that employs a septet of conventional acoustic instruments to evoke electronic effects 
such as samplers and loopers without ever sounding imitative or generic. Easily one of Volans' 
most inspired and cleverly conceived works of the past decade, it represented another high 
point of the programme. 
 
Joel Sachs conducted the New Juilliard Ensemble with much inspiration and energy. No other 
city's musicians can quite match the level of activity and consistency of those of New York City, 
and while the ensemble was not always as polished as these musicians will undoubtedly 
become after having completed their studies at Juilliard, the performance was both sensitive 
and strong. If anything, this concert gave ample proof that South Africa's new music scene 
is unjustly overlooked. South Africa's composers need not fear the competition from other 
parts of the world; had this concert featured music from the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, or elsewhere, the result could not have been more convincing than what was delivered 
by these living composers from South Africa (Ligeti 2014.) 

It seems highly unlikely, given some of the responses recorded above, that such an event can 

be repeated at any time in the near future, partly because much of the criticism was directed 

at the leader of the performance ensemble. Sachs appears to have undertaken the concert 

“to perform a sampling of what is going on in South Africa, no more, no less” (‘South Africa 

Concert Article Fosters Debate’ 2014/2015). He states that, upon hearing of a new direction 

taken in the International Society for Contemporary Music, he was delighted: “A true support 

system for composers – especially, I imagine, younger people – is exactly what is needed” 

(ibid.). Surely, it seems that Sachs could have had no idea of the type of environment he was 

about to witness and become entangled in when he initiated the idea of the concert.  

This case study of an event that should have served as a positive performance opportunity 

highlights the type of environment that any performer choosing to play works by a South 

African composer is operating in – highly toxic, often personal, and I’d say inevitably political. 

The issues raised by the various respondents above remain unresolved to the present day.  

In response to the events above, South African composer Robert Fokkens (now resident in the 

United Kingdom and a previous student of Klatzow), who was one of the featured composers 

in the Juilliard Concert, summarised the current situation in the South African composing 

community in an open letter to NewMusicSA:  
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[What] I have found most troubling is the sense that there is a deep divide in the new music 
community in SA. I don’t have detailed information about how this has come about or why it 
is the case, but it seems to be – from a distance – quite a destructive force. The basis of this 
division appears to be a supposed stylistic separation into two camps – which, in my 
experience of South African composers and their music does no justice to the wealth of music 
and musical styles appearing there today. I find it extraordinary that, in this context, there 
appears to be a sense of two separate communities developing, and each composer must 
choose which ‘team’ he or she plays for (2014: 8). 

He continues: 

In closing then, the thing I’d ask particularly young South African composers to consider most 
carefully is this: if you feel you are expected by teachers, mentors, colleagues, peers, or indeed 
anyone to choose an approach, mind-set, aesthetic, style – whatever one might call it – to win 
approval, be successful, or to develop as a composer, then you should ask yourself whether 
this constitutes real nurturing of and engagement with your individual creative life… What is 
absolutely clear is that nothing positive will come out of attacking that which is different to us 
and creating division. Surely, if we don’t understand this yet, we really have not been paying 
attention (2014: 8-9). 

In the fallout from the concert, evident in the discourse on the online blog, students of several 

of the composers defended them, or attacked the other ‘side’. This reinforces Fokkens’ 

position that the conflict in South African compositional circles is being perpetuated amongst 

a younger generation of composers, which, by implication, will have a knock-on effect not only 

on a subsequent generation of performers, but other stakeholders in the South African 

classical music world. Fokkens observes that this community has not been ‘paying attention’ 

and questions the origins of the divide.5 Having enjoyed a long performance career in this 

same community, playing and commissioning music by several South African composers, I 

have some insight as to the origins of this conflict in an event several decades ago.  

 

The 1983 Jamboree 
 

From the 2nd to the 9th July, 1983 a Festival of Contemporary Music was held at the South 

African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) in Johannesburg, with the American minimalist 

composer Morton Feldman as composer-in-residence. The event would later be described as 

a “two-week jamboree of new music” by Rörich (2003: II). The Festival Programme 

(reproduced in full in Appendix A, with the cover page in Figure 2) illustrates the 

                                                
5 The title of this essay draws on Fokkens’ notion of a “deep divide” (2014: 8) in the South African art music 
world. 
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comprehensiveness of the composers and works presented; an event of this scope and 

intensity, with a combined focus on South African and international contemporary art music, 

has never been replicated since in this country; although the New Music Indabas in the early 

2000s, organised under the auspices of NewMusicSA and the National Arts Festival in then 

Grahamstown, were of similar scale. What follows is an attempt to summarise the scope and 

importance of the Festival as the SABC’s archival material of the event has subsequently been 

lost, which I discovered when trying to hunt it down. While attempting to locate the 

programme and other documentation from the Festival, a staff member from the SABC 

informed me that they thought that the South African (choral) conductor Richard Cock had 

been part of the organising team at the time. Upon contacting Cock, he described the extent 

of his involvement, and invited me to photocopy the programme, which he had kept in his 

personal archives.  

The Festival was organised by South African composer Jacques de Vos Malan, Cock and music 

educator Susan Staude, with the purpose of providing a discussion forum and performance 

platform for South African composers to interact with international peers. It was an 

opportunity for both the listening public and participants to experience the music of many 

South African composers as well as the music of Feldman and internationally recognised South 

African composer, Malcolm Forsyth, then residing in Canada. 

Almost every established South African composer, as well as promising young composers were 

represented in concert performances in the Festival. These included Graham Newcater, Hans 

Roosenschoon, Peter Klatzow, Alan Solomon, Roelof Temmingh, Henk Temmingh, Jacques de 

Vos Malan, Carl van Wyk, Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph, Kevin Volans, Michael Blake, Hubert du 

Plessis, Stefans Grové, John Coulter, Johan Cloete, Barry Jordan, David Kosviner and Dirk de 

Klerk amongst others. In a festival presenting living (white) South African composers, a notable 

absence was Hendrik Hofmeyr, who had gone into self-imposed exile to Italy as a 

conscientious objector to the apartheid regime. (In apartheid South Africa the state 

broadcaster would not have invited black composers). 

Included in the Festival programme were concerts, lectures, panel discussions and debates on 

contemporary art music in South Africa. Additionally, as part of the Festival, the South African 

Musicological Society (SAMUS) held its annual conference. 
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Figure 2: The cover of Richard Cock’s 1983 Festival programme autographed by Morton Feldman. 
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In a subsequent review of the Festival, musicologist and journalist Margaret Nabarro 

described the event as follows: 

Delegates [attended] from all over the Republic as well as from Zimbabwe and other Southern 
African countries… Feldman spoke on current trends in American Music. Many people at the 
Festival did not agree with Professor Feldman’s views on musical composition but he certainly 
acted as a fiery catalyst to stimulate the local music intelligentsia into activity (1983: 13). 

Two of the major South African compositional figures in attendance at the festival were Kevin 

Volans and Peter Klatzow, both already well-established at the time, as Nabarro’s introduction 

to the artists suggests, and with many performances of their works included on the 

programme:  

Peter Klatzow, a composer from the Cape, who has  been awarded  many international honours 
for his compositions and is also known in South Africa for promoting performances of his own 
music but also that of other South African composers (Nabarro 1983: 13).  

Kevin Volans, a young Natalian who has had the opportunity of working for nine years in 
Germany, gave an interesting discourse, even if it was ill-prepared, on African Music and 
its influence and necessity in the twentieth century on South African Music. This young 
man had to go to Europe and study there before he realised what a magnificent musical 
heritage was readily available from the Africans in Southern Africa (Nabarro 1983: 14.).  

Volans’s contribution during the Festival comprised a lecture entitled ‘African Music – its 

Influence on and Necessity in Twentieth-century South African Music’ and a performance of 

two of his works, Mbira for two harpsichords and rattles, and Studies in Zulu History which 

formed part of the African Paraphrases series. Nabarro’s review of events in the Festival 

surprisingly makes no mention of the furore that ensued in a public discussion after the 

performance of Volans’s works, particularly Mbira. The heated discussion centred around the 

ethical debate on the incorporation, or appropriation, of indigenous African music into 

Western art music composition. This was the first time this issue was debated at a meeting 

attended by such a large number of South African music practitioners; and preceded the 

mainstream musicological interest in cultural appropriation that gained pace in the 1990s and 

early 2000s (see, for example, Born and Hesmondhalgh 2000). 

To my knowledge, the first public reference to this clash happened twenty years after the fact. 

South African musicologist Mary Rörich, who was in attendance at the Festival in 1983, 

published a reflection in the South African newspaper the Mail and Guardian titled ‘African 

Style Avant-garde’ in which she outlined the historical exchange between Klatzow and Volans. 
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Rörich resurrects these past events and expresses strong opinions as to their significance and 

implications during the Festival, as well as characterising the event as a whole: 

Twenty years ago this month the SABC hosted a two-week jamboree of new music, with the 
charismatic American king of elitism and Bronx aphorism, Morton Feldman, as composer-in-
residence. Feldman gave colourful, if otherwise unintelligible, talks on the important influences 
on his own music, mainly his grandmother and Proust, and contemporary music in the United 
States, mainly his student Bunita Marcus. He fell asleep during most of the many performances 
of his own, generally very long, compositions (2003: 11). 

Mbira for two harpsichords and rattles (first performed in Cologne in 1980), the work that 

caused all the trouble, was Volans’s featured work at the Festival. In her article Rörich 

describes Klatzow’s reaction to the piece: “‘Cultural banditry’, growled leader of the pack, 

Cape Town composer Klatzow, in response to one of the works in Volans’s series of African 

paraphrases” (Rörich 2003: 11). In an essay by Volans on the reception of his African-inspired 

works, he describes his own view on the conflict that emerged in the 1980s:  

The South African musical establishment responded in the early 80s with fierce criticism of 
these pieces: “Black music is for Black people” “cultural banditry” “cultural appropriation” “I 
no more wish to hear mbira music played on the harpsichord, than Mozart played on the 
mbira” etc. – all of which smacked of separate development to me, and strengthened my 
determination to continue (2022).  

Klatzow’s response may nevertheless have hurt. It is interesting to note that (subsequent to 

the Festival) on Volans’s website it simply states, in reference to Mbira, that “the work has 

been withdrawn” (Volans 2022). 

Rörich’s reference to an event that happened twenty years earlier is perhaps indicative of the 

fact that the tensions that emerged in the 1980s were still active in the early 2000s. And 

indeed, the conflict has since perpetuated itself in several facets of Western art music circles 

in South Africa, including performance, funding opportunities and musicological discourse, an 

area which, by its nature, contains much of the documented evidence of those on both sides 

of the conflict. Instead of dissipating, the conflict has become entrenched.  

In the above-mentioned review article, Rörich not only documents the events of the Festival 

in 1983, but firmly places herself in the discussion. She validates Volans’s compositional 

aesthetic, suggesting that he was “the only one who appeared to really engage with questions 

of African versus European aesthetics” (Rörich 2003: 11). She elaborates 
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Volans headed back to Europe, where he became leader of the 1990s modernist post-modern, 
engaged a new audience and made a lot of money. He continued to interrogate the privileging 
of material by Igor Stravinsky and Feldman, and the non-conceptualist aesthetic of African 
music. Volans understood the 1983 experience and grew beyond it (2003: 11). 

Rörich is highly critical of the white established composers at the festival, stating that 

Peter Klatzow, Roelof Temmingh, Hans Roosenschoon, Jacques de Vos Malan, Carl van Wyk 
and others were too busy preparing performances of their works and too taken up with their 
status as art composers to analyse Feldman’s obscure aphorisms or the real 
situation…otherwise 1983 was not a good time to bring “new music” to South Africa: we were 
too white, too blinkered, too needy, too up our own fundamental orifices (2003: 11).6 

Rörich’s provocative review elicited responses from two scholars: Chris Walton (a British 

musicologist who had been Head of the University of Pretoria Music Department) and the 

South African musicologist Stephanus Muller. In Walton’s critical review of Volans’s String 

Quartets Numbers 1, 2, and 6 (played by the Duke Quartet 2002/2003) he discusses issues 

around the use of African music and its appropriation. What is valuable about this review is 

that he commends Rörich for being ‘brave’ in her assessment of two distinct camps in the 

composer community: 

Rörich …is refreshingly blunt in her depiction of the two main camps, namely, the Young Turks 
(my phrase, not hers) with Volans at the forefront, and an old(er) guard comprising composers 
such as Peter Klatzow, Roelof Temmingh and others (Walton 2002/2003: 22). 

Rörich, Walton continues, not only identifies the two camps but clearly aligns her aesthetics 

with those of Volans, holding him up 

as a paragon in South African art music: someone who in the early 1980s saw a way forward 
when others didn’t, took that way when others scorned him for it and (more, much more than 
this – one can almost hear the Sinatra sound track) did it his way, achieving critical and popular 
success with his works with the Kronos Quartet (2002/2003: 22). 

By contrast, Muller’s reply to the Mail and Guardian newspaper (August 8-14 2003) 

reproaches Rörich for being selective about South African music history before 1994, and in 

his article “A Poor Recording” (2003) accuses her of being simplistic in her assessment of the 

older established composers, arguing for a more nuanced appreciation of Klatzow and his 

                                                
6 Rörich links the world of established composers to white male anxiety. Writer and academic Nicky Falkof has 
written detailing this phenomenon: 
late apartheid South Africa suggested a condition of permanent anxiety lurking underneath mainstream 
heterosexual white culture, whispering that masculinity, and by extension the civilization it stood in for, were 
fallible and could fall apart if they were not continually shored up by the performance of appropriate and 
acceptable versions of gender, citizenship, and whiteness (2019: 286). 
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music. Muller specifically refers to her condemnation of Klatzow in which she disparagingly 

labels him as the “leader of the pack”, pointing out that 

Peter Klatzow, no stranger to musical controversy, is held up as “leader of the pack” of a South 
African old guard populating Rörich’s dismissive remarks of South African music history before 
1994. Yet few musicians or musicologists will dispute the fact that Klatzow is still, as he was in 
1983, one of South Africa’s best and most original composers. This will remain the case, even 
if aesthetic preferences shift, or political imperatives change (2003: iii).  

Muller suggests that this nuanced approach should include room for different ideologies and 

aesthetics to co-exist: 

Of course, Kevin Volans is an important and (in South Africa at least) under-acknowledged  
composer, but why this should reflect negatively on other South African composers is a 
mystery. Unless the suggestion is that all creative individuals should respond to environments 
in the same, ideologically conditioned ways, it is entirely understandable that composers 
explored different directions in 1983 (and each year before and since) to the musical and 
societal impulses shared and not shared. Contrary to what Rörich seems to imply, there is no 
right or wrong here. Relevance and irrelevance are labels hugely important in the present, but 
of questionable aesthetic significance and heuristic usefulness in understanding or valuing 
music (2003: iii). 

What started as a public discourse presented in one of the country’s most intellectual 

newspapers, then took hold in musicological journals. And so a conflict that played out in a 

public forum in the pages of the Mail & Guardian came to be reinforced in the academic space, 

through several published journal articles and in the yearly NewMusicSA Bulletin. 

Musicologist Christine Lucia, in an article titled ‘Celebrating Composer Kevin Charles Volans b. 

1949’ (2009), presents a biography of Volans, and a critique of his work referring to his 

departure from South Africa for Europe in the mid-1980s. According to Lucia, it appears that 

Volans left South Africa behind, both geographically and in terms of the conflict generated by 

his African Paraphrases. Outside of South Africa, both in Europe and the USA, the popularity 

of his early works generated a commercial success and placed him as one of the leading 

composers globally. However, the controversy regarding Volans’s works followed him 

overseas in articles and critiques, amongst others by the South African-based German 

composer Jürgen Bräuninger (1998), Chris Walton (2002/2003) and Timothy Taylor (1995).  

In ‘Whose ‘White Man Sleeps’? – Aesthetics and Politics in the Early Work of Kevin Volans’ 

(2008), musicologist Martin Scherzinger interrogates the debate around the responses to 

Volans’s works. Scherzinger notes that while Volans’s early music was  
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a commercial triumph in classical and world music markets, much of the academic 
commentary on Volans (both in South Africa and abroad) has not only dismissed Volans’ 
aspirations, but also raised to a higher degree the critique of Volans’ entire project, concluding 
it a political and aesthetic failure on both local and global terrains (2008: 210).  

While the above provides evidence of the debate around Volans in the academic space, this 

also took hold in the NewMusicSA Bulletin. 

NewMusicSA (NMSA) was instituted in 2000 by composer Michael Blake. Within four years of 

its founding, the organisation became explicitly politically motivated in its choice of which 

composers to support. In a press release from 30 April 2004, Blake, in his position as President 

of NMSA, stated: 

While everyone in music and the arts has been looking at the achievements of the past 10 
years, NewMusicSA felt it was a good time to reflect on composition in the years of apartheid 
when white composers – the current whingers! – were having a pretty good time, thanks to 
their great patrons the old National Party, the Broederbond, the SABC and Anton Hartman, 
and the apartheid system itself. Never before (or since) had so much mediocrity reached such 
heights (Blake in Muller in Olwage 2008: 282).  

The implication is that white composers who worked in South Africa (as opposed to those who 

left the country) during the apartheid era wrote music of questionable quality. Muller views 

the above quote by Blake as being “provocative and simplistic” and suggests that the 

sentiments expressed in his article have established “a master-narrative of apartheid 

complicity and aggrandisement” (Muller in Olwage 2008: 282).  

A more nuanced viewpoint when evaluating music composed during apartheid is outlined by 

the musicologist Winfried Lüdemann: 

There is more to be said about the works belonging to this creative tradition than their location 
within the oppressive or exploitative systems … or their use of stylistic elements and 
compositional procedures that have their origin in Europe. Focusing on these aspects alone 
may have its own merits, but for an analyst it is too blunt an instrument with which to examine 
the meaning and value of such works comprehensively (2020: 15).  

Lucia argues that “this is not to say individual composers agreed with the politics of the larger 

field, but rather that larger politico-economic power – then as now – encouraged and 

supported a particular notion of music” (2005: 50).  

In 1993, Lucia reviewed Klatzow’s new piano suite, From the Poets, in the South African Journal 

of Musicology, in which she criticises the composer for not having incorporated African 

elements in his earlier music:  
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In this suite a contemporary South African composer of stature who has always had extremely 
tenuous links with (not to say contempt for) the use of the ‘local’, especially the African, in 
compositions of European descent, is beginning to explore them here through the medium of 
South African landscape poetry (1993: 114-117). 

In Klatzow’s response, in the same journal, the composer protested that Lucia’s claims were 

predicated either on ignorance or a deliberate attempt to ignore his incorporation of African 

elements in his previous works. He further states that it “is clear that Prof Lucia has used the 

opportunity of a review for the purpose of airing her own agenda” (1994: 126).  

Muller later analysed the issues raised in the exchange between Lucia and Klatzow. He argues 

that the terms of the debate are ultimately no more than discursive constructions. So if 

someone talks about ‘African music’ this is not because there really is something out there, 

but because the existence of ‘African music’ is posited. This allows Muller to contend that the 

debate is not really about African music but about white people, their fears, their guilt, their 

desire for something that will span the divide between ‘African’ and ‘European/Western’ 

(1999: 8-9); and notes how black South African art music composers’ voices were largely silent 

in this discourse. Muller touches on an important distinction here. The terms of the debate in 

the South African art music scene have gravitated towards binary opposition between two 

opposing camps, which do not allow for the expression of multiple and nuanced viewpoints. 

Scholar Edward Said proposes that “by looking at the different experiences contrapuntally, as 

making up a set of intertwined and overlapping histories [we may] formulate an alternative to 

the politics of blame and to the even more destructive politics of confrontation and hostility” 

(1994: 19), which seem to have overcome any possibility of empathetic resolution in this 

particular divide. Indeed, a crucial feature of the South African art music debate is that it has 

increasingly become monothematic rather than contrapuntal, to use Said’s formulation. The 

terms used in Muller’s article speak to an environment of personal anxieties, white fear and 

guilt and the desire for atonement; traits not unique to the world of (art) music.  

The literature that I have discussed provides evidence of the promulgation of an ideological 

conflict that developed between two groups of composers, loosely organised around the 

figures of Kevin Volans and Peter Klatzow, with Michael Blake as an important provocateur, 

and one which came to pervade several aspects of art music society in post-apartheid South 

Africa. In ‘The Present-Day Composer Refuses to Budge: Case Studies in New South African 

Orchestral Music’ Blake contends that in the South African compositional world 
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[t]wo traditions still predominate – neo-romanticism and modernism – but we can also find 
aspects of impressionism, neo-classism, folklorism and cross-culturalism on the one side, and 
minimalism, reductionism, experimentalism and post-modern on the other (2005: 130).  

It is important to note that Blake makes distinction on the grounds of different compositional 

traditions and is not directly dividing composers into specific camps. However, within the 

context of the ongoing dispute his remarks could be read as reinforcing the divide into two 

camps, and the relevant value judgments that he assigns to the composers within them. The 

implication is that one camp of composers has not evolved past aesthetic notions that 

developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, while the other is progressive, 

forward-looking and follows contemporary musical trends. In terms of the divide in South 

Africa, this would suggest that the ‘Klatzow camp’ is rooted in the past, while the ‘Volans 

camp’ is more forward-looking.  

Composer Robert Fokkens mentioned in the Juilliard concert furore above, wrote a defence 

of Klatzow’s position as a South African composer in 2004. He made the case that Klatzow has 

been exposed to a wide variety of styles and influences in his compositional career, and has 

room to draw on all of these when composing, without having to prescribe to one particular 

aesthetic approach (2004: 106). Defending Klatzow against Rörich’s perspective he states: 

Mary Rörich  presents a less positive perspective when she asks: ‘Well, what happened to the 
South Africa avant-garde? Klatzow and Temmingh returned to the Cape and the safety of pre-
modernist styles and audiences’ (Rörich quoted in Fokkens 2004: 104). 

While these examples do not cover the full extent of this conflict, they signpost the salient 

features, and the type of environment in which South African musicians work. Unsurprisingly, 

the issues underpinning this conflict have proliferated through a series of journal articles by 

prominent figures in the academic space, continuing through the 2010s. 

 

Musicologist versus Composer versus Composer 
 

Musicologist Thomas Pooley’s ‘Never the Twain Shall Meet: Africanist Art Music and the End 

of Apartheid’ argues that composition during the late apartheid period (1980–1994) was in 

crisis and that “‘Africanist’ art music became the vehicle through which composers negotiated 

this crisis” (Pooley 2010: 45). Pooley suggests that specific composers, especially Volans, 

incorporated Africanist elements into their music in an integrous and integrated manner, 

while others, such as Roosenschoon, Grové, Zaidel-Rudolph and Klatzow absorbed Africanist 
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elements into their music in a contrived and insincere manner, thereby creating “‘African’ 

parodies … to secure their own prestige and power in the post-apartheid field” (2010: 66). 

Pooley writes that the composers who remained in South Africa during the apartheid era, and 

who were affiliated with universities or state bodies, gained their reputations by these 

affiliations and continue to be dependent on these institutions for their success.  

By ‘establishment figures’ I mean those in positions of power in the academy and in the field 
of composition who have benefitted from, and continue to be reliant on their association with 
state institutions and commissioning bodies for their success and prestige (45).  

Questions about power and complicity became prominent in the controversy around South 

African art music, with the main claim being that certain individuals, including composers, 

have comfortably occupied positions of authority under apartheid, only to continue in those 

positions after its demise.  

One example of the reading of a composition as complicit with apartheid ideology is 

musicologist Annemie Stimie’s ‘The Unspoken Cultural Alliance: Israel, Afrikaner Nationalism 

and Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph’s Masada’ (2011). Here Stimie argues that as a result of the 

composition being commissioned during the apartheid years, the venue where it was 

performed, and the racial composition of the audience, the music of Masada could only have 

been received and heard as reflective of the apartheid system which enforced segregation 

along racial lines. In contrast to this singular interpretative approach, Jeff Schwartz, reminds 

us that “not only are coding and decoding systems finite and multiple, they can also overlap, 

with a single musical sign having several, potentially contradictory, meanings” (Schwartz 

1995). 

In a follow up article on Zaidel-Rudolph’s Masada, Stimie writes that 

the political sensitivities of writing about musical meaning and Masada illustrate something of 
how the notion of musical autonomy, seen by ‘New’ musicologists as a political tool that denies 
its own political nature, continues to function as tension-filled field of engagement between 
composers and musicologists (2015: 3). 

Indeed, a prominent theme in the discourse on art music in post-apartheid South Africa is the 

divisive relationship between musicologists and composers. Perhaps inevitably, what started 

as a debate on seemingly aesthetic grounds crossed over into the political space. Throughout 

the article Stimie overlays Zaidel-Rudolph’s Masada with political meanings:  
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Masada was conceived in the final hours of apartheid and it greeted the dawn of democracy 
in the form of a recording. In this guise, it surreptitiously entered the art music canon of the 
‘New South Africa’ where its status and importance remained unquestioned for more than a 
decade (2015: 1). 

She continues, referencing her earlier paper, that the relevance of the work to its white 

audience “would have been consciously and unconsciously enhanced by the special 

relationship Israel had maintained with the Afrikaner Republic and the identification of 

conservative Afrikanerdom with the chosen people of the Old Testament” (Stimie 2011: 6 in 

Stimie 2015). 

The argument of unconscious reception history is questioned by theatre and opera director 

Jonathan Miller: 

The authority of the writer has also been threatened by the development and popularization 
of psychoanalytic theory according to which the poet or playwright, like anyone else, is under 
the influence of urges and impulses that he is in no position to recognize or even control. Any 
conscious meanings that might be expressed in his text are small by comparison to the 
unconscious ones which lurk beneath its easily readable surface. The problem is that, as with 
psychoanalytic theory itself, there is no reliable criterion for judging whether a given meaning 
belongs to the mind to which it has been attributed, in the absence of such a criterion, there 
is virtually no limit to the intentions that are perceivable in any particular work (1986: 71). 

In the same paper Stimie quotes a response given by scholar Gerrit Olivier in an unpublished 

paper, which questions her musicological approach, which he finds to be closed-minded and 

deterministic: 

The creative process and the ideas and intentions that may have underpinned it, the music 
score itself, the realization of the music in performance and the response of the assumed 
audience are all collapsed into a single and depressingly deterministic framework. In all its 
bleakness this kind of musicological analysis ends up denying the potential open-endedness of 
creative processes, cultural objects and their reception, and the play between these aspects. 
It closes down rather than opens up the debate (Olivier in Stimie 2015: 18). 

The extracts from Stimie’s paper speak to the tone in her language which suggests that Zaidel-

Rudolph’s music has unfairly entered the South African art music canon. As Emily Wilbourne 

observes, musicians can find themselves “in a [musicological] discipline where intellectual 

authority is frequently purchased with the coin of aggressive criticism and thinly-veiled 

personal attack” (2015: 5). Indeed, the tone of much of the criticism levelled against select 

South African composers discussed in the writing above speaks to Wilbourne’s categories of 

“aggressive criticism and thinly-veiled personal attack”. In some instances, these underlying 

motivations are not disguised. Until now I have provided examples that, at least on the 
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surface, seem to engage with the aesthetic and musical value of the works discussed, without 

entering into the space of personal conflict. However, at times this debate has escalated into 

the realm of public personal attack. 

One example of this type of conflict emanates from a public fracas at a South African Society 

for Research in Music (SASRIM) conference hosted at Wits from the 12th to the 14th of 

September 2014, between Stimie and Zaidel-Rudolph. On the first day of conference there 

was a panel discussion titled “SASRIM and Research Ethics” for which Stimie and five other 

musicologists were the panel members. Zaidel-Rudolph herself was in the audience and I was 

in attendance at the conference. Upon Stimie’s presentation she was challenged from the 

audience by Zaidel-Rudolph, and others, and an ugly exchange ensued, with Stimie eventually 

leaving the venue in tears. For the audience and remaining panel members this exchange was 

extremely uncomfortable and the issues that had been raised remained unresolved.  

In a more recent exchange between Volans and musicologist William Fourie a similar type of 

contention between composer and musicologist played out in a series of journal articles. In 

‘Between the Musical Anti- and Post-Apartheid: Structure of Crisis in Kevin Volans’s String 

Quartet No. 5, Dancers on a Plane’ (2019) Fourie attempts to read the string quartet as a 

representation of Venda music, as several field recordings incorporated in the work were tape 

recorded in the Limpopo and the Kruger National Park areas in South Africa from which Venda 

music originates. In response Volans argues that although the sound recordings were from 

these regions, the composed sections of the music were not related to the music of the 

VhaVenda. Volans closes his response with the following:  

What I believe happened in the article under discussion here, is that a project of music analysis 
was begun from a pre-determined ideological and political position, after which the author 
proceeded to mould a composition to fit those preconceived ideas. As such, it is a failed project 
(Volans 2021: 21).  

In defence of his article, Fourie argues that musicologists should be able to interpret musical 

meaning and intention in relation to a composition without the direct participation of the 

composer. He questions: “Should the hermeneutic reading be authorised by a composer, or 

should it be developed in dialogue with them, or should the composer be left out of the 

discussion altogether?” (Fourie 2020: 27). At the core of this exchange is an argument for the 
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right of the musicologist to influence the narrative around the origin and meaning of a 

composer’s music. Volans, perhaps unsurprisingly, disagrees:  

All of these misunderstandings and factual errors would have been avoided if the author had 
followed the prime rule of (old) musicology: begin with, or at least never ignore primary 
sources. I am the primary source when it comes to the facts pertaining to my music (Volans 
2021: 21). 

Throughout the history of musicology an enormous amount has been written about 

composers without their participation, in most cases as they are long deceased. At times, a 

very distinct and personal meaning is overlaid on a composition with no rationale for this 

reading to be universally accepted. One of the most well-known examples comes from 

musicologist Susan McClary who writes about Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, in which she 

describes the climax prior to the recapitulation of the first movement as follows: 

…the carefully prepared cadence is frustrated, damming up energy which finally explodes in 
the throttling, murderous rage of a rapist incapable of attaining release (McClary in Fink 2004: 
109). 

McClary later revised her reading of the music and replaced the passage above with the 

following: 

The point of recapitulation in the first movement of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony unleashes one 
of the most horrifyingly violent episodes in the history of music. The problem Beethoven has 
constructed for this movement is that it seems to begin before the subject of the Symphony 
has managed to achieve its identity (McClary 2002: 128). 

This sanitised version is far removed from her original standpoint. While McClary originally 

postulated rape, scholar and pianist Charles Rosen hears the passage rather “as if Beethoven 

has found a way of making an orgasm last for sixteen bars. What causes the passage to be so 

shocking, indeed, is the power of sustaining over such a long phrase what we expect as a brief 

explosion” (Rosen 2000: 206). Thus two eminent musicologists project a personal sexual 

metaphor onto the passage, but interpret the metaphor in different terms. Conclusions are 

frequently drawn about music and composers that are not only at odds with one another, but 

also possibly completely different to the composer’s intention for a particular composition.  

While the cases above refer to conflicts between composers and musicologists, there are also 

instances of South African art music composers engaging directly with one another on hostile 

terms. One example of this type of animosity can be shown from a Facebook exchange 

reproduced in Figure 3 between Klatzow (at the time Professor Emeritus at the University of 
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Cape Town, South African College of Music) and Hofmeyr, then Head of Compositional Studies 

at the same institution: 

  

Figure 3: Screenshot of Facebook post, 19 December 2021. 

Hofmeyr’s response follows: 

As the ‘present incumbent,’ I have tried to refrain from responding to Prof Klatzow’s baseless 
accusations, but, I feel I can no longer ignore these repeated attacks on the SACM and on my 
integrity. To take but one of his false claims, and one for which the facts are a matter of public 
record, namely that his music has not been ‘tolerated’ since his retirement: I was chair of the 
SACM Concerts Committee when, in celebration of his 70th birthday, we scheduled more 
performances of his works than we had ever done for a living composer. This was done despite 
the fact that he had already on a number of occasions abused the SACM, our Head of 
Department and the Dean of Humanities on Facebook. So thanks to Francois, Louisa and Nina 
for helping to set the record straight! And please note that, since people have asked if Prof. 
Klatzow really is banned from the SACM, he has been quiet as the tomb ... 

A further example of this type of animosity again involves Hofmeyr: in a comment on a 

Youtube video performance of his Partita Africana, composer Michael Blake comments, 

following a complimentary remark by another poster (see Figure 4): 

 

Figure 4: Screenshot of Youtube comments (Sylvia Jen 2009). 

Martin Scherzinger, a South African musicologist now resident in New York, characterises the 

type of arguments above that relegate the aesthetic content of the music itself to a secondary 

role in that they “insist on subordinating the musical text to its function within a broader social 
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context” (2004: 254). He argues that these texts self-proliferate, and that they imply 

“ideological closure and programmatic constraint… that emphasise social and political issues 

over close reading and other formal techniques associated with musical analysis” (255). 

Hofmeyr is one of South Africa’s most prolific, and successful composers, who taught at the 

University of Cape Town until his recent retirement. His compositional style has engendered 

much criticism from musicologists. Hofmeyr’s music makes use of several elements that could 

be seen as structurally conservative: the use of counterpoint, canon, and harmonic language 

have enabled critics to label him as part of the ‘old school’ camp. However, his music is 

admired by most performers that I interact with. I have performed much of his music and 

worked closely with him in recording and recital preparation of his music. My masters’ thesis 

discussed the process of learning and recording his Notturno Elegiaco for flute, cello and piano 

(Nay 2008).7 

An example of the type of musicological critique levelled at Hofmeyr is evident in Pooley’s 

article, ‘Organic unity in Hendrik Hofmeyr’s solo piano music’. Here Pooley criticises Hofmeyr’s 

structural compositional procedures: 

In the pieces discussed, I have shown how Hofmeyr has constructed organic unity through the 
use of fugue, canon, traditional sectional forms, motivic relationships, and contrapuntal 
fabrics, regardless of whether he appropriates a Chopin Mazurka or a Xhosa folksong … The 
construction of organic unity through this organizational complexity almost constitutes a 
fetish. The rigorous methods of achieving it are apparent in all of his solo piano works, and 
evident in his programme notes too. There is an element of predictability in this method of 
composition, and it results in a sense of ‘sameness’ in his works (2007: 81, emphasis mine). 

The issues that emerge from the scholarly writings that I have discussed, particularly those by 

Pooley, Scherzinger and Stimie, articulate strongly some of the most prominent points of 

contention between those involved, including composers, musicologists and performers. 

Pooley’s primary argument is that “establishment figures” (2010: 45) who occupied positions 

of power and influence in the late apartheid years have continued to do so. This argument 

centres around the ideas of institutional power and by extension, institutional complicity. The 

implication is that there is an element of injustice as they have continued to occupy these 

positions without an acknowledgement of their past roles. At the close of the apartheid era 

                                                
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFR7QFFfypI&ab_channel=MalcolmNay. 
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the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was established, primarily with the goal of dealing 

with various atrocities that took place under the apartheid regime.8 The country did not 

experience anything akin to a ‘purge’ of prominent figures in academia in general, nor 

specifically in music. 

Pooley’s second point is an implication that there was a ‘right’ and a ‘wrong’ way for white 

composers to incorporate African elements into their music. This phenomenon was not 

unique to the music world in post-apartheid South Africa, but extended to several cultural 

fields. There have been many artists who have drawn on African themes and materials, 

sometimes rather tentatively or even clumsily, to signal their acceptance of the new South 

Africa in a spirit of reconciliation. Pooley’s argument goes beyond a mere discussion of the 

success with which this was undertaken, and implies that there was an ulterior motive behind 

the practice: a calculated and disrespectful attempt to make use of African musical elements 

in order to secure one’s own credibility and prestige in a new political dispensation. This 

appears to be a cynical approach to this issue; how does one prove what the underlying 

intentions of any particular composer were when writing a piece of music, more so in the 

tradition of musicology that doesn’t speak to the composer? While discussions around the 

role of music and its function within a societal context can be valid, Pooley extends this to the 

realm of questioning the good faith intentions of particular composers, setting himself up as 

the arbitrator as to who has successfully negotiated this and who has not.  

The final argument that Pooley makes is an aesthetic one, specifically with regard to Hofmeyr. 

His criticism of the composer is predicated on the notion that he has unsuccessfully 

incorporated African elements into his music, particularly into Western musical forms. He 

admonishes Hofmeyr: 

What are the consequences of representing African music in this way – naively, as if in a 
vacuum? For surely in South Africa, or for any academic composer in the early 2000s, it is no 
longer possible to argue that elements may be appropriated by composers and used however 
they like and without ramifications or the possibility of consequences, including critical 
consequences (2007: 80).   

                                                
8 From the official website of the commission: “The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
was set up by the Government of National Unity to help deal with what happened under apartheid. The conflict 
during this period resulted in violence and human rights abuses from all sides. No section of society escaped 
these abuses” (https://www.justice.gov.za/trc/), see also Gibson and Gouws. 1999 
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Hofmeyr responded in broad terms to this type of criticism levelled against him, and in an 

interview with Morne Bezuidenhout stated: 

… in the form of the current vogue for assessing music on the basis of how literally it reflects 
the social conditions [read socio-political conditions] in which it was written; if one were to 
apply this criterion to Beethoven’s ‘Wellington’s Victory’ (this) would be his most important 
work (2007: 20). 

Hofmeyr is making an argument for an understanding of his music on aesthetic grounds, rather 

than value judgements made on the basis of its political relevance alone. 

Stimie, in contrast to this approach, favours placing contextual relevance at the centre of her 

criticism of Zaidel-Rudolph’s music, with musical factors taking on secondary importance in 

her discussion. She suggests that a composition, despite its surface appearance, or even its 

wide-range of possible meanings, can in certain contexts, be restricted to one meaning (in this 

case, the political one she determines for the work).   

Scholar and pianist Charles Rosen succinctly articulates a view that attempts to reconcile the 

aesthetic and sociological arguments made above: 

Sociologists who believe that the history of music can be entirely elucidated by its social 
functions and the classes that support it without any reference to the music itself are as 
harmful to a sane view as the critics who believe that music stands abstractly outside of society 
in a world of pure forms (2000: 2). 

Rosen’s view is in line with that of Scherzinger mentioned above. Any discussion that veers 

too far in either direction can lead the argument to a premature close. Scherzinger provides 

an alternative viewpoint to the basic principles encapsulated by the ‘New Musicology’ (see 

Cook and Everist 1999), which tended to place music within its social, political and historical 

context, and, which some argued, tended too far in this direction. Scherzinger emphasises the 

importance of close reading and musical analysis and implies that these texts surrounding the 

context in which composers are writing, are self-proliferating (2004: 255).  

The conflicts between musicologists and composers, explored extensively to this point, are 

not contained entirely to the academic space. These issues have relevance for any performer 

operating in the South African art music field. In choosing what to programme, performers are 

indirectly exposed to this criticism in that we can serve to validate the music through its 

inclusion in concert programmes. 
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To this point in this essay I have attempted to show how, through discussion of some of the 

most salient writings, a discursive landscape has documented, constructed, and sustained a 

divide in the South African art music world of contemporary composition. This essay, as the 

title indicates, endeavours to respond to this fractured field from the viewpoint of the 

performer. 

 

The Resource Crisis in Contemporary South African Art Music 
 

In 2008 Chats Devroop, then editor of the South African music journal Musicus, summarised 

the future of Western art music in South Africa, taking a mostly positive stance on its position: 

The future for western ‘art’ music has thus in fact never been better, despite its being pilloried 
constantly by both politicians and non-artists. The prospects for sharing artistic ideas across 
the former cultural divide have never looked better (2008: 2). 

The optimism expressed by Devroop has not played out in the years following.9 In fact, the 

South African art music environment has been systematically undermined, and the divide 

between composers has been exacerbated, due to the decline in the organisational, private 

and public funding of classical music since the 2010s. This societal shift has been concisely 

elucidated by musicologist Winfried Lüdemann: 

Generally, the practice of European music in South Africa – as it manifested itself in respect of 
access to formal music education, public concert halls, opera houses and other venues where 
this kind of music was taught or performed – mirrored the laws as well as the social and 
political practices of the day, which promoted privilege and enforced exclusion on the basis of 
race… What aggravated the association of a certain sound of music with colonialism and 
apartheid, however, was the belief by Europeans that their music, along with European culture 
as a whole, was superior to all other kinds of music and culture, to the extent that the music 

                                                
9 In his MBA thesis Jonathan Crossley outlines the decline of the music industry in South Africa through several 
salient figures drawn from the writing of Niki Moore: 
- Gallo Record’s (the largest independent local label) revenues have gone from 150 million rand per year in 1995 
to 14 million rand per year, 
- In 2019 SAMPRA (The South African Music Performance Rights Association) collected 108,000 rand for local 
artists but paid 150,000,000 rand to international rights holders, 
- In 2020 SAMPRA, with 15 total employees, collected 200 million rand but spent 41 million rand on 
administration costs (20.5%), where the global average is 7% administrative costs, 
- Independent labels have shrunk by 75% since 1998, 
- According to RISA (The Recording Industry of South Africa) the industry was valued at 200 million rand per year 
in 1998 and is now valued at 14 million rand per year, 
- In 2011 50% of music played publicly (media and public venues) was locally made, Moore’s figures now suggest 
25%, 
- The 2020 RISA report indicated that the South African music market generated 456 million rand (Moore in 
Crossley 2022). 
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of other cultures, in our case African music, was seen not only as inferior, but even as 
“incomprehensible” (Lüdemann 2020: 11). 

If in 2003 musicologist Rörich could argue that the “place for Western classical music in South 

Africa today … is not really in dispute”, (Rörich 2003, emphasis mine), the reality, under 

pressure from decolonising ideologies amongst other things, is different.  As Lüdemann has 

noted: 

The other side of the spectrum is represented by black nationalists (and their white followers) 
who maintain that Western art music has no place in South Africa because it is said to be 
“elitist” and “imported”, and who then began to close down all opera houses and symphony 
orchestras in the country (2020: 34). 

While the previous section of this essay detailed the fractious relationships between South 

African composers and musicologists, the discourse has now shifted to the question of the 

survival of the art form in which all stakeholders operate.10 In 1981 Rörich wrote about the 

need for institutional and government support for contemporary composers and musicians, 

warning that music, “perhaps more than any other art, needs the protection and promotion 

of its society” (1981: 12). A few examples outlined below detail the decline of several 

prominent support structures for art music in the country. 

 

The SAMRO Foundation has a long history of funding new works by South African composers, 

and many works that I have performed and recorded were commissioned through this 

organisation. In recent years SAMRO has undergone significant structural changes. As recently 

as 2014, the chair of the SAMRO board, Leon van Wyk, defended the role of the organisation 

in the South African musical scene (incidentally as a result of the Juilliard Composers Concert 

covered earlier in the essay): 

SAMRO has since 1962 supported the arts and the development of music in multiple ways. 
 

But each of the following composers [whose work was heard in the concert] have received 
between five and 10 SAMRO commissions: Michael Blake, Robert Fokkens, Paul Hanmer, 
Andile Khumalo, Bongani Ndodana-Breen, and Clare Loveday.   
With regard to music education, the SAMRO Foundation works closely with the South African 
universities with music schools or departments, and the feedback we receive—also from 
independent sources—is that the standard of music education at these institutions is generally 
high (‘South African Concert Article Fosters Debate’ 2014). 

                                                
10 These stakeholders include all those who work in the field of Western art music including but not limited to 
performers, composers, musicologists, teachers, promoters, managers and agents, record labels, producers and 
directors.  
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Furthermore, until very recently SAMRO had a rotating stable of classical and jazz competition 

offerings which included vocal, instrumental and composition scholarship prizes for overseas 

study. These competitions were prestigious events representing the highest level of musical 

excellence in the country, with the winners receiving significant financial support enabling 

them to study abroad. The performance competitions also set South African works newly 

composed for the competitions thereby further enhancing the relationship between 

performers and composers. I had been involved as an adjudicator for the keyboard 

competition in 2013 and had previously had a student win the piano competition in 2009. 

Additionally, I had been booked to perform music by the winners of the 2014 composition 

competition, Amy Crankshaw and Antoni Schonken. The final competition for voice was held 

in 2019 with the competitions thereafter being abruptly discontinued.11  

 

SAMRO also used to fund several Western art music concerts at venues across the country. 

This included contributions towards performances at the major universities, and specifically 

funded concerts of South African music thus further contributing to a tradition of the 

performance of South African art music. While at Wits I held the concert portfolio for twenty 

years, during which time we received generous funding towards two concerts every year. This 

funding too came to an end in 2020.  

 

The withdrawal of funding support took place hand-in-hand with severe institutional 

corruption that took place at SAMRO and which came to a head at the end of 2018 and as 

such placed the organisation within the broader history of state capture in South Africa that 

took place under the Zuma administration (‘Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State 

Capture’). These events are outlined in a press article titled ‘‘Rigged board, Dodgy Dubai Deal’: 

Musos up in arms over Samro Shambles’ (Blignaut et al. 2018) which details the corruption 

                                                
11 SAMRO also funded a significant number of university bursaries towards the study of music, including western 
art music and composition. All the major educational institutions were recipients of this funding, which 
recognised not only financial need, but academic and performance excellence. The SAMRO bursaries were 
discontinued in 2020 with scant explanation. Additionally, the SAMRO Foundation funded several Non-
Governmental Organisation music projects. For instance, Helen Vosloo from the Hemanay Trio had established 
the Keiskamma Music Academy in rural Eastern Cape which received support for many years (‘Theatre4Youth’ 
2022). At Wits, MEWS (Wits Music Education Workshops), was a community music teaching project providing 
instrumental and theoretical tuition for students who were unable to afford university tuition fees. MEWS 
received funding from the SAMRO Foundation which has since stopped funding NGOs leading to the closure of 
the MEWS. 
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that is alleged to have taken place in the organisation. The importance of SAMRO as an 

institution which supported Western art (and other) music across several spheres of the music 

industry cannot be understated –  the loss of this funding has been devastating.  

 
With the collapse of SAMRO support structures classical musicians have turned to alternative 

means to find funding for their projects, notably through the National Arts Council (NAC). The 

NAC too has been the subject of recent investigations into corruption outlined in detail in 

‘Exclusive: NAC Turmoil – ‘Chairperson running Council like a Spaza Shop’ (Makhafola 2022). 

In order to secure funding from the NAC musical projects compete directly against the 

disciplines of Craft, Dance, Literature, Multidiscipline, Theatre and Visual Arts, with the result 

that the funding allocation for music is now shared with six other disciplines; whereas SAMRO 

supported music exclusively.12   

 

The end of the SAMRO funding coincided with the start of the Covid 19 pandemic in South 

Africa. The country entered into a lock down nationally on 27 March 2020, and had 

catastrophic implications for musicians across the globe, and specifically in South Africa. The 

local effects of these restrictions were captured by arts journalist Gwenn Ansell (for a more 

global perspective see López-Íñiguez et. al. 2022) : 

As COVID 19 lockdown clamped down in early 2020, musicians everywhere began turning to 
live streaming as a potential alternative source of connection with audiences and earnings.  
Musicians and venues had abruptly lost all sources of activity and income, leaving many 
destitute (Ansell 2020). 

Shortly before the advent of the lockdown I performed the Beethoven Triple Concerto with 

both the Johannesburg Philharmonic Orchestra (‘Johannesburg Philharmonic Orchestra 

Summer Season’ 2020.) and the KwaZulu-Natal Philharmonic Orchestra (‘KZNPO’s Summer 

Season begins’ 2020) along with violinist Tai Murray from the USA and South African cellist 

Aristide du Plessis in one of the final concerts before the lockdown. Orchestral players who 

                                                
12 Projects seeking NAC funding need to demonstrate that they are able to create a certain number of 
employment opportunities commensurate with the amount of funding requested. Any application for funding 
also needs to satisfy four of the following six areas: 

Social cohesion and Nation Building; 
Unearthing marginalised and indigenous arts in rural areas; 
Addressing social ills such as xenophobia, and gender-based violence; 
Supporting the involvement of women, youth employment opportunities and people living with 
disabilities; 
Creation of new works through digital media; and 
Capacity Building and Arts Entrepreneurship (‘Funding Overview’ 2023). 
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earned the bulk of their income from the concert seasons were suddenly without work. While 

this was my last concert for nearly two years, I held a full-time professorship at Wits which 

guaranteed my income – by contrast many musicians suffered from the financial loss of live 

performance and the closure of venues. For example, two theatres in Gauteng which were 

supportive of live classical music performance were forced to close their doors during the 

COVID 19 pandemic. The Brooklyn Theatre in Pretoria closed their business and moved to an 

online streaming service, signifying the end of their support for live concerts. The Auto and 

General Theatre on the Square in Sandton likewise halted their weekly lunch hour concert 

series which only reopened in 2022.13  

 

With the decline of the support from SAMRO branches that provided funding for commissions, 

competitions and bursaries, the decline of local classical broadcasting structures and the 

general decline of the South African music industry, classical musicians in South Africa are 

operating in a highly uncertain environment. The advent of the COVID 19 pandemic in 2020 

was for many the final nail in the coffin. As a result, the performer has been left with fewer 

options for funding and institutional support. And the competition for the scant remaining 

resources and opportunities in the local music industry inevitably intensified.  

 

While the above outlines a bleak situation for the classical performer in South Africa the 

writing that follows attempts to show how I have navigated this environment, with specific 

focus on my approach to the musical score and interactions with several South African 

composers. 

 

Between Score and Performer 
 

Today classical musicians have to learn and perform music from a large variety of stylistic 

periods and composers dating back as far as the sixteenth century (and in some cases earlier). 

                                                
13 In 2021 one of two dedicated classical music radio stations in South Africa, Classic FM, was rebranded in a 
commercial move to increase listenership and advertising revenue (Seroto 2021). As a result classical music on 
the station has been relegated to a graveyard time-shift in the evening, with popular music being played in the 
prime listening hours during the work day. Classic FM since its inception in 1997 had been a fixture through which 
local performing artists and composers could have performances broadcast and served as a vehicle through 
which major concerts could be promoted to a wider audience.  
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This requires of any performer a substantial musical and historical knowledge which takes 

many years of training and experience to develop. The music with which the classical 

performer engages, and indeed the instruments on which it is performed, as well as the 

venues in which it is heard, have gone through numerous developments. The way in which 

music notation has evolved has led composers, increasingly since the nineteenth century, to 

prescribe not only notational information, but details of how the music should be performed. 

Scores from the Baroque period, for example, tended to include “virtually no indications as to 

dynamics, only a few tempo indications and modifiers, and almost no indications of phrasing 

and articulation” (Harnoncourt 1995: 35). Musicians approaching the music of earlier periods 

have at their disposal a vast amount of information on how to perform this music, which has 

largely been informed through the research and insights of the historically informed 

performance movement (see Botstein 2005 and Joseph 2014). In part this movement has 

sought to understand aspects of performance practice through considering historical treatises 

such as François Couperin’s The Art of Playing the Harpsichord (1974 [1716]), Jean-Philippe 

Rameau’s Traité de l’harmonie (Treatise on Harmony) (1722), C.P.E. Bach’s Essay on the True 

Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments (1949 [1753, 1762]), and Leopold Mozart’s A Treatise on 

the Fundamental Principles of Violin Playing (1985 [1756]). 

 

In the nineteenth century the  

latitude of the interpreter was radically restricted by the “autobiographical” manner of 
composition. The details of interpretation were fixed as precisely as possible, each nuance, 
each slight ritenuto, each minute variance of the tempo, was prescribed. Since all notes were 
now regulated including dynamics, timing and phrasing, musicians became accustomed to 
slavishly transforming the score in keeping with all its instructions (Harnoncourt 1995: 35). 

In spite of the well-documented progression of how western art music composers notated 

music and the information they chose to include in scored works, there persists to the present 

day an ongoing debate about the role of the performer in relation to the printed score, 

specifically whether the printed score can contain holistically everything that is required of a 

performer. One argument has it that the interpreter need no more gift than the ability to read 

the score accurately and reproduce it in sonic terms. Questions relating to the role of the 

performer to the printed text are not unique to music; in other performing arts a pre-existing 

script needs to be realised in performance. The relationship between text and performance 

will in these areas always be a key element of both the performance decisions and the 
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assessment thereof. One aspect of this is how prescriptive the original text is – elaborate stage 

instructions for a theatrical performance or comprehensive indicators of tempi and dynamics 

in music, for example. This is an area that any director, actor or performer will always have to 

negotiate. The Samuel Beckett estate, for example, insists that no word of his plays be 

changed and that all the stage and casting directions be followed to the letter:  

Lawyers representing Samuel Beckett’s estate, known for its iron grip on the playwright’s 
works, objected to the use of female actors in the two main roles of Vladimir and Estragon, 
issuing an injunction against the theatre in Pontedera, Tuscany, to try to stop the 
performances (McMahon 2006). 

What follows traces my own musical journey from my formative years as a boy of twelve 

through university studies, and culminates with a discussion of my interactions with several 

South African composers and my relationship to them and the musical score.  

 

I grew up with parents who were gifted, but not professional, athletes who were determined 

that what was denied to them should be a career path for me. Living next door to my family 

were two musicians, Frida and May Domenica. Their father was an Italian French horn player 

who had immigrated to South Africa to take up the position of principal horn player in the first 

South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) Orchestra. Frida was a violist in the same 

orchestra and May was a gifted but somewhat lazy pianist. She was a remarkable sight-reader 

and frequently accompanied artists at short notice because of her phenomenal reading 

abilities. I used to listen to the classical music coming over the wall and was mesmerised. Even 

though there was no classical music-making in my home, my Jewish grandfather’s brother, 

uncle Solly, was an architect by profession but had a love of music and played both the violin 

and the ukulele. I had asked to learn to play the piano from the age of six and my dad asked 

May whether she would teach me. She replied that I should not start so young as she believed 

that most children who start too early tend to lose interest; so she advised only starting when 

I was ten. This advice suited my dad and he pushed me into athletics as I was a gifted sprinter. 

At the age of twelve I confronted him, saying that I would not run anymore if I could not also 

have piano lessons. I personally found a piano teacher close to the school that I attended, 

knocked on her door and asked her if she would teach me.  Ms Watkinson, who had emigrated 

from England to South Africa , agreed to take me on at the fee of R10 per month. She was the 

most wonderfully kind teacher and I absorbed and learned at a rapid rate. Students who had 

played well in the lesson were given a sweet as they left – I used to receive sweets, Madeira 
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cake and a glass of milk. She kept the music in a kist in her teaching studio, and once you had 

polished a piece, she would inform you that it was time to choose a new piece, and would 

open the kist. She said to me “one day, I’m going to enter you into an eisteddfod”.  

 

I joined the Jeppe Boys Choir at the age of thirteen as a vocal soloist. The director and pianist 

of the choir Desmond Wright was a former student of Dame Myra Hess. Wright heard me play 

and insisted that I study with him. The arrangement did not work as I was not yet sufficiently 

advanced to cope with the repertoire that he had chosen for me. He left the country to teach 

at the Hochschule Mozarteum in Salzburg in 1972, and on his departure I was recommended 

to audition with jazz pianist Joseph Hayden, who suggested that I start lessons with Pauline 

Nossel, a well-known classical piano pedagogue in Johannesburg. Upon hearing me, she asked 

what I wanted to achieve through the study of music. I replied that I wanted to be a concert 

pianist and she spoke directly to my father who was in the audition: “You have a very gifted 

son, but it is late in the day in terms of training a concert pianist, but there is much to be said 

for becoming a good teacher”. Six months later she summoned my dad informing him that my 

talent and the rate at which I absorbed her teaching indicated to her that I could indeed pursue 

a career in performing. Nossel was (and remains) a formidable influence in my life as I had to 

attend lessons then twice weekly. When my parents divorced when I was fifteen she never 

charged me for the lessons – indeed, I became her ‘adopted’ son.  

 

Nossel had studied with many teachers during her formative years, amongst them the pianist 

Bridgette Wilde who had been a student of Claudio Arrau.14 She passed on to Nossel much of 

Arrau’s technical approach, but more importantly his commitment to interpreting a score as 

faithfully as possible in terms of how it is notated. This approach is captured in Arrau’s obituary 

for pianist Artur Schnabel in Conversations with Arrau by Joseph Horowitz. After Schnabel’s 

death Arrau wrote that “Schnabel was the first to insist on faithful adherence to the written 

page” (quoted in Horowitz 1982: 113). In fact, Horowitz continues, “Arrau practices textual 

fidelity with a rigor surpassing Schnabel’s model. As much as Schnabel, he adheres to every 

authorial indication of phrasing and dynamics” (113). I could not have received a more solid 

                                                
14 Incidentally, Klatzow also studied briefly with Wilde (Klatzow 1988: 131). 
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and honest approach to music-making, even as I became aware during my studies of the 

limitations of the score.  

 

Nossel had additionally studied with Isabella Stengel, an Italian award-winning concert pianist, 

who had immigrated to South Africa.15 Her husband, who had studied cello with Mstislav 

Rostropovich, had been awarded a position as principal cellist with the SABC Orchestra. Nossel 

arranged for me to travel to Durban to study with Stengel who was the head of piano at the 

then University of Natal. These lessons took place from my first year of university and were 

enlightening and transformative. She shared with Nossel a deep respect for the written text, 

and worked towards a quality of piano sound that has remained with me ever since those 

inspiring lessons. The element of a singing, cantabile sound is one that cannot be notated in a 

printed score beyond the indication to sing, along with several other touches and colours 

available to a pianist. Stengel made a ravishing cantabile sound at the piano and could play 

forte and fortissimo without a trace of harshness in the tone. Remarkably, she taught me how 

to find this sound without ever demonstrating it at the piano. Nossel and Stengel were the 

primary formative influences on my pianistic and musical approach.  

 

During my teenage years of study with both Nossel and Stengel, I started to find work in the 

music industry, initially as music director, choir master and organist at Trinity Congregational 

Church in Yeoville. The preacher at the church was Reverend Bernard Spong, an English 

missionary who had come to South Africa in 1963. Spong was an anti-apartheid activist, who 

worked within ecumenical circles towards ending apartheid. His sermons were inspiring, 

challenging and led the congregation to question the injustice of the apartheid system. 

Listening to his sermons from behind the organ loft, I became aware of his deep commitment 

to a non-racial South Africa. I happened to see Bernard many years later in 2006 at Wits where 

he asked me to come with him to an office, where he had several copies of his autobiography 

Sticking Around, one of which he dedicated to me as follows: “For Malcolm – a musical player 

in this journey” (Spong 2006). While at the church I was recommended by a member of the 

congregation for work at St Barnabas School.  

                                                
15 Some of Stengel’s recordings of piano works by Chopin and Beethoven can be heard here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LiQNlHlVoC8&t=2873s&ab_channel=AndrewWarburton; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_TF_S2yNmsQ&t=217s&ab_channel=AndrewWarburton. 
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At the time the school was located in Bosmont, Johannesburg, neighboring Sophiatown.16 This 

was the first school in South Africa to be open to all races and was known for having students 

that were politically active in anti-apartheid activities (SAPA 2000). I joined the part-time staff 

as a choir master and piano teacher at the age of 17. Archbishop Desmond Tutu, one of the 

most prominent anti-apartheid activists, was the patron of the school and addressed the 

school community on several occasions. The choir would always perform at these functions, 

which enabled me to meet Tutu several times. His primary message was that in God’s eyes we 

are all created equal and that racial divisions were essentially man-made constructs and 

inherently evil. He nevertheless held optimism for the future of South Africa. The school was 

frequently raided by the South African police who were looking for specific students, leading 

me to empathise with the fear and anger of the students at the time. The beliefs of both Spong 

and Tutu resonated strongly with my own views regarding the apartheid system and my 

commitment to teaching at St Barnabas School I believed was a small contribution towards 

inclusion in a non-racial South Africa.  

 

During these same teenage years I started to become aware of prominent international 

musicians who used their public status and influence to challenge existing political structures, 

with varying degrees of success. A pianist whose playing I have always admired is the Italian 

Maurizio Pollini. During the 1960s and 1970s he held strong connections with the left-wing 

political movement in Italy. Pollini collaborated with contemporary Marxist Italian composer 

Luigi Nono whose work A floresta é jovem e cheja de vida (1966) condemned the United 

States’ war in Vietnam. At a concert Pollini attempted to read a statement condemning the 

war at which point he was interrupted by the audience – eventually the police arrived and the 

concert was abandoned. While his political views have not changed Pollini’s brief and 

somewhat naïve attempt to merge his classical piano performance career with his personal 

political ideology was soon abandoned (Wroe 2011). 

 

                                                
16 In 1955 Sophiatown was destroyed by apartheid state police, with the black and coloured residents being 
forced to relocate to Meadowlands in Soweto (‘Sophiatown’ 2019). 
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In contrast to Pollini, a pianist who actively eschewed political statements and ideologies is 

Russian pianist Sviatoslav Richter (Monsaingeon 2001: 4). He had an enormously vast 

repertoire which of course included composers with varying personal ideologies and 

personalities. There is a theory that within this vast repertoire he favoured homosexual 

composers: 

As mentioned, Richter considered this aspect of his life an entirely private matter. The Western 
tendency of a homosexual who – perhaps in protest against society’s lack of acceptance – 
flaunts his sexuality has no equivalent in Russia. But there may be something to the fact that 
Richter often included in his repertoire music by composers with a corresponding sexual 
orientation, even though it was surely not the result of any real, conscious planning. Music by 
homosexual composers such as Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky, Saint-Saens, Szymanovski, Britten, 
and Poulenc played a large role in his repertoire, but this may be explained in many other 
ways. Schubert and Handel, composers he focused on at a time when no one else of his stature 
did, may also have been homosexual, according to several reputable scholars, although there 
is only circumstantial evidence (the concept itself did not exist in their time, but so-called 
depravity could be severely punished). We must be allowed to speculate that Sviatoslav 
Richter, who liked all types of riddles, masks, and masquerades, may unconsciously have 
hidden a code, a secret message in a bottle in the very choice of his repertoire (Rasmussen 
2010: 239). 

This does however remain an unproven theory.  

 

Pianist and conductor Daniel Barenboim together with Scholar Edward Said founded The 

West-Eastern Divan Orchestra, a project that sees Israeli and Palestinian musicians working 

together with musicians from several other countries. The Orchestra was founded with an 

overtly political message and humanist ideology, as described on its website:  

The origins of the West-Eastern Divan lie in the conversations between its founders, Edward 
Said and Daniel Barenboim. Over the course of their great friendship, the Palestinian 
author/scholar and Israeli conductor/pianist discussed ideas on music, culture and humanity. 
In their exchanges, they realized the urgent need for an alternative way to address the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The opportunity to do this came when Barenboim and Said initiated the 
first workshop using their experience as a model. This evolved into the West-Eastern Divan 
Orchestra that global audiences know today (‘West-Eastern Divan Orchestra’ 2023). 

As it is not possible for the Orchestra to exist in either Israel or Palestine they meet each 

summer, currently in Spain, followed by an international tour (‘West-Eastern Divan Orchestra’ 

2023). While this outlines one aspect of Barenboim’s involvement with Israeli politics, the 

other is his attempt to promote the music of Richard Wagner in Israel.17  

                                                
17 Barenboim on tour with the Berlin State Opera in Israel in 2001 had originally scheduled a performance of 
Wagner’s Die Walküre at the Israel Festival. He was asked by the programme director to change the concert and 
performed instead a programme of Schumann and Stravinsky. As an encore to the concert he turned to the 
audience and proposed to perform an extract from Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. A robust engagement ensued 
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The issue surrounding Barenboim’s desire for Wagner’s music to be heard in Israel centres 

around his attempt to separate out the intrinsic value of the music from its entanglement with 

Wagner’s odious political ideology, closely aligned with that of the Nazi party.18 Barenboim 

appears to believe that the music contains within itself the possibility to redeem itself, to be 

appreciated despite one’s awareness of its complicity or not. However, he was subject to 

much criticism as a result of this decision with calls to boycott him and his performances.  

 

While the above examples are instances where individual artists have used their reputation, 

influence and choice of repertoire to make political statements, or show their aversion 

thereto, there exist as well examples of composers writing music specifically designed to 

undermine political systems in their respective countries. Perhaps one of the most prominent 

examples is that of Soviet era composer Dmitri Shostakovich, a contemporary of Richter.  

 

Serious art music in the Soviet Union held a prestigious place in Soviet public culture during 

the working life of Shostakovich. Classical music, inherited from a lineage of established 

Russian composers who preceded Shostakovich, from Tchaikovsky, through the ‘Russian Five’ 

of César Cui, Aleksandr Borodin, Mily Balakirev, Modest Mussorgsky, and Nikolay Rimsky-

Korsakov, to later Prokofiev and Rachmaninoff. In addition to this there was an extremely 

                                                
during which some audience members left, but on the whole the performance was well received. Barenboim’s 
rationalisation for performing the music was that “I respect those for whom these associations are oppressive. 
It will be democratic to play a Wagner encore for those who wish to hear it. I am turning to you now and asking 
whether I can play Wagner?” (MacAskill 2001). 
18 Between Wagner’s death until the events of Kristallnacht in 1938, the musician-led Palestine Philharmonic 
Orchestra had programmed his music in their concerts. Subsequent to Kristallnacht and later World War 2 the 
musicians of the orchestra voted against performing his music, with the wide support of the concert going public 
in Israel. In addition to this Wagner’s music was widely associated with the Nazi political viewpoint, the 
underpinnings of which were already evident in Wagner’s personal anti-Semitic views (Mourby 2000). Hitler 
himself would attend the performances at the Bayreuth festival and became close to Wagner’s descendants, and 
his favourite opera was Parsifal (Barenboim & Said 2002: 92-105). There are arguments made that in certain of 
Wagner’s operas Jewish stereotypical characters are portrayed. Said and Barenboim are of the view that these 
prejudices are not immediately played out in the characters of the operas (2002: 176), while other scholars such 
as Margaret Brearley believe strongly that they are immediately apparent. For instance, she argues that the 
character Hagen (who murders Siegfried in the eponymous opera) is half-German and half-Jewish, who 
represents for Wagner the “epitome of evil” (Brearley 2016: 07:01) and the Jew who has been assimilated into 
German Christian culture who belongs strongly to neither community. The feelings of those in Israel who are 
opposed to the performance of Wagner’s music seem to be based on the strongly established association 
between his writing and music with the Nazi party in the years before the Second World War.  The argument of 
whether his music itself is anti-Semitic is secondary in nature to these overarching concerns.  
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strong line of Russian performing artists including pianists Anton Rubinstein, Sviatoslav 

Richter, Emil Gilels, violinist David Oistrakh, and cellist Mstislav Rostropovich. Shostakovich’s 

position as a composer was publicly respected, not only in the Soviet Union but 

internationally.  

 

In his own memoirs quoted in the film The War Symphonies: Shostakovich against Stalin, 

Shostakovich speaks about Stalin’s understanding of the power of music to influence the 

public consciousness: 

One must speak the truth about the past or not speak at all. It’s very difficult when looking 
back I see nothing but ruins, only mountains of corpses. Music illuminates a person through 
and through, and it also his last hope and final refuge and even half-mad Stalin, a beast and a 
butcher, instinctively sensed that about music. That is why he feared and hated it (Weinstein 
1997: 1:12:12 – 1:12:57). 

Shostakovich’s resistance to the regime of Joseph Stalin was musically characterised by 

subversive movements and sarcastic passages in his compositions. Implications of sarcasm, 

irreverence, disrespect, tragedy and humour contained in Shostakovich’s music were 

understood and interpreted by the concert going public in the Soviet Union (Bernstein 2014 

[1987]). The most prominent example of the clash between these two powerful figures is 

captured in the history of Shostakovich’s Ninth Symphony.19 Stalin anticipated a large-scale, 

pompous work, glorifying his role in the Second World War. As a result, Stalin took the comical, 

almost flippant nature of the music as a personal affront, denounced the oeuvre of 

Shostakovich, and in 1948 removed him from any positions he held, including his tenure at 

the Moscow Conservatory (Weinstein 1997). In place of personal creative output, Stalin 

instructed Shostakovich to write music for a series of films glorifying Stalin’s regime and his 

victory in the Second World War (Weinstein 1997). The normal modus operandi for Stalin was 

to have political opponents killed, however, Shostakovich’s international stature made it 

difficult for him to do this. The punishment devised in its stead would have been personally 

devastating for Shostakovich (Weinstein 1997).  

 

                                                
19 Shotakovich’s Ninth Symphony written at the end of the Second World War was commissioned in order to 
commemorate the Soviet triumph over the invading German forces. While Stalin expected a grandiose, 
triumphant work, Shostakovich wrote the antithesis of this. A light, non-triumphant, and often humorous work, 
almost Haydnesque, which did not satisfy the expectations of a celebration of victory was produced. The 
significance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony created an expectation that Shostakovich would produce 
something of similar stature (Bernstein 2014 [1987]).  
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My own choice of Shostakovich’s music in one of the recitals towards the practical component 

of this degree included the Piano Trio No. 1 in C minor, Op. 8 and the Piano Trio No. 2 in E 

minor, Op. 67, as well as the Piano Quintet in G minor, Op. 57. Philosopher Susanne Langer 

writes that “Music is a tonal analogue of emotive life” (1953: 27), and in the music of 

Shostakovich I find a kaleidoscope of emotional richness and diversity, ranging from lament 

exemplified in the Allegro con brio of the E minor trio, to biting sarcasm in the Scherzo of the 

quintet, to the ravishing lyricism of the Andante of his Second Piano Concerto and the hilarity 

of many of the Preludes Op 34, in particular No 24.  

 

Shostakovich’s use of music as a tool to fight against an oppressive regime took place in a 

society where music was well-established in the public culture of the time. By contrast, 

composers of Western art music in apartheid South Africa worked on the periphery of the 

music industry. Rörich notes that “in a culture which clings so obsessively to the European 

mainstream of the past, the South African composer is given almost no status at all” (1981: 

12). Contemporary art music was enjoyed by a relatively small, elitist concert going audience.  

 

During apartheid Western art music was often seen to reinforce apartheid ideology and was 

sometimes explicitly used by the government to further its politics. Klatzow reflects that “The 

Arts were a tool of division. I remember Govan Mbeki saying at a Cape Town Symphony 

Orchestra reception that ‘on the island, we learned to hate the word “culture” – it was used 

as a means to divide us’” (2004: 138). In general, protest music against the regime was uttered 

through jazz, popular and choral music, as opposed to contemporary Western art 

composition. Western art music composers who lived and worked during apartheid and who 

accepted government sponsored commissions through various organisations and institutions 

are often seen as tainted collaborators with the apartheid government. Composers of 

Western art music in South Africa during apartheid do not appear to have well-documented 

instances of using their public platforms in protest,  with the exception of Volans, South 

Africa’s most well-known and widely-recognised composer. 

 

Volans attributed an anti-apartheid meaning to some of his earlier works. In an undated essay 

titled ‘White Man Sleeps: Composer’s Statement’ he explains how he perceived the role of 

this music at the time, and what he sought to achieve through its composition: “I came to 
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regard the work as my small contribution to the struggle against apartheid” (Volans 2022).20 

The composer explains in his essay the musical intentions behind combining African and 

Western musical elements: 

In writing these pieces I set myself some ground rules. In particular I saw no point in 
westernising African music – the popular music industry had already done that. I wanted to 
achieve the reverse. By introducing some strictly non-Western aspects of African music into 
the European concert repertoire I hoped to gently set up an African colonisation of Western 
music and instruments and thus preserve some unique qualities, albeit in a new form. It was a 
bit like introducing an African computer virus into the heart of Western contemporary music 
(Volans 2022). 

Volans was to come under criticism for this practice, notably by scholar Timothy Taylor whose 

‘When We Think about Music and Politics: The Case of Kevin Volans’ (1995) traces how Volans 

changed the meaning he ascribed to his compositions and the process through which they 

were written. Perhaps even more critical was Jürgen Bräuninger’s questioning of Volans’ use 

of African elements in his composition (see Bräuninger 1998). Martin Scherzinger attempts to 

separate out two trends in relation to the music of Volans. He retraces the various critiques of 

Taylor, Bräuninger and Walton against Volans after which he analyses the music, often 

favourably. At the end of the chapter ‘Whose ‘White Man Sleeps’ Aesthetic and Politics in the 

Early Work of Kevin Volans’ (in Olwage 2008) he poses a set of questions relating to Volans’ 

intention and the perceived meaning of this music. Specifically, he asks: 

Did it [the music] in fact calm the convulsive madness of apartheid? Did it allow ideology to 
collect itself in the face of political excess? Did it render the blight of apartheid palatable, 
stabilise an order of things? Perhaps it did. Perhaps Volans’ music functioned as an efficient 
ideological mechanism for apartheid thinking, offering fantasy transgressions in place of real 
ones, to a mostly white audience mostly in the northern hemisphere (2008: 232). 

Volans would later move away from the use of African elements in his music, writing that 

“since 1988 (with the exception of re-workings of older pieces and my opera, which is partly 

set in Ethiopia) I have avoided any direct reference to African music in my composition. For 

me, the moment for this kind of work has passed, along with the apartheid State” (Volans 

2022). 

 

One notable musical experience from my own pianistic career during apartheid took place 

when, as a young pianist, I participated in the UNISA International Piano Competition (1986). 

This competition attracted international talent to the country, while also providing 

                                                
20 This is in specific reference to “White Man Sleeps for 2 re-tuned harpsichords, viola da gamba, and percussion 
(1982)” and “White Man Sleeps for string quartet (1986)” (Volans 2022). 
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opportunities for leading young South African pianists to compete. I advanced to the final 

round of the competition, which I was expected to win (contrary to the stipulations, a number 

of jury members had phoned Pauline Nossel, my former teacher, to express this view). Anna 

Elizabeth Botha, the wife of then president P.W. Botha approached me backstage before the 

final round to wish me well, and told me “you are our boy”. Unfortunately, I was not entirely 

secure with Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 5 in Eb major, Op. 73 the ‘Emperor’ and 

completely ruined the magical link between the second and third movements by starting the 

piano entry over the pizzicato in the strings, to my eternal shame. As a result, I was awarded 

the fifth prize. I wish that I could blame my poor performance at the finals on this backstage 

encounter, however, I was insufficiently prepared for the final round. The interaction with the 

wife of the president, made me acutely aware of the political nature of this competition, at a 

time when the South African government was under international boycott. When the next 

iteration of the competition took place in 1990 I was invited by UNISA to give a television 

interview, which was supposed to promote the competition. I used the platform instead to 

question its validity at the height of the cultural boycott. I felt that I had been used to 

represent the country, and that as a result, I was part of the cultural elitism that had 

underpinned apartheid structures and that my identity as an individual had been superseded. 

In my naivety at the time, I had only thought of advancing my career as a pianist, not realising 

the implications of what the competition represented. 

 

All of the musicians and composers mentioned above have paid some kind of price for their 

political statements and intentions. Pollini eventually moved away from his attempts to use 

his concerts as a political platform, Barenboim was subject to trenchant criticism, especially in 

Israel, Shostakovich was sent into musical exile in his own country, being made to write 

propaganda film scores glorifying Stalin, and Volans was subject to extensive criticism of his 

earlier music in academia. 
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Finding My Voice 
 

During my undergraduate years I started to read about different approaches to interpretation 

and technique, including the Arrau book mentioned above, as well as Alfred Brendel’s Musical 

Thoughts and Afterthoughts (1976), both of which reinforced the principles of my formative 

training.  

 

I continued with postgraduate studies in the United States of America, first at the College 

Conservatoire of Cincinnati and then at the University of Washington in Seattle under the 

tutelage of the Hungarian pianist Béla Síki. I had chosen to study with him as I had read that 

he had been a student of Dinu Lipatti, a favourite pianist of mine. As a student I could imitate 

most famous pianists’ sounds, but Lipatti’s sound eluded me completely and I wished to 

discover how he achieved it. Lipatti had studied with Alfred Cortot, and yet their playing 

differed in many respects. Cortot’s performance style represented the epitome of the 

Romantic approach, playing that espoused freedom from the printed text and was 

improvisatory in nature, taking several liberties with the text. Lipatti’s playing pointed towards 

the future of pianistic interpretative ideals, which would come to the fore in the subsequent 

generation. It upheld the qualities of textual integrity, imagination and spontaneity contained 

within fidelity to the written score. Síki provided a living link to this approach.  In a draft for a 

presentation that Lipatti was to give in Geneva he writes that he aims 

to decisively take the path to simplification and synthesis… and for the rest I rely on intuition, 
that second but no-less-precious intelligence, and to in-depth penetration of the work, which, 
sooner or later, ends up confessing the secret of its soul (Lipatti 1950; emphasis mine). 

Upon returning to South Africa from my studies in the U.S. I joined the performance staff at 

the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in 1982. Opportunities to attend masterclasses and 

hear regular recitals by international pianists and symphony orchestras were and remain 

limited in comparison to those in Europe, the U.S., and other major classical music centres. In 

order to remain motivated as a pianist I have used online resources including recorded 

performances and masterclasses, as well as several books on piano technique and 

interpretation. The explosion of knowledge that is provided by the internet is something I wish 

had been available to me as a young student. Another pianist whose sound I had never been 

able to replicate was Vladimir Horowitz, until I had the opportunity to see the visual recording 

of his playing, which encapsulated from a physical point of view a low seat height, often a low 
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wrist, manipulation of the key using a sometimes flat finger, and an astute awareness of the 

use of the pedal. The enormous amount of knowledge and resources available to musicians 

today has enabled me to consolidate the wide range of musical influences from my student 

years, as well as consider the practice and knowledge of new artists. 

 

The influences that I have been exposed to are not limited to pianists, but include singers and 

musicians of many varieties, none more so than the soprano Maria Callas. When she died 

Leonard Bernstein commented that “she was for me the uniquely great singer of bel canto in 

the mid-20th century and has for some years been irreplaceable” (Bernstein in Ericson 1977). 

Pianist Sviatoslav Richter called her “the great diva and tragedienne of the operatic stage” 

(Monsaingeon 2001: 192). In an interview with Lord Harewood, Callas is asked about how she 

prepares for a new role: 

You take the music and you learn it as if you were in the conservatoire, in other words, exactly 
as it’s written, nothing more and nothing less. Which is the phrase that I call strait jacketing. 
Strictly how the composer wrote it… Then you learn exactly as ABCD… once you learn how it 
is written, and the exact note, and the exact value of each phrase then… respect the values, 
but try to be free for a minute, if you spoke these phrases, how would you speak them… and 
on that, you cultivate it yourself… what you give at a certain point you take, you give back, you 
take here, you give back there… so once you get that in your mind… then you can take wings, 
from, down to earth, two and two makes four, cause everything must be logical in opera… 
what is the main thing that musicians can do, is give it the most credibility possible and to 
persuade the public of its reality (2016 [1968]: 10:11-14:59). 

While Callas here is discussing the process of learning and preparing an opera role, the 

principles outlined are transferable to the process of learning any score. Her approach of first 

dealing with the score in as literal a manner as possible before gradually going beyond what 

is contained therein is similar to that adopted by pianist Alfred Brendel. His approach is related 

in an interview with Oscar Caravaca and Man Minnie Ho: 

You have to do justice to the score in the first place. Most people, 95 percent of people, cannot 
properly read the score. And then, of course you are adding your own feelings, but always 
hopefully in the awareness that the composer is first, and he usually knows better (Brendel 
2018: 09:40-10:17). 

 
Later in the interview Brendel reiterates the point:   
 

For the young generation, first of all read the score properly and don’t think this is easy… If 
you try to do justice to what the composer wrote, and the result is original, that’s fine, if you 
go out to be original and different, that’s not good. Forget it (Brendel 2018: 11:32-12:26). 

Richter concurs with Brendel’s philosophy regarding the use of the score as a sacrosanct 

departure point. However, he stops at this juncture, casting aspersions on the idea of 
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‘interpretation’: “I only play what is in the score. If you do not respect all the directions in the 

score you begin to interpret, and I’m against that. I try to play what the composer has written, 

nothing more, nothing less” (Rasmussen 2010: 4). As confirmation of Richter’s approach, 

conductor Kurt Sanderling remarks that “he does not only play well, he can also read the 

notes” (ibid.). Richter’s adherence to this approach would culminate in his late career recitals 

where both the stage and the audience were in complete darkness except for a desk-lamp 

illuminating the score. It is as if the performer had disappeared and the most important aspect 

of the concert was the music illuminated as the score. Indeed, in this view and this particular 

practice has the performer become a tabula rasa through which the music is channeled? 

 

Richter would later become critical of aspects of his own playing that he did not approve of in 

his recorded performances. After an acclaimed performance of several Liszt Etudes he listened 

to the concert recording, taking issue with what he felt was a “quality that seems to be 

inherent in my playing – a sort of superfluous heaviness” (Rasmussen 2010: 6). I find that 

Richter’s rigidity of completely adhering to the score as a literal document that does not allow 

for imagination and freedom beyond the visual printed instructions can be self-restricting and 

could account for some of what he perceives as ‘heaviness’ in his own playing. Richter’s view 

that one must play only what the composer has written and not ‘interpret’ is, in practice, 

impossible, because no two pianists could ever play a work in exactly the same manner.  

 

The approaches of Callas, Brendel and Richter formed the basis by which I was trained as a 

young pianist, and as a starting point my intention when learning a new work is to follow the 

composer’s directions represented in the score as closely as possible. However, engagement 

directly with the score cannot provide everything that is needed to bring the music to life and 

“give it the most credibility possible” (Callas 2016 [1968]: 14:52-14:55). 

 

David Blum’s Casals and the Art of Interpretation (1977) outlines the cellist-conductor’s 

approach to interpretation, one that merely takes the score as a point of departure from which 

the artist moves swiftly away to a musical reading beyond the written text: 

‘The written note,’ Casals has said, ‘is like a strait jacket, whereas music, like life itself, is 
constant movement, continuous spontaneity, free from any restriction… There are so many 
excellent instrumentalists who are completely obsessed by the printed note, whereas it has a 
very limited power to express what the music actually means’ (1977: 70). 
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In support of Casals’ approach, Blum continues: “Liszt commented, ‘Notation, in spite of 

painstaking conscientiousness, can never fully suffice… certain features – among them the 

most important ones – cannot be put down in writing’” (Liszt quoted in Blum 1977). Casals’ 

approach to musical performance is diametrically opposed to that of Richter. Casals argues 

that the art of interpretation is to do with that which is not contained in the printed score, 

whereas Richter intends to perform only that which  is put down by the composer.  

 

A more recent, nuanced approach to the complex relationship between the performer and 

the score is insightfully described by pianist and conductor Daniel Barenboim: 

The score is the final substance, the finished work, and the interpretation of it is a finite, 
temporary expression that takes place in time and has a beginning and an end. To be able to 
grasp the substance of the music itself is to be willing to begin a never-ending search. The task 
of the performing musician, then, is not to express or interpret the music as such, but to aim 
to become part of it. It is almost as if the interpretation of a text creates a subtext for itself 
that develops, substantiates, varies and contrasts the actual text. This subtext is inherent in 
the score and is itself boundless; it results from a dialogue between the performer and the 
score, and its richness is determined by the curiosity of the performer (2008: 52-53). 

While the examples above are all taken from the realm of leading performing musicians who 

write about their practice, further ideas can be gleaned from musician-researchers.  

 

Scholar and pianist John Rink, who has made significant contributions to the nature of 

performed music in academic music research, has attempted to analyse and articulate the 

detailed nature of the process encapsulated by Barenboim. His work serves to formalise many 

aspects of interpretation, and specifically pianistic considerations that any performing 

musician would have to come to terms with in the study of a composition. In ‘Analysis and 

(or?) Performance’ Rink writes that  

the interpretation of music requires decisions – conscious or otherwise – about the contextual 
functions of particular musical features and the means of projecting them. Even the simplest 
passage… will be shaped according to the performer’s understanding of how it fits into a given 
piece and the expressive prerogatives that he or she brings to bear upon it (2002: 35). 

Later Rink unpacks how various analytical considerations influence a given pianist’s 

performance in various ways, including melodic construction, harmonic rhythm and 

progression, cadence placement, texture, register, dynamics, articulation, pedalling, timbre 

and touch (2002: 40).21  

                                                
21 Contrary to the approach discussed here, the extensive online book by Daniel Leech-Wilkinson entitled 
Challenging Performance: Classical Music Performance Norms and How to Escape Them (2023), makes a plea, 
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Pianist Janet Ritterman’s insight that a “wholeness of approach, in which composers’ ideas are 

complemented by performers’ understanding – understanding of themselves as well as of the 

music they play” (2002: 84) resonates with my interactions with composers in performing 

their new works. Her ideal that a performer must understand themselves resonates strongly 

with me – a performer should know what established habits, preconceived ideals and 

prejudices they bring to the first interaction with a score, habits which can be collectively 

grouped as a “knowledge background” (Cartwright 2020: 65).  

 

There is a distinction to be made between allowing the score and the subtext contained in 

engaging with it, as outlined by Barenboim, to suggest musical nuances to the performer, 

rather than an approach in which the performer imposes from the outset their own musical 

ideas on the work. This second approach is one that appeals to Russian pianist Michael 

Pletnev, who has been criticised for “the freedoms and avoidances of convention… which can 

seem merely self-conscious and applied from the outside” (‘Mikhail Pletnev Plays the 

Rachmaninov Piano’ 1999). Casals, in spite of his call that interpretation lies beyond the score, 

offers advice, “finding that young musicians, in general, either lack courage to play freely, or 

else tend to transform liberty into licence… ‘Fantasy as much as you like – but with order!’” 

(Blum 1977: 86). The dangers of disregarding the information contained in the score can lead 

to what Casals refers to as licence, and assumes that the interpreter has the freedom to 

rewrite the score, an aversion to which was instilled in me through my training with Síki. 

 

The views expressed above range from those who follow the dictates of the score without any 

room for ‘interpretation’ (Richter), to those who tend towards rewriting the information 

contained in the score (Pletnev), with a range of approaches in-between (Callas). In my 

teaching and my preparation for performances, both solo and ensemble, I always start from 

the viewpoint that the score is the first point of contact with the music, and that if a composer 

gives interpretative information and directions, one should come to terms with these 

indications as the starting point. Thereafter, as I grow with the music and live with it, the work 

                                                
amongst other things, for performers to free themselves from what he finds to be the rigid constraints of an 
approach that is entirely subservient to the score.  
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starts to reveal its expressive nature well beyond what can be contained in the score (what 

Lipatti refers to above as “confessing the secrets of its soul” (Lipatti 1950). As this process 

continues, often subconsciously, I am also careful to refer back to the score for guidance as to 

how far I allow myself to follow this process. My favourite pianists include Alfred Cortot and 

Vladimir Horowitz who liberate the musical expression from merely what is in the score, and 

have elements of both spontaneity and improvisation in their playing. Another model is Lipatti 

who studied with Cortot, yet influenced interpretation in a different direction, in that the 

score is faithfully observed in terms of dynamics, articulation, and a tighter rhythmic 

framework, while he achieves sincerity and sense of the long line, as Boulanger called it (and 

incidentally the two recorded several piano duets together). I try to take from each of them in 

that I follow the score as faithfully as possible, to be as imaginative as possible, and to play in 

the most inspired manner that I can. The relationship of any performer to the printed score is 

one that will always need to be negotiated on each instance of engaging with a musical work. 

Nikolaus Harnoncourt observes that 

A true artist can do many things wrong, demonstrably wrong, and yet succeed in getting under 
the skin of the listener with his music, and really move him. This can only happen by way of 
the “kiss of the Muse.” No matter how interesting the interpretation of an “unkissed” musician 
may be he will not succeed in unlocking the essence of the music, in making a musical 
statement that speaks directly to, moves and transforms us (1995: 98). 

In my professional experience of working with South African composers, my first step then is 

to study and prepare their score at face value. After I have completed this process I have the 

opportunity to clarify and discuss various musical details in the score directly with the 

composer in order to best be able to articulate these through the performance. The 

experience for performers when working with a contemporary composer who is present at 

the rehearsal is different to the experience of learning music by composers of the past. In the 

space between the score and the performer the composer is present as an intermediary and 

they are able to clarify their intentions underpinning the work. A further possibility is that the 

experience of the composer hearing the music through rehearsal can lead to the performer 

offering musical and technical suggestions which may contribute to the performance; and in 

some cases even lead the composer to revise the work.   

 

Through this way of working I have encountered a multitude of different approaches based 

on the specific composer, their own performance ideals, and their own approaches to what 
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information they choose to include in a score. The first example I discuss comes from working 

on the score for Zaidel-Rudolph’s AfrEtude which was commissioned by SAMRO for the 2020 

UNISA International Piano Competition and dedicated to me.  

 

Zaidel-Rudolph is one of South Africa’s most prolific and well-known composers, writing for a 

wide variety of instruments and voice types. She was the first female composer to obtain a 

doctorate in music composition in 1979 at the University of Pretoria22. I have an extensive 

history of working closely with her towards performances of many of her solo piano and 

chamber music works. As a composer she is primarily driven by rhythmic impetus and 

frequently makes use of African elements in her music especially in the rhythmic structures, 

of which a short example from DiA(fro)belli appears as Example 2: 

 
Example 2: Bars 21-22 of DiA(fro)belli. 

Zaidel-Rudolph is open to various dynamic solutions to enhance structural aspects of her 

compositions and I have on several occasions suggested possible alternatives to those in the 

score which she has accepted. In AfrEtude she requested my suggestions as to an overall 

dynamic approach to be included with the published score. The companion piece to AfrEtude, 

also written for the 2020 UNISA International Piano Competition, is called Ebb and Flow. In 

this case Zaidel-Rudolph left the dynamic markings in the score sparse and expressed to me 

her desire for the pianists to make their own creative choices as to how best to project the 

musical structure. Zaidel-Rudolph demands of the performer an exacting rhythmic precision 

in performance, but grants licence for imaginative tonal contrasts. An in-depth discussion of 

the process of preparing her Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra will follow later in this essay.  

 

                                                
22 A large number of academic texts have been written about Zaidel-Rudolph and her compositions. See for 
example: Smith 2015; Johnson 2012; van Wyk 2008; Jorritsma 2001. 
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In one of many encounters with South African composer Hendrik Hofmeyr, I had the 

opportunity to work with him in preparation for the world premiere performance of his Violin 

and Piano Sonata for which I partnered Zanta Hofmeyr. The composer had travelled to 

Potchefstroom to be present at the concert and to work with us towards the performance. As 

a composer Hofmeyr is extremely particular in what he expects from performers interpreting 

his music so the sessions are focussed and demanding. Soon after the concert I was 

responsible for taking Hofmeyr to the airport and as usual our conversation turned to music, 

specifically our feelings towards certain composers. I am passionate about Dmitri 

Shostakovich’s music and have performed his piano trios and quintet on many occasions, 

whereas Hofmeyr has reservations about Shostakovich’s music. Another composer about 

whom Hofmeyr and I have intensely opposed viewpoints is Astor Piazzolla. I have a strong 

connection to his music both as a performer and as a listener and have programmed many of 

his works in several concerts. Hofmeyr, on the other hand, finds his music to be unrefined and 

too easily accessible. He queried why I play Piazzolla and specifically The Four Seasons of 

Buenos Aires which is arranged for piano trio and is a repertoire staple for all the trios of which 

I have been a member. In response I challenged him to write tangos for the Hemanay Trio. 

Within a month I received the score for It Takes Two…, for flute, cello and piano 

(commissioned by the Distell Foundation for the Performing Arts for the Hemanay Trio). These 

two short tangos are “of contrasting character”: 

The first, Tango Amabile, is sunny and cheerful, while the second, Tango Lugubre, is dark and 
dramatic. They nevertheless share several gestures, and at the end of the second, the main 
themes of the two are combined (Trio Hemanay 2010, CD Liner Notes).  

The tangos were recorded by the Trio Hemanay with Hofmeyr serving as the producer. The 

two pieces are written in a way that subverts the expectations of the listener who may expect 

the usual progression of tango elements. Hofmeyr changes typical patterns, frequently taking 

the music in unusual directions and refusing to adhere to any sustained ostinato-based 

rhythms as would be found in Piazzolla’s music. For example, in the extract in Example 3, 

Hofmeyr uses a typical habanera tango rhythm in the left hand of the piano, with the flute and 

cello playing the usual clave pattern in bar 63. This pattern is immediately interrupted when 

the group of three quavers is displaced with a quaver rest on the downbeat of bar 64. In bar 

67 the strings play the typical clave rhythm of 3+3+2 quavers, while the piano plays an unusual 

2+3+3 pattern cast against it. This has the effect of throwing the listener out of the rhythmic 
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pattern which has been used just long enough to establish the expectation of its continuation. 

Hofmeyr’s constant juxtaposition of rhythmic predictability with rhythmic displacement 

demands that the listener be engaged with the performance on every level of musical nuance.    

 

 
Example 3: Hofmeyr Tango Lugubre, bars 62-68. 

The opening eight bars of Tango Amabile (see Example 4) constitute a dramatic flourish shared 

between the three instruments, which evokes the gesture of presenting a dance partner onto 

the floor. This is immediately followed by the cello introducing the habanera rhythm in bar 

nine with an added humorous glissando twist in harmonics on the second and third crotchet 

beats. The use of dense and ambiguous harmonic language in the opening six bars further 

enhances the humorous nature of the cello passage discussed above. 
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Example 4: Hofmeyr Tango Amabile, bars 1-10. 

What started out as a mild tiff between myself and the composer led to a creative endeavour 

which quickly formed part of the Hemanay Trio’s repertoire. Ironically these tangos were often 

performed alongside the music of Piazzolla. Hofmeyr’s tangos have been extremely well 

received whenever we have performed them and were included in one of our two publicly 

issued recordings.23 Hofmeyr’s music demands both emotional engagement and extensive 

technical preparation from any performer willing to undertake a performance of it. The 

composer told me that these technical difficulties are included intentionally to ensure 

sufficient engagement with the score prior to performance.  

 

                                                
23 A link to the recordings of the Two Tangos can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LbYFpBTer2c&ab_channel=MalcolmNay 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MGXpZId3pxE&ab_channel=MalcolmNay 
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Earlier in my career I had the opportunity to work on a performance of Stefans Grové’s The 

Soul Bird for flute, cello and piano, commissioned by SAMRO for the Trio Hemanay.24 Grové 

was a composer who tended towards notating every detail of performance with little room 

for personal freedom of approach. The Trio worked with Grové for one rehearsal only in 

preparation for the world premiere of the work. He arrived for the rehearsal five minutes late 

which seemed deliberate as he had a reputation for avoiding personal contact with people. 

He sat in the very back row of the auditorium and gave instructions as to what he would like 

improved during the rehearsal. Comments were impersonal, extremely focussed and dealt 

only with elements that needed to be improved, including both those of a musical nature and 

particular adjustments to the balance of the ensemble. He left the rehearsal as abruptly as he 

had arrived. I was left with the impression that his personal considerations of the contextual 

meaning of the music were not a primary concern as he had included all the information that 

a performer would need in the score in order to convey its meaning effectively. His role was 

that of a conductor rehearsing a small chamber ensemble. He attended the concert but did 

not come backstage afterwards; however the feedback that reached the Trio was that he was 

extremely satisfied with the performance. 

 

These interactions with South African composers serve as a reminder of the types of positive 

experiences one can have when engaging directly with a composer in preparing for a 

performance of their music. Creative involvement with musical performances are at the core 

of my engagement with music and led, for the most part, to the exhilaration of engaging with 

the score, studying the complexities of it and deciding how to perform it. This is the moment 

that the music comes alive, no matter the controversies that may surround it in the academic 

and public sphere. Detailed musical involvement with fellow performers and composers 

serves to pull me out of a negative space characterised by the emergent polarisation between 

various musical figures. There is an inherent excitement that can be generated when working 

with music that has been recently composed and never heard before in public. Additionally, 

                                                
24 Similar to Zaidel-Rudolph, there are several academic texts referencing the work of Grové. See: Moles 2017, 
dealing specifically with the use of Bird Song in Grové; Muller and Walton 2006 and Rörich 1987. 
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aspects of collaboration, collegiality, enhanced insight into the music, and mutual affirmation 

can be found through this rewarding work.25  

 

The Trio Hemanay gave the world premiere of Hans Huyssen’s The Cattle Have Gone Astray 

(commissioned for us by the SAMRO Endowment for the Arts) in Columbus, Ohio in 2000. I 

have included below a substantial extract from the programme notes on the composer’s 

website: 

On commissioning this piece, SAMRO requested that it should incorporate indigenous African 
musical material. I chose to base the work on a Sena Tonga herding song, recorded by Tracey 
in North-Eastern Zimbabwe in 1972 contained in his ‘African Music Anthology’. 

 
A herd of cattle – somehow suggested by the herding tune – represents an original or natural 
form of order. Add the herder, who entertains himself on his Mujanji flute, and one is tempted 
to imagine a situation of Arcadian quality… 

 
So what is the point then, of nevertheless casting a glimpse at the ‘road not taken’, as in this 
piece? Certainly not in order to casually exploit some foreign music as a novelty or to merely 
present a little sophisticated entertainment by indulging in forms of exotic expression. Instead, 
it is to express that, from an African point of view, the cattle in fact have gone astray, that 
traditional forms of social order have crumbled and, even if the process is irreversible, that it 
is certainly no triviality (Huyssen 2023). 

These notes from the composer demonstrate how careful Huyssen is to categorise his use of 

African musical elements, negotiating the tricky ground of what the transcription amounts to. 

At the first rehearsal with the composer he explained his philosophy when writing the work. 

This took over an hour of the rehearsal time before we started work on the music itself. This 

was the first time that I had encountered such an overt politically minded composer, although 

I am not sure that his detailed explanation as to the work’s meaning aided my understanding 

of how to perform the music.  

 

I had a different experience preparing for a concert of Volans’s music while he was composer-

in-residence at Wits in 2003. For this I learned one piano part of his 1000 Bars (for piano duet, 

violin, and cello (2002)) with pianist Jill Richards, violinist Zanta Hofmeyr and cellist Heleen du 

Plessis.26 Volans insisted on being present at the first piano rehearsal between Richards and 

myself. I had previously mentioned to Richards that I would prefer that Volans not attend the 

                                                
25 See Barrett et al. 2014 and Gyger 2014 to read in-depth discussion regarding ensemble considerations with 
contemporary music and the relationship between a contemporary performer and composer. 
26 Jill Richards is a South African pianist specialising primarily in the performance of contemporary South African 
composers, and especially the music of Kevin Volans.  
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first rehearsal so that we could concentrate on solving ensemble concerns, share fingerings, 

discuss pedalling and negotiate other pianistic and musical issues. She had undertaken to 

convey my wishes to Volans, but he was insistent that he needed to be at the very first 

rehearsal. After roughly 25 bars Volans stopped us to inform us that we were playing too 

loudly and that he did not write “a piece for elephants”. At this point I asked him to leave the 

rehearsal and a brief but terse interaction ensued between the two of us. I am unable to 

remember whether or not he left the rehearsal. However, working with a composer who was 

unwilling to give us the freedom to work with the score in our own way and who was 

determined to control every stage of the preparation was not a way of working to which I was 

accustomed. I am not sure whether it was his intention at the beginning of writing 1000 Bars 

to throw a blanket on the strings inside the piano, or if it was a message to us that we were 

incapable of playing triple pianissimo, but that is what happened in the concert. To my ears 

the prepared piano sound was reminiscent of mosquitoes buzzing in the night.  

 

In 2013 I recorded the Sonata for Cello and Piano by Peter Klatzow, with cellist Heleen du 

Plessis for ODE records.27 The recording formed part of a larger project initiated by du Plessis 

named Cello for Africa. The impetus for this undertaking was her nostalgic longing for her roots 

in Africa while resident in New Zealand. Du Plessis left the Musaion Trio when she emigrated 

to New Zealand to fill a permanent post at the University of Otago around 2011. She describes 

the rationale of this project as follows: 

Cello for Africa … [is a] research-based performance production of new music and music that 
crosses cultures and genres aimed at strengthening relations, building connections, and 
address who we are in relation to where we are. [It] investigate[s] ways in which music and 
performance contribute to strengthening roots, connecting to place and finding a ‘sense of 
place’ (du Plessis 2022). 

Du Plessis has expanded the scope of this project to include cross-cultural collaborations 

between musicians from New Zealand and Africa, as well as incorporating the use of African 

and Maori instruments.  

 

My involvement with the project started with a request from du Plessis to record the Klatzow 

sonata as part the final recorded issue. The sonata was written specifically for this project and 

I welcomed the opportunity to work with du Plessis again after previously working together 

                                                
27 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Jh5EvyoQKw&ab_channel=PeterKlatzow. 
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in the Musaion Trio. Furthermore, it was an opportunity to work with Klatzow whom I had 

known for over thirty years but had never collaborated with directly. Du Plessis had mentioned 

prior to the project that Klatzow would be serving in the role of producer. Klatzow was an 

outstanding pianist and during his younger years at the SABC he had a reputation as a 

demanding and meticulous recording producer. In my years at Wits I had taught many of his 

compositions to numerous students who had won prizes performing them – so I had an 

understanding of his style.  

 

The recording took place at the Odeion Music School at the University of the Free State and 

we managed to complete the work in a single day. Klatzow’s demeanour during the recording 

was demanding, professional and respectful towards the musicians and all the staff involved 

in the project. He had a clear vision of how he expected the score to be realised in sound in 

the final recording. His attitude is in keeping with his personal feelings of respect towards the 

performing community, captured as he offers advice to young composers in his inaugural 

lecture: 

it is very important to know who you are writing for. But first of all you are writing for your 
performers… The art of music is a collaborative one. If a composer feels the need to be a step 
ahead, he will have to develop exceptionally good relations with the performing fraternity to 
make sure that his ideas are communicated. If the players do not accept these works into their 
hearts, minds and fingers, the music is unlikely to survive (Klatzow 2004: 141).  

The experiences outlined above of working with a sample of South African contemporary 

composers have mostly enhanced my understanding of their music and enabled me to 

communicate their music more effectively in concert and recording. I have written here 

exclusively of my own interactions and responses to the experience of working with these 

composers. My reactions are entirely personal and it is beyond the scope of this essay to 

document those of the various chamber musicians who also worked towards these 

performances and recordings.  

 

The interest of the composers in the performance of their work that I discussed varied from 

technical considerations, strong political motivations, or not, and their feelings about the 

emotional impact of the music. Working with composers who tend to be over-prescriptive and 

uninterested in a productive dialogue between composer and performer made me reluctant 

to engage with further performances of their music and did little to enhance my 
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understanding of the score. One composer with whom I have developed an extensive and 

productive working relationship is Zaidel-Rudolph. What follows is an account of my 

involvement and partnership with her as we prepared Pendulum, her first major work for 

piano and orchestra, for its world premiere in 2010.  

 

Preparing Pendulum 
 

Zaidel-Rudolph joined the staff at the University of the Witwatersrand in 1975, a year before 

I began my undergraduate studies.28 We developed a strong bond when she became Head of 

Department in the early 2010s when I served as her deputy. I had begun to play some of her 

music, including the Juggler and the King (1998), as well as teaching several of her works such 

as Takes Two to Tango (2013) for piano duet, Catch me if you Can (2017) for piano solo and 

selections from her Youth Oratorio (2009). When she retired from Wits in 2013 the Music 

Department hosted a tribute concert showcasing her music, performed live by leading South 

African musicians. The poster for the concert is reproduced in Figure 5. 

 

It was at this concert that the Wits Trio premiered her Wits Trio Tribute and at which I 

accompanied two of her songs for piano and voice. Included in the programme was her 

seminal work Masada, for bassoon and string quartet. The impression that this work left on 

me and many of the audience members that evening was memorable. Several months prior 

to the concert I had read Stimie’s “The Unspoken Cultural Alliance: Israel, Afrikaner 

Nationalism and Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph’s Masada” (2011) discussed at length earlier in this 

essay.  After listening to the work, Stimie’s analysis of the musical content struck me as puerile 

and unrelated to its realisation and emotional power in live performance; far too often 

musicologists don’t consider performance in their analysis of musical works. On reflection 

                                                
28 Jeanne Zaidel-Rudolph was the first woman to obtain a Doctorate in Music Composition in South Africa, 
conferred by the University of Pretoria in 1979. She pursued postgraduate composition studies at the Royal 
College of Music in London and later with composer György Ligeti in Hamburg. In 1986 she was awarded First 
Prize in the TOTAL OIL SA Competition for composers. Her compositions have been regularly commissioned by 
UNISA and SAMRO. Her composed works number over 70, covering diverse genres and several recorded albums 
of her compositions have been produced. In February 1995 Zaidel-Rudolph was invited by the Minister of Arts 
and Culture to produce a composite version of the South African national anthem, which is the current official 
version. She also produced the version for full orchestra and wrote the English words. In October 2004 then 
President, Thabo Mbeki, presented Zaidel-Rudolph with the Order of Ikhamanga for her “excellent contribution 
to music nationally and internationally” (Zaidel-Rudolph 2013). 
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after the concert it seemed to me that Stimie had attempted to project onto Zaidel-Rudolph 

the sin of every white composer who lived and worked in South Africa during apartheid.  

 

Masada is an emotionally charged composition that would survive without its programmatic 

titles and associated narrative. Rörich’s review from the original recording in 1995 hints at this 

possibility: “the chamber piece Masada also has its origins in Jewish narrative. If less in the 

actual events of the celebrated siege of Masada than in a spatial visualisation of its lofty 

location alongside that of the low-lying Dead Sea” (Rörich 1995). The experience of hearing 

Masada in concert reminded me of the visceral nature of live performance – as I was listening, 

considerations of the ensuing political debate were instantly forgotten. A consummate 

performance of such a powerful and profound musical composition further enhanced the 

listening experience.29  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
29 A recording of the work can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zcZ56rfAvHE&ab_channel=MalcolmNay (Zaidel-Rudolph 2023). 
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Figure 5: Cover Page of Programme Notes for Zaidel-Rudolph Tribute Concert.  
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In 2011 Masada was performed in London at a conference at which Stimie was presenting a 

paper on the composition (2011). One of the musicians involved in the performance wrote to 

the composer shortly afterwards to share her feelings about performing the work, an extract 

of which is included below: 

We all so enjoyed performing Masada today as well as the process of getting to know the 
beautiful work. The performance was very well received and I think it went quite well. I 
sincerely hope we managed to get your thoughts across. We found the work challenging but 
very satisfying to play. I hope we will get another chance to perform it at some point. It was 
recorded and I will work out the best way to get this to you. 

  
The plan had been for her [Stimie] to work with us on the piece between her lecture and the 
concert. However once we realised how much she had misinterpreted your music, we decided 
not to work with her (Caryn Neill, pers. comm. to Zaidel-Rudolph, 31 March 2011).  

Masada was additionally arranged for string orchestra and bassoon for a performance by I 

Solisti Veneti and conductor Claudio Scimone in Padova, Italy in 2018.  

 

Zaidel-Rudolph considers Masada and Pendulum to be amongst her most important 

compositions (pers. comm. 1 March 2012). In both listening to Masada and performing 

Pendulum I had to shut out the peripheral discussions of politics that have surrounded Zaidel-

Rudolph and her music. While a performance of Masada is relatively straightforward to stage 

from a logistical point of view, a contemporary work for piano and orchestra, like Pendulum, 

is a complicated affair. 

 

Several decades ago Rörich outlined the difficulties inherent in presenting a new composition 

from its conception through to its performance. These challenges still ring true today: 

The path which a musical work follows, from its conception to its ultimate performance, is a 
complex and costly one. In the case of an orchestral work, it requires the writing of parts, the 
booking of an orchestra, the allocation of rehearsal time (which may well turn out to be 
insufficient if the work is difficult), it requires the scheduling of a performance and, possibly, 
broadcast time.  It also involves the engagement of a conductor prepared to spend the time 
and effort it takes to get to know a new work — one which he may well never conduct again. 
And in a society where professional musicians are often curiously anti new music, it requires, 
ideally, the enthusiasm and co-operation of the rank-and-file orchestral players. Once this 
work has been performed, it does not remain accessible to the interested public in the way a 
book or painting does (Rörich 1981: 12-13). 

In 2010 Zaidel-Rudolph was “commissioned by the SAMRO Endowment for the National Arts 

[to write a work for piano and orchestra] for Malcolm Nay and the Johannesburg Philharmonic 

Orchestra” (Zaidel-Rudolph 2010b). In order to justify a commission of this scale, Zaidel-
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Rudolph was required to have secured a performance opportunity for the composition. She 

approached Shadrack Bokaba, then Managing Director of the Johannesburg Philharmonic 

Orchestra (JPO), who indicated his interest in programming the work. With this potential 

commitment SAMRO was willing to fund the commission and the date of the first performance 

was set for the JPO winter season in July 2010.  

 

During the compositional process I worked closely with the composer on preparing the piano 

part. This was mostly done while listening to a computerised midi sound file generated by 

Sibelius music notation software. I made three specific contributions to both compositional 

and pianistic traits in the music. In certain passages Zaidel-Rudolph had repeated sequential 

figures numerous times. I felt that the number of repetitions was excessive and would not 

hold the attention of an audience throughout. She acceded to my request to shorten the 

sequence. At certain points while listening to the midi file certain unison passages felt out of 

place. I suggested the addition of certain dissonant notes to the harmony, which the composer 

incorporated. The last contribution I made was the re-arrangement of certain pianistic figures 

to better suit my personal approach, including various interlocking octaves in the first 

movement. These features are discussed in greater detail below. 

 

I first received a piano score for the work roughly one month before the concert. My part was 

devoid of any orchestral cues, with only blank bar numbers interceding the piano entries. 

Furthermore, I did not receive a copy of the full orchestral score. I immediately petitioned the 

composer to add orchestral cues into the piano part so that I would have some idea of 

ensemble considerations. I shortly received a new copy with the requested cues.  

 

The conductor for the premiere of Pendulum, Walter Attanasi, had been booked only ten days 

before the first performance as the original conductor had taken ill.30 Two days before the 

first orchestra rehearsal he asked me to attend an evening rehearsal to run through the piano 

part. The weeks before the Pendulum premiere had been extremely busy as I had several other 

concert commitments, including one on the evening of Attanasi’s rehearsal request. He 

                                                
30 Walter Attanasi (music Director/conductor) has conducted both opera and concert repertoire in many of the 
world’s major music venues. He is currently Music Director of TodiMusicFest-America, Italy’s UmbriaMusicFest 
and the Orchestra Filarmonica dell’Umbria (‘Walter Attanasi, conductor’, 2023). 
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insisted that I attend the rehearsal after my concert, no matter how late it would have been. 

I did not yet feel entirely comfortable with the piano part and declined to attend this rehearsal. 

Therefore, the first time I met the conductor was at the initial orchestra rehearsal, where it 

immediately became apparent that he was annoyed by my refusal to attend the 

abovementioned rehearsal request.  

 

The rehearsals were strained and tense. The JPO members are not generally specialists in 

performing contemporary music and Pendulum is musically and rhythmically complex, 

presenting significant ensemble challenges. At the second rehearsal I asked the conductor to 

cue me for my piano entries, as the added orchestral parts in my score were not always 

sufficient. Attanasi had his back to me, as is customary in a piano concerto layout, but refused 

to engage with me through any ensemble gestures. I found that his lack of engagement with 

me in rehearsal reflected somewhat Zaidel-Rudolph’s ambiguity about the role of the piano 

as a solo instrument in this work: 

I did not give Pendulum the title “Concerto” as the piano part frequently blends into the 
orchestral texture as another instrumental colour/timbre and does not necessarily demand 
that it should be perceived as a separate virtuosic entity. Having said that though, there are 
some very challenging technical figurations for the piano (Zaidel-Rudolph 2010c). 

As a pianist performing the work I feel that I would have been more integrated with the 

percussion section had I been placed amongst them as in an orchestral pianist setup, rather 

than at the front of the stage.  I would have been able to sooner notice the balance difficulties 

between the piano and the percussion, which I have only observed on listening to the 

recording in preparation for writing this essay – I had not heard the recording previously. 

Indeed it seemed that the conductor was uncomfortable acknowledging me as a soloist at the 

end of the performance. In conversation with some of the orchestral players from both the 

JPO and Cape Town Philharmonic Orchestra (CPO) they noted that they found the work to be 

musically appealing, but felt that the lack of sufficient rehearsal time was detrimental to their 

sense of security on stage during the performances. They further found that the persistent 

need for counting throughout the work due to complicated rhythmic subdivisions made it 

difficult to play the work with confidence. 

 

Despite the significant challenges discussed, the review (included in full as Figure 6) by arts 

writer Paul Boekooi from the first two performances in Johannesburg captures the effect of 
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hearing this music in live performance. On listening to the recording of the first performance 

in preparation for writing this essay, I had reservations about the effectiveness of the recorded 

performance, many of which I would address in future performances.  
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Figure 2: “Review of Pendulum”, South African Jewish Report, 6-13 August 2010. 

My primary concern with the recording is one of instrumental balance – the piano is frequently 

overpowered by the percussion section, a result of two possible factors. The conductor and 

orchestral musicians were primarily focussed on playing in time and could not devote 

sufficient attention to sound balance in the limited rehearsal time. Second, I believe that the 

dynamics and orchestration could be more nuanced to provide a greater sense of perspective 

in the acoustic balance. For example, in the second bar of the opening piano entry, the piano 

is doubled in unison by the xylophone playing fortissimo. On hearing the Cape Town 

performance, the composer Hendrik Hofmeyr remarked that while he heard the opening motif 

clearly, by the second bar it looked as though I was playing in a silent movie. The piano was 

overpowered by the unison doubling of the fortissimo xylophone sound. In future 

performances, Zaidel-Rudolph and I have agreed to edit the dynamics of the orchestration in 
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order to be more sympathetic to the pianist. In Smith’s thesis mentioned earlier, she writes 

about this passage: “Die xilofoon versterk dikwels die perkussiewe kwaliteit van die klavier 

deur die loop van die eerste beweging” (2015: 62). This translates as “The xylophone often 

reinforces the percussive quality of the piano throughout the course of the first movement” 

(my translation). The equality of the fortissimo dynamics between the xylophone and the 

piano means that instead of supporting the piano, the xylophone tends to overpower it.  

 
Example 5: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 15-16. 

The recording should be considered a live document of the first performance and not a 

professionally released audio document. It captures the first night’s performance after very 

limited rehearsal time and a host of other difficulties discussed above, and should be heard as 

such rather than heard as a commercially prepared recording. Throughout the discussion that 

follows, the recording timestamps refer to the Youtube links in the footnote below.31 

 

While composing the work, Zaidel-Rudolph worked exclusively in Sibelius composition 

software. The audio automatically generated by the software does not allow room for breadth 

of expression or considerations of acoustic and instrumental practical realities. For instance, 

wind players physically and musically need to breathe, as should any instrumental player. 

Tempi that sounded suitable on the computerised playback audio were not always 

                                                
31 The complete recording of Pendulum can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7CQOpvkDJ_4&ab_channel=MalcolmNay, (First movement) and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eliNOctYPss&ab_channel=MalcolmNay, (Second and Third Movements) (Nay 
2023a and b) 
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appropriate in the live realisation of the work. I had internalised the composer’s metronome 

marks which were fast, and suited the Sibelius playback audio. The conductor had a 

considerably slower conception of all the movements and my faithfulness to the tempi 

specified in the scored metronome markings made it difficult to adjust in such a short time. 

This made it challenging to find a sense of spaciousness in the performance, especially in the 

lyrical and atmospheric sections. For example, the extract in Example 6 shows what I feel 

should have been a more lyrical passage combined with an easing of the tempo of a magnitude 

greater than indicated by the poco meno messo and slight reduction in metronome marking 

(Pendulum 1: 03:58-04:05) . However, the dynamics here do not allow the piano to be heard 

in a singing manner – it is marked piano, while the strings play mezzo-forte. As a result I had 

to play louder in order to project a singing line. It makes sense, to me, that the mezzo-forte 

should mark the piano part while the strings perform piano. An added indication of grazioso 

could enhance the inherent charm of this passage.  

 
Example 6: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 73-74. 

Throughout the recording, there are a number of passages of this nature that I think may 

benefit from expressive musical indications and slight relaxations of tempi. In the slow 
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movement, the music could benefit from some added moments of repose, allowing the music 

to breathe. Once again, I had succumbed to the influence of the faster tempi in the Sibelius 

generated audio. All three movements have a forward propulsion and sense of anticipation, 

and so the performer needs to search for moments of tranquillity in the music-making.  

 

This discussion draws heavily on my experience of listening back to a live recording several 

years after the performance, and so does not account fully for my preparation of the work 

that took place prior to the first concerts. Doğantan-Dack reminds us of the limitations of 

recordings as research documents: “sound recordings – the primary source documents for 

research in performance studies – do not reveal performers’ expert knowledge about music 

and music-making” (Dogantan-Dack 2008: 302). The discussion that follows hopes to elicit 

some of this knowledge through a performance-focussed analysis of my process undertaken 

when learning Pendulum, with insights drawn from my practice diary kept at the time and 

notes from rehearsal discussions with the composer.  

 

I begin by considering some of the salient research-based writings on the role of analysis for 

music performance, often with specific relation to the piano. Rink, introduced earlier, is one 

of the most prominent writers on this subject and provides valuable insights on “the relation 

between analysis and performance” (1995: ix). In several discussions with Zaidel-Rudolph we 

have argued about the importance and relevance of analysis to the performer. Zaidel-Rudolph 

is an advocate of Schenkarian analysis, specifically stating that it is of vital importance for a 

performer (pers. comm., 1 July 2010). Pianist Murray Perahia is also a well-known advocate of 

Schenkarian analysis (Finane 2020) and while watching him teach a public masterclass it was 

immediately apparent that his approach is based on structural findings derived from this type 

of analysis (Perahia 2022). Having studied and performed the Chopin Ballade that he teaches 

in this class, I found that we had convergent views on many performative aspects. However, 

while Perahia systematically arrives at these conclusions as a result of his analytical stance, I 

had reached similar findings as a result of my “informed intuition” (Rink 2002: 36). My 

prerogative tends towards discovering “the music’s ‘shape’, as opposed to structure” (39), 

which is the primary focus for Zaidel-Rudolph. I draw inspiration from Brendel’s thoughts on 

the form of Romantic music, which cannot be performed with the same approach as Classical 

period music, stating that for Romantic works: “Only insight into the psychology of the piece 
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can bring about the vision of form - form is disclosed by emotion” (1976: 42). This approach is 

part of the performer’s process of identifying with the emotional content of any particular 

piece of music. My discussions with Zaidel-Rudolph centred around master pianists’ opinions 

concerning the role of analysis. Brendel considers that “analysis is good, but it is the result of 

familiarity with the piece, not the input” (Brendel 2018: 2:22-2:34), a process further 

unpacked by Schnabel, who speaks of the role of theoretical analysis: 

Theoretical analysis as such is no cure-all either, as Schnabel pointed out. ‘It does no harm to 
know,’ he would say. He always encouraged students to find out as much as possible about 
the structure, harmonies, motivic technique etc. used in each score. But there is no basis for 
interpretation in most of this. Fruitful analysis is the result of spontaneous reaction to some 
musical detail which puzzles the musician so that he investigates what happens here in 
particular. To begin the study of a new work by analysing its form in school-term paper fashion, 
is more harmful than helpful” (Wolff 1972: 18-19; emphases in original). 

For instance, in the third movement of Beethoven’s Sonata in E major, Opus 109, the opening 

theme returns after several variations in an identical version to its first statement, without the 

repeats. Barenboim encapsulates the difference between the final statement of the theme 

and its first appearance:  

Don’t forget, the beginning of the movement has no memory. It’s very important, when you 
come back in sonata form, when you come to recapitulation, even though it is the same music, 
even though it is the same notes, it is a completely different state, psychological state, it has 
memory, it has something that you have to somehow make audible as you play, which was 
obviously not there at the beginning.  

This is the famous question of remembrance and recollection. To remember something is to 
mechanically remember, but a recollection requires something active from us, the physical 
sensation, the intellectual stimulation to recollect what it is. And therefore, when you play the 
beginning of this, and it’s of course very difficult because it has such a feeling of tranquillity 
and quietness, the tendency is to want to play it so, introverted I would say, in the negative 
sense now, that it has to have, even though it is quiet and has great calmness, that it is a 
statement, (playing)… one shows you it has a past, and the other only has a future (2017: 
33:52-37:46).  

Barenboim’s perception of the psychological aspects of the music’s construction and 

performance are in keeping with Schnabel’s observation that analysis takes place “from inside 

out” (Wolff 1972: 120). What is evident from Barenboim’s astute observations here is that 

they are the result of his experience, wealth of knowledge, and intuition in relation to this 

music, developed over a life-long journey of discovery and performance.  

 

In the case of learning and performing Pendulum I needed to incorporate an approach that 

was specific to the individual work. Trying to unpack underlying psychological strata seemed 

inimitable in this case, and rather unusually for me a nod towards the composer’s predilection 
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for analysis started to inform some of my musical decisions. This approach was in keeping with 

the feelings of composer Pierre Boulez, a musician with a strong connection to the avant-garde 

and contemporary music, who unpacks the method through which we can incorporate 

analytical findings in performance: “‘one’s [analytical] studies are of merely technical interest 

if they are not followed through to the highest point – the interpretation of the structure; only 

at this stage can one be sure that the work has been assimilated and understood’” (Boulez 

1975: 18 in Doğantan-Dack 2008). For a complete theoretical analysis of Pendulum, see Smith 

2015.  

 

In all my previous interactions with Zaidel-Rudolph in preparation for performances of her 

music, she has never directly explained her compositions in Schenkarian terms. Several 

elements of the analytical work I undertook in preparing Pendulum for performance are 

derived from the notes kept from the learning and compositional stages early in the 

development of this work. The discussion of each movement is prefaced by an extract of the 

composer’s programme notes.  

 

First Movement 
 

The 1st Movement is stately, and thematically-based; it opens with the clanging of the tubular bells in 
falling 4ths, accompanied by drum percussion and bassoon. This descending bell figure is taken over 

by the strings before the first entry of the piano introducing the characteristic 4-note syncopated 
motif. The material throughout this movement is dominated by linear and vertical entities in 4ths 

with animated dialogue between the piano and orchestra. The piano comes into its own in a 
cadenza-like solo which is eventually joined by the bells as it accompanies the piano on its return to 

the opening orchestral texture (Zaidel-Rudolph 2010c). 
 

The theme of the first movement (see Example 7) is presented at the outset by the tenor 

trombones, doubled two octaves higher in the tubular bells (Pendulum 1: 00:00-00:09). The 

effect of this is to create a sense of space and distance in the orchestration thereby creating a 

transparent texture as one can hear two individual voices moving in unison. The highly unusual 

combination of tenor trombone and tubular bells is a pairing that creates a unique orchestral 

timbre. Zaidel-Rudolph’s teacher György Ligeti showed a strong interest in unusual orchestral 
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instrument combinations.32 The theme is constructed of consecutive falling fourths and rising 

seconds and consists of only seven notes, which are then repeated in permutations with 

shifting emphases in the bar. The pitches of the theme are immediately manipulated and 

transmuted rhythmically in the second bar. The introduction of the triplet rhythm in the theme 

will recur throughout the movement as a prevalent rhythmic figure. Zaidel-Rudolph’s use of a 

limited set of melodic pitches in constructing this theme hearkens to Ligeti’s own attempts in 

his Musica Ricercata to “construct a new style from first principles. One of his principles here 

was to restrict the number of pitches he could use in each piece” (Tomes 2021: 272). 

 
Example 7: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 1-2.  

Zaidel-Rudolph’s use of 7/4 is ambiguous in terms of its possible subdivisions, especially when 

phrasing this theme. I didn’t take note of how the conductor for the first performance divided 

the bar. My own instinct was to count four plus three, with the group of four being subdivided 

into two plus two. The opening bars are exuberant, joyous and celebratory in character.  

 

The chromatic alteration of the theme in bar 5 makes for a more angular melodic structure – 

intervals that were previously perfect become augmented or diminished, and the introduction 

                                                
32 For example in Clocks and Clouds, Ligeti uses 17 wind instruments, but only two trumpets, no violins in the 
string section, expanded percussion (Glockenspiel, vibraphone and celesta), two harps and twelve vocal soloists 
(Steinitz 2003: 223-224) 
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of syncopated rhythms into the theme becomes a feature of the entire movement (Pendulum 

1: 00:14-00:21). 

 
Example 8: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 5-6. 

The introduction of quartal harmony in the brass contributes richness to the body of the 

sound, sustaining the theme with longer note values than in its first appearance (Pendulum 1: 

00:21-00:29). This quartal harmony is implied in the melodic construction of the theme 

through the use of falling fourths. Here too the theme is rhythmically augmented – a device 

used consistently throughout Pendulum. The first violins introduce a melodic element over 

the harmony in the brass with the second violins weaving triplets into the orchestral texture, 

matching the principle melodic notes in the first violins, contributing a sense of inner 

movement but grounded within brass pillars. 

 

 
Example 9: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 7-8. 
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The piano enters at bar 15 (see Example 10) with a bold, terse, fortissimo theme consisting of 

just four notes, scored in idiomatic double octaves with the inner addition of fourths and fifths 

(Pendulum 1: 00:49-00:57). Contrary to the opening theme of the movement, the construction 

of the piano theme is first a rising second, followed by a falling augmented fourth, generated 

organically from the opening material. This theme leads on to rising scale figures in the strings, 

which are prevalent throughout the work and link the piano entries.  

 

 
Example 10: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 15-16. 

The piano is doubled by the xylophone in the following bar, thickening the texture. As 

mentioned above, this passage presented balance difficulties between the piano and the 

xylophone. For example, in the opening piano entrance I tried to find sound that allowed for 

an element of phrasing in the motif, with a non-percussive but declamatory sound. When the 

xylophone joins in bar 16 it has a strong percussive quality at the fortissimo dynamic, forcing 

the pianist to adopt a similar touch in order to project the musical material. 

 

Zaidel-Rudolph discussed with me at the time that the use of antiphonal writing is indicative 

of an African influence on her music. Her particular experience of this comes from time that 

she spent with the Ngqoko Women’s Ensemble, a Xhosa musical group from the Eastern Cape 

of South Africa.33 She noted that a leader would call out a line and the entire group would 

                                                
33 For a detailed discussion of Zaidel-Rudolph’s Lifecycle inspired by her time spent with this ensemble see Zaidel-
Rudolph and Watt 2006. 
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respond in a musical conversation. This device is noticeable in bar 19 where the piano as the 

leader issues the call, followed by the response of the chorus in the violins (Pendulum 1: 01:04-

01:10). As Rörich observes, Zaidel-Rudolph’s “musical idiom [is] grounded in Western syntax, 

yet vitally informed by the sonic concepts, materials and techniques of indigenous African 

music” (Rörich 1995: 16). 

 

 
Example 11: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 19-20. 

The complexity of musical features in bar 25 requires the pianist to be aware of a myriad of 

salient characteristics in order to convincingly portray the rhythmic and melodic vitality of this 

passage (Pendulum 1: 01:25-01:32). The start of the opening piano theme (in bar 15) is here 

melodically inverted and the last two notes of this theme are then repeated twice with subtle 

rhythmic displacement and melodic foreshortening.  

 
Example 12: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 25-26. 

Brendel elaborates on the concept of foreshortening when discussing the opening of 

Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Opus 2, No. 1 in F minor, calling it “the driving force of his sonata 

forms and a basic principle of his musical thought” (1976: 43). The succession of harmonies 

up to the fermata in the Beethoven is foreshortened according to the following scheme: two 

two-bar units, two one-bar units, three half-bar units. Motivic and rhythmic foreshortenings 

add to the process. This technique dominates the organisation of the whole movement (ibid.). 
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Example 13: Beethoven Piano Sonata Opus 2 No. 1 in F Minor, Movement 1, bars 1-8 (Brendel 1976: 42). 

In bar 25 of the first movement of Pendulum, the foreshortening of the last two notes of the 

piano motif is extended twice with a subtle rhythmic displacement – the A-Bb of the original 

motif is rhythmically weak to strong, in the second iteration the first note is rhythmically 

strong, and the third instance is weak to strong in its placement (see bracketed annotations 

in Example 12). This is followed by a descending accumulation of the melodic fragment, joined 

to the reappearance of the theme at the end of the passage. In performance, I tried to capture 

this by rephrasing the melodic line from the Bb onwards, interspersing regular with 

syncopated quavers, requiring different phrasing.  

 

A lyrical passage is introduced for the first time in the movement at bar 30 (Pendulum 1: 01:41-

01:49). Even though this theme occurs only in the orchestra, the pianist needs to be aware 

throughout that lyrical moments are infrequent and as such need to be relished to provide a 

welcome contrast. 
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Example 14: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 29-31. 

This lyrical passage is summarily obliterated by the aggressive piano entry only a few bars later 

(see Example 15) (Pendulum 1: 02:15-02:22). The piano continues in this manner, completely 

removed from the short-lived preceding lyrical passage (see Example 16). 
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Example 15: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 33-35. 

 

 
Example 16: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 36-37. 

The melodic line in bar 47 is found in the upper voice of an arpeggiated figure in the piano 

(Pendulum 1: 02:50-02:55). While this line can be brought out through a slight overholding of 

the melodic note as marked, the pianist also needs to be cognisant of the dissonance created 

between these melodic notes and the lower part of the bass, which will also benefit from 

overholding the lowest note of each triplet. Without due consideration of this the harmonic 

tension might be lost. My approach in this passage is gleaned from an insight from Schnabel, 
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who suggests how a pianist could enhance the juxtaposition of both tranquil and agitated 

moods: 

He will find hidden agitation in an apparently serene composition (as often in Mozart) or inner 
serenity in an outwardly agitated one (as often in Beethoven). But as he compensates, he must 
leave the surface as such alone, or else he would disturb the balance which the composer 
desired (Wolff 1972: 21).  

In this case a non-legato touch in both hands, underneath and above the overheld outer 

voices, contributes to a sense of agitation, especially against the lyrical material doubled in 

the strings.  

 
Example 17: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 47-48. 

The effect of the cadenza starting in bar 137 is to draw attention to the piano as it encapsulates 

so many of the core themes and compositional and pianistic techniques found in the first 

movement, serving as a microcosm of the entire movement(Pendulum 1: 07:31-09:25). In the 

score, the cadenza starts with an aggressive outburst in the lower register, forcefully (fff) to 

herald in the ascending figure; the dynamic drops suddenly to piano continuing this ascending 

figure which is followed sequentially by a rhythmic accumulation of the figure. In spite of my 

conviction to remain faithful to the score and the composer’s wishes, in the premier 

performance the orchestra made a long and effective diminuendo to a pianissimo dynamic 

before the cadenza, as marked in the score. In the spur of the moment I felt that a mysterious 

beginning would emerge more organically from the atmosphere created in the orchestra. As 

a performer I like to remain receptive to inspiration in the moment, not necessarily following 
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a completely planned musical interpretation but allowing for some spontaneity in the finer 

details. In any case, the composer made no comment after the concert and in the subsequent 

performances I retained this approach.  
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Example 18: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 135-147. 
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The interlocking octaves which follow in bar 141 are a typical bravura passage which affords 

the pianist an opportunity to demonstrate a brilliant virtuosic technique. The rotating figure 

between the hands in bar 143 is based on whole-tone material which allows the right hand to 

play on the white keys and the left hand exclusively on the black keys at this point, which is 

idiomatic and indicative of the composer’s intimate knowledge of the keyboard. After this 

display of technique and a pregnant pause, the music once more (in bar 146) becomes 

vertically aligned with thicker chords playing an arrangement of the theme from bar 48 which 

I played with a more legato conception, with rising scalic figures underneath.  

 

When faced with the introduction of the tremolo that follows I struggled to make meaning of 

it. As a result, I opted to perform it in a way that lent it melodic value by strongly accenting 

the top E followed by a diminuendo, and then accent the top B to show the melodic outline. 

As I look at the score while I write this, my feeling is that the tremolo should function as a brief 

static moment after the melodic movement of the previous bar, and should probably be 

played more virtuosically than I had done at any of the performances.  

 

Later in the cadenza, thematic material from bar 76-77 is presented with slight variation, 

interspersed by figuration passages derived from diminished fifths and perfect fourths leading 

into a rising chromatic scale (Pendulum 1: 08:40-08:54).  
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Example 19: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bar 166. 

Smith hears this theme as reminiscent of Poulenc’s Concerto for Piano and Orchestra FP146 

in C# minor (2015: 35). In my own preparation this passage reminded me of the cadenza from 

the first movement of Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A minor, Op. 16, bars 187-188.  

 
Example 20: Grieg Piano Concerto in A minor Opus 16, Movement 1, bars 187-188. 

Grieg alternates between strongly presented chordal thematic material and wisp-like scalic 

figures derived from the diatonic minor scale embellished with chromatic notes. When I had 

previously performed the Grieg concerto, I interpreted the scales as trying to emulate the 

effect of wind blowing first softly and then roaring towards the next thematic declaration. In 

learning Pendulum, I tried to replicate this effect with the figured passage. On listening to the 
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recording this proved to be a mistake. Zaidel-Rudolph’s notation does lend itself to the same 

approach as the Grieg example. While Grieg’s figurations are in free time, Zaidel-Rudolph’s 

are notated in a strict metric framework which does not permit an indistinct pianistic effect, 

instead they should be played with articulate clarity which is unfortunately missing in the 

recording.  

 

After the cadenza the piano states the opening theme of the movement in broken chord 

semiquavers, followed in canon, by the tubular bells two beats later (see Example 21). As in 

much imitative writing the ear is drawn to the polyphonic aspect of the shift ‘off the beat’ of 

a figure – in this case the tubular bells harmonise with the piano giving tonal moments of 3rds 

(or 6ths) harmonisations, a pleasant change to the dissonant material, and which winds down 

towards the end of the movement (Pendulum 1: 09:27).  

 

Example 21: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bar 179. 

The movement ends on an E, which serves as a linking tone to the second movement. 

 

 

Example 22: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 1, bars 212-214. 
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Second Movement 
 

The 2nd movement is rather dark, brooding and mysterious with dissonant orchestral sound blocks 
and vibrating tone colours, punctuated by plucked string pizzicatos. It recreates a mood similar to the 

one found in the slow section of my Tempus Fugit with nocturnal shadows, underlying tension and 
foreboding.34 The role of the piano is to cut through the opaque texture with rapid arpeggiations 

using diminished 7ths as the chord basis to lift the atmosphere into a spiritual realm as expiation for 
the terrors of the night. An illusion is created of a quick tempo but in reality this is the ‘slow 

movement’. The arpeggios are transformed into impassioned melodic entities using the same small 
intervallic structures (Zaidel-Rudolph 2010c). 

My notes record that Zaidel-Rudolph expressed to me that the second movement represents 

the lowest point of the pendulum swing and as a result is the slowest of the three movements, 

simply marked misterioso. The pendulum, which started at the high-left point in the first 

movement will inevitably move to the right in the third movement.  

The second movement takes as its starting pitch the final E of the first movement. This E is 

shared in a trill between the timpani and the cello creating a feeling of inner unrest.  

                                                
34 Tempus Fugit is an earlier orchestral work of Zaidel-Rudolph’s which won the Total Composer’s Competition 
in 1986 incorporating many African instruments including the marimba (Rörich 1995: 16). 
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Example 23: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 1-5. 

The static quality of the opening is punctuated by a heartbeat motif in the contrabass line 

consisting of two low-pitched crotchets. This motif is then metrically displaced across the bar, 

forming an irregular rhythmic pattern. 

The introduction of the maracas in the third bar conjures images of a hissing rattlesnake, which 

interjects over the persistent trill in the timpani. This trill, combined with the maracas and the 

heartbeat motif combine seamlessly to capture an ominous mood of foreboding (Pendulum 

2+3: 00:00-00:35). 

At the rehearsal I commented to the composer that the opening of this movement was 

reminiscent of Bartók’s “The Night’s Music” (from Out of Doors), where various night-time 

sounds are conjured through instrumental effects, to which she agreed.35 Sporadic 

                                                
35 Pianist Andras Schiff discusses the importance of musical association and fantasy for a performer tackling 
Bartók’s “The Night’s Music” (Schiff 2020).  
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interjections of crickets, cicadas and frogs are evident in the top stave of the Bartók example 

below: 

 

Example 24: Bartók Out of Doors Suite, No.  IV: ‘The Night’s Music’, bars 5-6. 

The piano entry in bar 9 takes as its cue the atmosphere of the preceding orchestral 

introduction. The piano introduces a harmonic dimension to the movement which is both 

bitonal and triadic in the chordal construction.  

 

Example 25: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 6-9. 

The A# in the treble chord is an added note to the triad B-D-F, similarly in the bass the triad is 

D#-F#-A, with an added C#, however, when heard together, the combined superimposition is 

that of a cluster chord, with several semitone clashes. 

In performance, I voiced the chord in such a way as to underplay the dissonant elements, 

instead opting for a sensuous tonal quality, taking cues from the mezzo-piano indication as 

well as the instruction to play sonore (Pendulum 2+3: 00:36-00:42). 
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The diminished arpeggios introduced in bar 10 emanate from the root triads in bar 8, with 

chromatic alterations to the added chord notes. These figures are central to this movement 

and are frequently interspersed in a dialogue with the flute (Pendulum 2+3: 00:50-00:58). The 

composer hears these figures as “expiation for the terrors of the night” (Zaidel-Rudolph 2010). 

As a result of this dialogue, the pianist needs to imitate the tongued articulation natural to the 

flute, using a more detached and articulated touch.  

 

Example 26: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 10-11. 

The pianistic arrangement in the fifth beat of bar 13 proved to be extremely awkward for me 

from a technical perspective due to the speed of the broken octaves 

 

Example 27: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bar 13. 

At the time of the performance I was under extreme pressure to learn the piece very quickly, 

however, with the benefit of hindsight I would look at two possible re-arrangements of this 

passage to facilitate the leggiero quality with greater clarity. The first option would be to play 

the broken octaves as single entities syncopated against the left hand as scored below: 
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Example 28: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bar 13, possible piano re-arrangement. 

The second arrangement would simply involve taking the lower note of the right hand octave 

with the left hand, while playing the top notes with the right hand alone – no matter the 

arrangement, this passage will always prove to be difficult to perform due to the number of 

notes in the beat. 

 

Example 29: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bar 13, possible facilitation. 

These arpeggiated figures increase in volume and intensity, culminating in a chordal block of 

sound in bar 20 (Pendulum 2+3: 01:00-01:51). This sustained sound block produces an opaque 

cluster which later clears to a single transparent pitch, A, as various instruments drop out – 

leaving only the bassoon and lower strings sounding. 
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Example 30: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 19-22.  
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Example 31: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 23-25. 

This effect was characteristic of Ligeti’s music, for instance in his Atmosphères where “Clusters 

pile up ominously, or are squeezed and attenuated until they disappear” (Steinitz 2003: 116). 

In listening to the second movement with the composer on Sibelius she shared with me that 

the effect of opaque and dissonant textures clearing into transparent textures was a device 

learned directly from her teacher Ligeti.   
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The remaining A after the chordal cluster has cleared is taken up by the piano in an anacrusis 

to a new theme, which I would have liked to play more expressively than I was able (Pendulum 

2+3: 01:51-02:13). In the full score, the orchestral conception in this passage is marcato in 

character. The winds have accents on each melodic note, and at times the piano melody is 

doubled in the xylophone, emphasising a more percussive sound. I had no choice but to match 

this forceful approach. On listening to the recording I would conceptualise the character here 

as forte espressivo with the staccati in the winds at a softer dynamic. In a movement where 

there is sporadic lyricism, I would endeavour here to find this character in performance.  

A new theme is introduced in bar 38 by the bassoon (Pendulum 2+3: 02:50). Zaidel-Rudolph’s 

affinity for the expressive qualities of this instrument is evident from her earlier work, 

Masada, in which it functions as a “narrator” (Rörich 1995: 16) against the string quartet. In 

Pendulum the bassoon solo in bar 38 is given prominence as it introduces a dotted chromatic 

theme, shared a little with the cor anglais and which will be taken up by the piano in bar 49. 

This theme is fragmented between a wind quartet of flute, cor anglais, clarinet and bassoon 

in a brief, chamber music-like interlude over the trill in the lower strings, creating a moment 

of intimacy in an often dense and dissonant movement. 

 

Example 32: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 37-39. 

The bassoon theme is enriched when presented by the piano, with the addition of lower sixths 

and thirds, in the most cantabile register of the instrument in the only passage marked 

espressivo for the piano in this movement. 
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Example 33: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 49-50. 

From here through to the end of the movement, various themes and ideas return in different 

arrangements (Pendulum 2+3: 03:50-07:27). 

In bar 55 the theme (first heard in bar 25) is enriched with cluster harmony underneath.  

 

Example 34: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 53-55. 

Motivic fragments are shared between the strings in bar 58 while the piano has chordal 

material – the feeling evoked is one of a developmental section, where melodic ideas are 

shortened and rhythmically condensed.  
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Example 35: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 58-59. 

In bar 81 the heartbeat motif from the opening of the movement returns, again in the guise 

of pizzicati in the lower strings and cast in a fortissimo dynamic. 

 

Example 36: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 81-83. 
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In the closing passage of this movement, the piano rhythmically unwinds with increasingly 

longer note values, having the opposite effect of the foreshortening mentioned in the first 

movement.  

 

Example 37: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 2, bars 92-95. 

The final three misterioso pizzicati on Eb are a semi-tone down from the opening E of this 

movement, heralding the link into the third movement, which begins attacca on the Eb – 

Zaidel-Rudolph’s characteristic pitch link. The trills that started this movement are again 

present as it closes. 

 

Third Movement 
 

The 3rd movement picks up where the 2nd left off, but this time banishing all bleakness, and 
morphing into a rhythmic texture gleaned from a generic and composite African rhythm and African 

sound-world; namely 12 pulses per measure divided into aggregates of 2s and 3s, forming a 
polyrhythmic 5+7 cycle. This underlying cyclical pulse drives the music forward in dance-like shapes 

taken over by the different instrumental groups, punctuated by piano dialogues. As with all my 
African-influenced works, the percussion section plays a pivotal role. Pendulum presents the 

intersection of different sound worlds but ones which are located in the context of 21st century 
South Africa (Zaidel-Rudolph 2010c). 
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The third movement of Pendulum presents considerable rhythmic challenges for the 

orchestra, conductor and pianist. These difficulties are largely due to the unpredictable 

subdivisions of the beat into smaller, irregular, typically African pulses. With limited rehearsal 

time, the focus of the instrumentalists is often on counting, considering the complex nature 

of the rhythms and frequent shifts in meter. For the second set of performances in Cape Town 

with the Cape Town Symphony Orchestra, the Japanese conductor Yasuo Shinozaki was, on 

the night of the concert (31 January 2012), extremely nervous about performing this 

movement. Before the concert began, he requested that I play through the third movement 

with him backstage to reassure himself that he was in control of the material. He asked me 

whether these complex rhythms were in fact African in nature, to which I replied in the 

affirmative. The final moments before we walked on stage hardly seemed like the time to try 

and unpack the problematic characterisation of the existence of a unified ‘African’ musical 

language.36 

During the performance of the third movement the ensemble between the conductor, 

orchestra and pianist started to unravel. Shinozaki went his way, the orchestra theirs, and I 

went mine – in the post-mortem later that evening nobody could accurately account for what 

had gone wrong. While the movement is frenetic in nature, certain unison passages came 

across in canon with unintended cross-rhythms which, while exciting, caused panic amongst 

the performers. By a stroke of luck we managed to end together with only the composer, who 

was in attendance, any the wiser. Backstage, she stood with a wry smile, as she had no idea 

how we would find our way out of this entanglement and chaos (pers. comm., 31 January 

2012). When discussing the performance with composer Hofmeyr he said that he had been 

completely oblivious to the problems on stage (pers. comm., 31 January 2012). In this 

movement, any break in relentless counting can prove fatal. 

The third movement starts attacca from the second movement, with a common pitch of Eb 

(Pendulum 2+3: 07:27). The piano plays a three-bar passage in 4/4 time, with the crotchet 

beats divided into quaver triplets, starting from the piano dynamic that ended the second 

movement, then making a violent crescendo and accelerando to the orchestra entry in bar 4. 

                                                
36 The complexities and problems of discussion surrounding the simplified notion of ‘African’ music, and in 
particular its rhythmic complexities, have been written about at length. See Agawu 1995 and Arom 1991. 
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The orchestra entry in bar 4 jolts the audience rhythmically (Pendulum 2+3: 07:34). While the 

common link of a quaver triplet in 4/4 would normally set up the 12/8 entry, the division of 

the 12/8 into five plus seven quavers makes for a startling transition. The orchestration here 

is significantly enriched by an expanded percussion section, notably making use of pitched 

temple blocks. While the percussionist does play a melody on the blocks, the overriding 

impression, because of the timbre of this instrument, is one of rhythmic emphasis. 

 

Example 39: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 4-6. 

The melodic and harmonic material presented by the strings in bar 13 (see Example 40) has 

thematic relevance and will reappear throughout the movement in various guises (Pendulum 

2+3: 07:59). 

Example 38: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 1-3. 
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Example 40: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 12-13. 

In discussion with the composer in rehearsals in preparation for the performance she 

indicated to me that the movement had a rondo-like feel, mostly as a result of the continued 

presence of, and return to, this theme. However, she had not composed it with an overt rondo 

structure in mind, preferring to let the music develop organically as it unfolded (pers. comm., 

14 July 2010). This observation was accidental, as if she had noticed it for the first time in the 

rehearsal. Perhaps this was a result of a further influence of Ligeti who “was against the idea 

of ‘plannification’ in music; saying how he could never make a pre-planned musical form as 

Stockhausen did, for example, in his Licht cycle” (Service 2012). The effect when listening to 

the music is not distinctly that of a rondo as the interceding passages do not contrast strongly 

in terms of character or rhythm as one would expect in a more traditional rondo movement. 

This thematic material is diatonically derived and harmonised triadically, once more in 

contrast to the quartal harmonisation in the first movement. The piano uses another rising 

scale figure to cue the orchestra (see Example 40 above), the punctuated marcato (E-F#-Ab-

A#) notes formed from a whole-tone scale, which gives way to a chromatic run from beat ten 

up to an E on beat one of the following bar. 

Incidentally, this theme would later be used in Zaidel-Rudolph’s DiA(fro)belli (on a theme of 

Diabelli) for piano solo. In the score for that work she gives a more detailed breakdown of how 

the 5 plus 7 is internally divided, as well as indicating the origin of the rhythm as an African 

one (see for example bars 21 and 22 in Example 41).  
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Example 41: DiA(fro)belli (on a theme of Diabelli), bars 21-22. 

In Pendulum the piano writing in bars 15 and 16 is in many aspects reminiscent of Prokofiev’s 

piano music – the rhythmic groupings, awkward leaps and percussive nature of the passage 

remind me of the end of Prokofiev’s Piano Sonata No. 7 Opus 83, specifically the third 

movement titled Precipitato. I tried to perform it in a similar manner to how I would the 

Prokofiev, strongly marking the accents and using a percussive touch (Pendulum 2+3: 08:04-

08:10). 

 

Example 42: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 14-16. 

 

Example 43: Prokofiev Piano Sonata No. 7 Opus 83, Movement 3 Precipitato, bars 161-163. 

As in the first movement, conversational antiphonal passages are found frequently in the third 

movement of Pendulum, one terse example of which is in bar 17 led by the violins, with the 

piano responding immediately (Pendulum 2+3: 08:10-08:18). 



120 
 

 

Example 44: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 17-19. 

The theme that earlier evoked rondo-like comparisons for the composer is presented 

majestically (maestoso) in the brass instruments in bar 29, in declamatory non-legato 

articulation (Pendulum 2+3: 08:45). In my discussions with the composer at the time she noted 

that the open fourths and fifths in the harmony are derived from African harmonic principles 

(pers. comm., 14 July 2010). 

 

Example 45: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 27-29. 

The rhythmic division in bar 48 is more regular (the 12/8 divides into equal dotted crotchets) 

the effect of which is calming on both performers and audience, who feel briefly ‘safe’ after 

the extended irregular rhythmic passages. Noticeable here is the return of cluster harmony 

introduced in the first movement (Pendulum 2+3: 09:39-09:48).  

 

Example 46: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 48-50. 
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The piano takes up the rondo-like theme in a rhythmic augmentation over two bars, with the 

indication to play espressivo in bar 77. The difficulty for the pianist here is taking a previously 

percussive theme and transforming it into a lyrical one, especially in a movement that has the 

feeling of a moto perpetuo. However, once achieved the effect is remarkable in performance 

– a complete contrast to the preceding music. This lyrical transformation of the theme is 

almost episodic in the context of the movement, despite using the rondo theme, it is a 

moment of beauty in this relentless, driven music (Pendulum 2+3: 10:49-11:00).  

 

 

Example 47: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 76-79. 

In frequent places throughout the movement the broken octaves are written so that the right 

hand is on the strong pulse as in bar 116 (Example 48). As a pianist, I am more comfortable 

when these interlocking octaves start with the left hand on the pulse and had requested that 

Zaidel-Rudolph change them to suit my way of playing. At one point in the first movement she 

had made this change (see bar 179 in Example 21). For future performances I would ask that 

all these passages be altered so that the left hand leads.  

 
Example 48: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bar 116. 
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The rondo-like theme returns once more in the brass in bar 118, signalling its final appearance 

and increased tension, creating a sense of anticipation that the piece is drawing towards its 

conclusion (Pendulum 2+3: 13:23). 

 
Example 49: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 118-119. 

This leads shortly into the coda, starting at bar 122 (Pendulum 2+3: 13:35).  

 
Example 50: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 122-123. 

The movement ends in an uncharacteristic rhythmically halting fashion. The perpetual motion 

is finally brought to a close through an expanded rhythmic shift in meter – the penultimate 

bar in 15/8 is felt as a broad three, subdivided into groups of five quavers. 

 
Example 51: Pendulum for Piano and Orchestra: Movement 3, bars 126-128. 

In our discussions when the work was being prepared, Zaidel-Rudolph felt it was imperative 

that I understand the intricate details of how she had constructed the music from a 

compositional perspective. I took her input on board in many instances, which was extremely 

useful in coming to terms with the work in the limited preparation time. In this particular 
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instance, analytical findings were discussed upfront between the composer and myself as 

performer, rather than as a result of my familiarity, or perhaps because of my unfamiliarity, 

with the music – here, I worked from the outside-in, rather than Schnabel’s ideal of “from 

inside out” (Wolff 1972: 120). In general, Zaidel-Rudolph left the details of how to portray 

these findings entirely up to me. The course of the preparation dictated a different approach 

in this instance, because I had been made aware of the compositional construction before I 

even received the piano score. While it is useful to have a philosophically ideal approach to 

learning, one must remain adaptable to practical realities and the preferences of individual 

composers, especially when learning new contemporary music with direct collaboration with 

the composer. Preparing and performing Pendulum was a rare opportunity to work directly 

with a pioneering South African composer who has been a decades-long colleague and friend 

of mine. The experience further enhanced my deep respect for her compositional gifts and 

musical insights and was a rewarding and fruitful collaboration. The extensive discussions with 

the composer were a remarkable privilege. 

 

An Alternative to the Politics of Blame 
 

In this essay I have traced the origins of a long history of conflict that started between two 

young South African composers in the early 1980s. While the animosity between Klatzow and 

Volans started on the grounds of accusations of cultural appropriation, it then spiralled, 

developed and took hold amongst not only composers, but musicologists and performers too. 

The conflict has been perpetuated by their students and acolytes of the younger generation. 

One consequence is that some musicians have opted out from engaging with South African 

art music. As I documented earlier the conflict flared up again in 2014 at the Juilliard 

composers’ concert, which appears to be the last major event that exhibited the toxic nature 

of the South African compositional environment. Since then, Klatzow has died (in December 

2021) but even though Volans is now a citizen of Ireland, he is still subject to criticism of the 

type that started the conflict (as the recent interaction with Fourie that I mentioned earlier in 

the essay suggests). Since the Juilliard concert, in South Africa Western art music in particular 

has declined as cultural capital and its support institutionally and financially substantially 

reduced. The South African state’s broader failings in the first decades of the twenty-first 

century have impacted the arts too. For example, the ‘state capture’-related corruption at 
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SAMRO put an end to the important financial support provided by this organisation for art 

music. And the Covid-19 pandemic was the final nail in the coffin for many live music 

performance venues in the country and took a significant toll on the professional lives of most 

musicians.  

 

In a recent interaction with a younger colleague I explained the premise of this essay and its 

attempt to trace the origins of a now entrenched musical conflict. The colleague expressed 

great interest in the topic and indicated that they had been completely unaware of the origin 

of the conflict. When I related this encounter to another colleague, they wondered whether 

it was helpful for the younger generation to be aware of the history of the divide. My feeling 

is that if the younger generation of musicians in South Africa is not aware of this conflict they 

could become susceptible to the type of influence that Fokkens outlined in his response to the 

Juilliard fracas (see quote in full on page 31). 

 

While this conflict had its origins in contemporary art music composition, those taking part in 

the online blog discussion that followed the Juilliard concert included several actors from 

across the South African music industry, including performers, arts managers and 

musicologists. This continued the pattern following the SABC’s 1983 Festival of Contemporary 

Music discussed earlier in the essay, where the dispute around the matter of cultural 

appropriation was taken up by similar role-players. Throughout the various modes of 

documentation of this conflict it is evident that the voice of the performer has been under-

represented. Performers tend to be primarily occupied with the task at hand, to deliver the 

most convincing musical interpretation possible of a work. As a rule, we record our feelings in 

musical sound rather than through the conventional text-based media of academia. This is not 

to say that we do not have strong opinions on these issues, rather that our views are not 

readily recorded and accessible. Neuhaus writes eloquently about the role of a performer in 

these types of conflict:  

Quarrel to your heart’s content, dear [composers], but remember that we performers… will 
not follow you in any circumstances. It behoves us to be spectators and not actors in the show 
you put on… there can be a degree of historic awareness (plus experience) which allows one 
not to take part in the disputes or quarrels of composers… The morals of a composer are 
entirely different from the morals of a performer. The performer must have that sense of 
objectivity and fairness… That, perhaps, is the only advantage of a performer: his ethico-
aesthetic predominance over the composer (1973: 221-222). 
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While Neuhaus indirectly reminds us that conflict amongst composers is not unique to any 

single musical environment, in the South African landscape it has escalated well beyond the 

realm of a simple ‘quarrel’. A combination of factors, namely a paucity of funding and 

institutional support, a comparatively small art music field, the politicisation of both people 

and music (and the discipline of musicology since the 1980s and 90s), and more recently, the 

general decline of arts support have only served to stoke the flames and intensify the nature 

of the conflict. The quandary for a performer in such a limited field of opportunity is that any 

decision to programme a work by a particular composer can be seen as a public declaration of 

an ideological standpoint by certain factions within the music and musicological fraternity. 

This perceived alignment could have consequences for a performer’s career prospects. In 

discussing earlier the attempts by Barenboim and Pollini to use their platform as performers 

to promote a political ideal it became clear that this was not possible without paying some 

sort of price, a fact which Neuhaus does not acknowledge through his idealistic viewpoint. 

 

Throughout my career I have commissioned several works from South African composers and 

in most cases performed and recorded them with various ensembles. These commissioned 

works have made a contribution to a canon of trio repertoire which I hope will serve future 

South African performers. During the process of learning and performing these works, it 

became clear that it was not possible, as a performer, to remain entirely neutral, immune and 

distant from this conflict. It is difficult to maintain a sense of objectivity and fairness as 

Neuhaus espouses. Brendel characterises a more nuanced moral directive once we are 

engaged with a musical composition: “although I find it necessary and refreshing to think 

about music, I am always conscious of the fact that feeling must remain the Alpha and Omega 

of a musician; therefore my remarks proceed from feeling and return to it” (Brendel 1976: 38). 

 

Amongst the selection of South African composers whose music I have performed, there is a 

cross-section of those who operate across the various divisions discussed throughout this 

essay, whether in compositional approach and aesthetics, political ideology, or direct personal 

conflicts.37 In general, I tried to avoid entering into the various contested narratives 

                                                
37 There are incidentally also several composers outside of the academy in South Africa who stay out of this 
conflicted space and continue with their work unrestricted by the fractious environment described throughout 
this essay. Two prominent examples are Philip Miller and Benjamin Willem. Miller works as a composer and 
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surrounding these composers when studying their works, often with the composers’ input. 

There are some composers whose works I have deliberately avoided performing as their music 

has not resonated with me on a musical level and I do not feel that I would have done it justice 

on the concert stage. In those cases where I have been aware of a composer being surrounded 

by a contested narrative that has sought to undermine their music or their person, I have had 

to attempt to remain focussed entirely on the performance of the music. Once I have 

committed to perform or record a particular work, any extraneous discussions of the inherent 

value of the music cannot enhance my performance. 

 

One example of this approach is my discussion earlier in the essay of my presentation of a 

paper at the Stellenbosch International Piano Symposium in 2016 on the importance for local 

musicians to perform South African music. These piano symposiums capture the zeitgeist of 

the South African piano performance world and bring together several piano practitioners and 

a host of talented students. In a panel discussion after the presentation I engaged with 

members of the musical community who had a variety of differing opinions on my 

presentation. But after the discussion all of the pianists gathered continued with the practical 

business of the symposium: lessons, masterclasses, performances and concert attendance. 

The discussion of the conflict surrounding the topic I had spoken about soon faded into the 

periphery as we were taken up once again by the practical realities of music-making.  

 

The second part of this essay traced my learning experience with the piano from a young age 

through to my university and professional career, citing examples of my performance 

philosophy. This was informed by both professional pianists and pianist-researchers on 

discussions of the nature of interpretation and its relationship with the musical score, as well 

as describing the various sound characteristics that I strive for in my performances. Following 

this I outlined my experiences of working with several South African composers towards 

performances and recordings of their music, the most substantial of which was the premier 

performance of Zaidel-Rudolph's Pendulum. While I always strive to follow the principles of 

                                                
sound artist in film, contemporary dance, live stage productions and sound installations. He is multi-faceted and 
has achieved international success including an Emmy nomination and several awards for his compositions (see 
Miller 2023). Benjamin Willem has mostly achieved success in the local film industry with scores for over 60 
productions. These have won awards in the South African entertainment industry (see Willem 2023). 
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interpretation and sound characteristics discussed earlier, these are not always practically 

possible. In the performance of Pendulum there was considerable time pressure to learn the 

work, combined with several other aggravating factors many of which stemmed from the 

nature of preparing a new work never played before. South African pianist Peter Cartwright’s 

PhD thesis speaks to the differences in learning contemporary and canonical music, and 

suggest some options to facilitate the process of learning unfamiliar contemporary South 

African composers: 

One finding that was particularly relevant for learning contemporary music… was to find 
references to composers that we were more familiar with. This could involve trying to find a 
particular kind of sound used for interpreting a canonical composer… or trying to convey a 
similar spirit as one would in the interpretation of a different composer. This suggests a 
different kind of knowledge background; instead of drawing on an in-depth knowledge of one 
particular composer, we were able to find inspiration from similar sections of music by 
unrelated composers (Cartwright 2020: 105-106). 

In the preparation of Pendulum, I undertook a similar approach for certain passages, especially 

drawing on the music of Bartok (in the second movement) and Prokofiev (in the third) for 

musical inspiration and colour. This stands in contrast to the experience of learning a canonical 

work. For the latter, one would have access to numerous recordings, would have possibly 

heard it in concert or being taught, and the score will exist in several forms put together mostly 

by reliable editors who have undertaken painstaking research in their preparation. 

  

In the case of Pendulum the only available ‘recording’ I had access to prior to performing the 

work was the one generated by the notation software – computerised, unmusical and robotic 

–which turned out to be the root cause of many difficulties encountered in the brief rehearsal 

time. Of course, any premiere of a canonical work could be fraught with its own set of 

difficulties. Mozart would adjust the size of his ensembles to suit various performance spaces 

(Harnoncourt 1995: 92), Chopin would alter his scores for individual students (see Eigeldinger 

1989), while Franck provided the score to his violin sonata to Eugène Ysaÿe on the day of the 

performance, which, while presumably rousing, could not have been perfect from an 

ensemble perspective (Darwin n.d.). Composers are typically practically minded and make 

adjustments to their music as needed, often with the benefit of live performance. Today, when 

performing canonical music, we have the benefit of several hundred years of performance 

practice to draw on. 

 



128 
 

I do not feel discouraged by the imperfections in the first live recording of Pendulum and 

believe that for possible future performances the composer and I could make adjustments in 

terms of balance, dynamics and tempi. Feedback after the performances indicated that the 

music was felt to be extremely exciting and was generally well-received. That a work of this 

scale was mounted in the first place, under severe financial constraints and the host of 

difficulties discussed previously was commended by the public. It would be encouraging to 

see local orchestras take up further opportunities to work directly with a talented pool of local 

composers towards innovative and exciting performances. This would need to come in 

tandem with a significant injection of funds towards the commissioning, development and 

programming of new works; and South African orchestras are often shoe-horned into more 

traditional programming decisions (Beukes 2022) in order to maintain their audience base. 

The presentation of a new work can present a significant risk for local orchestras in terms of 

possibly low ticket sales.  However, in the case of Pendulum both the Johannesburg and Cape 

Town performances were extremely well attended. One possible solution seems to require 

intelligent programming when presenting new music, which can often be billed in 

combination with a canonical work known to bring in more traditionally minded audiences. 

 

Recently, one of the leading music departments in the country has become the focus of a new 

conflict – one centered around the performance of art music. I have attended the 

International Piano Symposiums at the University of Stellenbosch Music Department since 

their inception in 2006, serving as a faculty member. The symposiums are held biennially with 

the exception of 2020 due to Covid-19, and feature university piano lecturers from across 

South Africa as well as visiting international pianists. The Music Department also hosts the 

Stellenbosch International Chamber Music Festival for which I have also served on the faculty. 

This is the only tertiary music department in the country with the institutional capacity to fund 

and host these prestigious events which it has done successfully for the past 16 years. 

Discussions amongst the faculty at the piano symposiums often refer to the underlying friction 

between the musicology staff at the Africa Open Institute for Music, Research and Innovation, 

and the Documentation Centre for Music (DOMUS) and the musicology and performance staff 

in the Music Department. DOMUS was established as an archive collection of South African 

musicological materials in the University of Stellenbosch library and was spearheaded by 
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Stephanus Muller (De Jongh 2015: 213). While there exists little research directly documenting 

this conflict, one well-known example is in the public domain.  

 

Musicologist and pianist Mareli Stolp completed her PhD research at the University of 

Stellenbosch in 2012 under the supervision of Muller. The content of the thesis resulted in a 

dispute between Stolp and University management, which sought to have several sections of 

the thesis redacted, in particular those which referenced “certain names or identifiable 

contexts, mostly related to the Stellenbosch University Music Department” (Stolp 2016: 3).38 

This dispute was lengthy and drawn out, but eventually came to an end when “four senior 

academics outside the faculty and a retired judge of the Supreme Court of Appeal” (Ludemann 

2017: 9) were called in to assess the conflict. The final decision was that the sections in 

question were to remain redacted as of September 2017, as noted in a document published 

in conjunction with the online version of Stolp’s thesis (Cloete 2017).  

 

In the first of the two attached documents that accompany the online publication of Stolp’s 

thesis, an internal investigation by Stellenbosch University characterised the situation in the 

Music Department as follows: 

The conflict and contestation around this degree has clearly occurred within a context of 
broader conflicts within the Department of Music. Though robust debate and differences of 
opinion are important to any academic institution, especially at a time of social change and 
transformation, it appears that in this case there has been some breakdown in the collegiality 
necessary to sustain such conflicts and debates in a constructive manner. It was beyond the 
brief of the committee, as has been mentioned before, to investigate the academic climate of 
the Department of Music as a whole, but the committee is of the view that if this underlying 
issue is not addressed adequately, an atmosphere conducive to further splits, allegations and 
counter-allegations will continue (Swartz, Botha, le Grange 2013: 4). 

Some of these conflicts concern the nature of the conservatory model at Stellenbosch, which 

is seen to privilege the Western art music canon and more recent South African composers 

that write in this tradition, as well as the performers of this music: 

the narrow tradition that these composers represent has come under attack recently from 
certain quarters: its aesthetics and historiography are being contested to the extent that even 
its validity as such is being brought into doubt (see Scherzinger 2004a, Pauw 2015 and Viviers 
2016 for examples) (Lüdemann 2020: 4). 

The Viviers example quoted by Lüdemann is of particular interest as it too contributes to 

internal conflict within the Stellenbosch Music Department. Etienne Viviers’ PhD thesis, also 

                                                
33 For a longer discussion of the nature of this conflict see Stolp (2016: 3). 
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supervised by Muller, and undertaken at Stellenbosch University sets out to contest 

Lüdemann’s argument for the continued existence of the Western art music tradition, which 

he hoped would 

find a meaningful place within the “polyphonic” concert which is South African music and with 
the submission that it will have an important contribution to make to the intellectual and 
artistic future of the country (2020: ii). 

Lüdemann’s phraseology resonates with Said’s nuanced viewpoint that requires one to look 

at “different experiences contrapuntally, as making up a set of intertwined and overlapping 

histories” (1994:19). Said continues that in this way we can “formulate an alternative to the 

politics of blame and to the even more destructive politics of confrontation and hostility” 

(1994: 19). 

 

In direct contrast to Lüdemann, Viviers argues for the 

deliberate miscegenation (versmelting) of diverse musics in order to undermine the 
essentialised identities forced on the South African cultural landscape by apartheid‘s 
Kuyperian fetish for segregation (2016: iv). 

Viviers draws heavily on Muller’s work in two parts of his research. First, Viviers uses 

“politically sensitive critiques of the Western art music establishment published by Stephanus 

Muller in the period immediately after apartheid‘s abolishment” (2016: iii), and second, he 

turns to a specific source: the “ideological critique that Stephanus Muller published in a review 

of the premiere performance” of Hofmeyr’s Sinfonia Africana (2016: iv). The extensive 

inclusion of a supervisor’s own research in a doctoral thesis tends towards Scherzinger’s 

warning of the phenomenon of self-proliferating texts in research (2004: 255); and it continues 

the polarising discourse of dividing South African art music composers. 

 

Fokkens’ cautionary advice to young composers (quoted earlier in the essay) is equally 

applicable to the case of musicology and performance when negotiating a way through this 

conflicted environment and bears repeating in full: 

the thing I’d ask particularly young South African composers to consider most carefully is this: 
if you feel you are expected by teachers, mentors, colleagues, peers, or indeed anyone to 
choose an approach, mind-set, aesthetic, style – whatever one might call it – to win approval, 
be successful, or to develop as a composer, then you should ask yourself whether this 
constitutes real nurturing of and engagement with your individual creative life… What is 
absolutely clear is that nothing positive will come out of attacking that which is different to us 
and creating division. Surely, if we don’t understand this yet, we really have not been paying 
attention (2014: 8-9). 
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Continued conflicts of this nature at the University of Stellenbosch Music Department, and 

elsewhere in the contemporary music landscape in the country, could lend themselves to 

further research.  Lüdemann requests that research into the conflict at the Stellenbosch Music 

Department investigates 

what became known as the Mareli Stolp affair and its damaging consequences… Historical 
distance will have to be imperative for such an examination when striving to separate fact from 
fiction and blatant distortion (2020: 49). 

The effort to undermine Western art music and its associated performance traditions by some 

academics and musicians has dire long-term consequences for performance in South Africa. 

If, in 2003, Rörich could write that the “place for Western classical music in South Africa today” 

was “not really in dispute” (2003: II), in the present day the answer is less certain, and the 

question has been taken up once again in an attempt to make the case that the place of this 

music in our society is less valid. This stance, and the ideas that underpin and fuel the 

accompanying musicological debate, can only have a destructive effect on the performers of 

this music as its place in our society is diminished, and concurrently performance 

opportunities and funding are increasingly cut. I have committed to a life-long career on the 

basis of performing, recording and teaching both canonical and contemporary music and so 

the conflict at Stellenbosch is deeply concerning given my long-standing external association 

with the public performance programmes at this prestigious institution and the effect on the 

livelihoods of my peers.  

 

This essay has documented instances of conflict between, in various combinations, 

composers, musicologists and performers in the contemporary art music scene in South 

Africa. Future research could document the ongoing conflict in South Africa at the tertiary 

institution level between the existence of classical performance in the academy and the 

desires of certain musicologists to move entire departments away from performance and its 

practice. A comparison can be drawn between critiques of late-stage capitalism, with its 

growing class inequality, exacerbating the income gap between the wealthy and the poor, and 

what might be called ‘late-stage’ musicology, which widens the gap between musicological 

research and music performance, almost to the point where it could supersede the need for 

performance to exist. In opposition to this exists the work of performer-researchers, working 

within the academy (see Rink (2002), Ritterman (2002), and Doğantan-Dack (2012)), who from 
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the viewpoint of practice-centred musical research, have shown the value of performance for 

the broader study of music. 

 

Despite these ongoing conflicts there are encouraging trends amongst certain organisations 

which attempt to navigate a productive path for the future of composition, its performance, 

and the world of art music in South Africa. In his introduction to a panel discussion titled 

‘Making the Right Noises – Political Correctness and the South African Composer’ at the annual 

SASRIM conference in 2015, Hofmeyr spoke of the need for compositional development in 

South Africa to find a way forward out of a history of conflict. He highlighted the more inclusive 

direction that NewMusicSA has taken in recent years: 

An example that springs to mind is the way in which NewMusicSA was launched in the 1990s 
with the trumpeted intention of ‘wiping the slate clean of apartheid-tainted composers.’ And 
then, conveniently, and in predictably authoritarian style, appointing themselves judge, jury 
and executioner of virtually every SA composer of the generation that preceded their own. I 
am glad to say that NewMusicSA has come some way since then, and has done much to mend 
the devastating rift created in compositional circles by the self-serving policies of its founders 
(Hofmeyr 2015). 

Hofmeyr speaks to one positive potential way forward for composers to continue working in 

South Africa. The current board of NewMusicSA includes several younger composers and 

musicians.39 In the editorial of the 2019 bulletin, board member François de Villiers wrote of 

the need for renewal in the musical landscape: 

This year’s issue of the NewMusicSA Bulletin comes in a time of rebuilding NewMusicSA. The 
theme of this year’s Bulletin is resilience. South Africa has undergone a tumultuous decade. 
South Africans of all stripes are known for their resilience, even when it is the worst of times. 
All of us would welcome a time of peace, tranquillity and prosperity. We celebrate resilience 
in Bulletin 2019 (De Villiers 2019: 6).  

This statement above from NewMusicSA attempts to negotiate a rebuilding of the 

contemporary compositional and performance worlds which have suffered so much damage. 

In this rebuilding an attempt can be made to “formulate an alternative to the politics of blame 

and to the even more destructive politics of confrontation and hostility” (Said 1994: 19), which 

have characterised the nature of so much of the conflict discussed in this essay. Performers 

who wish to carry forward the practice of performing both canonical and contemporary South 

African art music need not only to adapt to an ever-diminishing allocation of resources, but 

also to ideological attacks from within their own institutions that seek to undermine their 

                                                
39 See https://www.newmusicsa.org.za/team.html. 
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validity. They will need to be pragmatic and willing to persevere in the face of a deeply divided 

and competitive contemporary musical environment. 
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