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PREFACE

This portfolio consists of four diverse original compositions written in 1999: a string quartet, a 

song cycle, a cello suite and a set of two choral pieces.

When closely examining these works it becomes clear that these are products of a composer who 

lives a bi-cultural life, incorporating both African and Western cultures. They are syncretic in the 

sense that they “attempt to unify or reconcile differing schools o f thought”.1

This is not surprising: I come from a very strong African traditional and choral background, 

particularly the Shangaan choral tradition. I grew up in a musical family, my father being a 

composer of African choral music and my mother an ardent chorister in a community choir. These 

factors by themselves have been and still are influences in my musical life, both as a young 

composer and as a professional singer.

As an African I was introduced to traditional music at a very early age - during birth rites, 

initiation, and a host o f other traditional events that I have been involved in since childhood. When 

1 started school one o f the most interesting subjects for me was music. In actual fact it constituted 

quite a large percentage of my early schooling, with the remainder o f the time dedicated to 

learning to write, language, storytelling, and relating fables. The latter has also been a great 

influence in my music.

1. Morris, W. (1969) The Heritage illustrated Dictionary of the English Language. Boston: American Heritage Publishing Co., 471.



While at primary and secondary school I joined school and community choirs. It was in these 

choirs that I came across music o f various black South African composers in general, and of 

Shangaan composers in particular. My work is influenced mainly by such Shangaan composers 

as Daniel Cornelius Marivate, Shalati Joseph Khosa, Leslie Nkuna, David Gezani Baloyi, 

Samuel Joseph Hlekani and many others. South African choral composers outside the Shangaan 

tradition that are a big influence in my work include BB Myataza, Joseph Motuba, Enoch 

Sontonga, Michael Moerane, PJ Simelane and Professor Mzilikazi Khumalo.

While receiving formal music education at tertiary level I came across music o f different 

continents, and particularly music from Europe. I started to appreciate the music of such 

composers as Bach, Handel, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann, Wolf, Brahms, Mahler, 

R Strauss, Vaughan Williams, Britten and many others. As a vocal performer I was particularly 

exposed to opera and Lieder. I have performed works of such Italian masters as Verdi, Rossini, 

Bellini and Puccini.

All these factors greatly affect and influence my work in many ways. When creating these works 

I try to reconcile both African and Western schools o f thought. The fact that I am black, live in 

Africa, write in Africa and grew up in a strong traditional background immediately triggers 

expectations that my music will be traditional. I do not at all run away from these facts but rather 

use a knowledge of both musics and cultures to achieve a cross-over which will hopefully be 

acceptable to both cultures and traditions. The result is a transparent and ‘easy to listen to ’ kind 

of music that does not fall strictly under one category or the other.



These four pieces were written over a period of twelve months. Two of them were performed at 

a public concert of new work by Rhodes University composition students, on October 22, 1999.

4 The String Quartet was performed by the Kwazulu-Natal Philharmonic Orchestra String Quartet:

5 Hristo Kardjiev, Beatrice Laudemann, Alasdair Muir and Boris Kerinov. The Song-cycle was

6 performed by Musa Nkuna (Tenor) and Christopher Cockburn (Piano).
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Elements of Despair

For Tenor and Piano

Musa Nkuna



Poem by
James A. Harrison.

(i) Elements of Despair
Music by 
Musa Nkuna
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(ii) Half moon over Table Mountain burning

Poem by
James A. Harrison 
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Music by 
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(iii) A green funeral
poem by Music by
James A. Hamson Musa m u n a
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(iv) The Room
Poem by
James A. Harrison

Music by 
Musa Nkuna
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Poem by
James A Harrison

(v) Drought
Music by 
Musa Nkuna
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(i) A hi akeni Afrika Dzonga
(Let us build our South Africa)

A ndan te  co n  m o to

Words and Music by 
Musa Nkuna
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(ii) Khale ka Vakokwana
(Our Forefathers)

Our forefathers lived in peace 
Free from present restlessness 
They had peace indeed 
They had everything in abundance.

They had wealth 
They had cattle and goats 
Sheep, chickens and pigs 
They had them in abundance.

Where are those things today 
Where are those useful rains 
What happened to our flowing rivers 
They exist no more.

They used to eat delicious food 
They used to eat whatever they wanted 
They used to eat groundnuts 
Delicious fruit and vegetables.

After a day’s work in the fields 
They would drink traditional beer 
Beer brewed by their wives 
They would sing and dance all night.

They knew no violence
They knew no strange diseases
They were happy people
They lived in peace and tranquility.



(ii) Khale ka Vakokwana

A lle g r o  m o  n o n  Iro p p o
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Origins and background of the piece

PeacefulShangaan Village, for String Quartet, was conceived and written in 1999.1 dedicate this 

work to my Swiss friends Paul and Paulette Robert. It is a narrative piece describing what we may 

call monotonous life in a Shangaan village. Shangaan people are fairly quiet people and almost 

always hang around the same social circles. They do not talk much, unless they have had a few 

drinks. I have tried to depict this by using such aspects as tonality, structure and form, as well 

as texture, in such a way that it becomes clear to any ear what and how life is in a Shangaan 

Village.

Music, as in all African cultures, is fundamental to Shangaan culture and tradition. Shangaan 

music is overtly cultural in that it is performed in a variety of cultural contexts and often for 

specific cultural purpose. It is also cultural in the sense that it may involve people in a powerful 

shared experience within the framework of their cultural and traditional experiences, and, as 

Blacking points out, thereby make them more aware of themselves and of their responsibilities 

towards each other.2'

There are a number o f  musical events in a Shangaan society. Some are traditional-ritual music 

ceremonies, birth-rites, and initiation after puberty. The girls’ initiation school must be attended 

after puberty but before marriage, and the boys’ circumcision school must be attended before 

mairiage. During these ceremonies music plays a very significant role. Children sing songs that

2. Blacking, J. (1973) How Musical is Mail? London: Faber and Faber.



are meant specifically for such ceremonies. They include winter fireside storytelling, where the 

audience of children is assigned a recurring stereotyped response.

In a Shangaan society music is taught, encouraged and supervised by elders in both ascribed and 

achieved social roles. Other musical responsibilities are shared among the teenagers, the 

instructors of the xiguhu drumming for boys, and the supervisors.

Shangaan music has the following divisions: songs within folktales, songs accompanying 

children’s games, songs of mockery, counting songs, drinking songs and boys’ herding songs. 

These songs require the audience or chorus to respond in unison. The music generally consists 

of a leader directing or leading a group in which call-and-response style is found consistently. 

Cali-and-response is a strong Shangaan musical norm. When composing this piece, I took into 

consideration all the aforementioned aspects of Shangaan music and life, and incorporated them 

into a String Quartet, which is basically a Western concept. The result is this ‘syncretic’ piece.

Peaceful Shangaan Village is based on G pentatonic scale. The G major key signature is mainly 

included to give some kind of tonal framework to the music. It is a visual convention which guides 

you towards the tonal centre of G, but does not mean that the work is in G major. The tonality 

is then ambiguous as there are sections that focus around the tonal centre of E and one section 

that ends on the note B. It is made up of three movements which although they are clearly 

different, cannot be performed as separate entities as each movement follows without a break. 

The end of each movement becomes a little bridge that connects musical ideas of the previous 

movement to the next. The first movement, Lento, is 110 bars long. It opens with a lilting melody 

on the first violin, answered by the rest of the ensemble playing a short pizzicato idea in bars 9



and 10. Already at the beginning of this first movement the call-and-response form is established. 

It is established by using the first violin as the leader and the rest of the ensemble as the chorus 

answering to the ‘call’ of the first violin. The form is multi-sectional and can be divided as follows:

A( l-8)

B(9-10)

C( 1.1-16) 
v

D (17-20)

(21-26)

E(27-32)

F(3^49)

D(50-53)

E(77-82)

V  y  
J(83-101)

,1(101-104) /
H( 107-110)

'V
K( 105-106)

Each section exhibits its own new idea o f the original melody and it is the change and the 

punctuation in the melody that dictates each new section. Melodies are not always played by the 

same instruments, they alternate in all instruments in no particular order. Call-and-response 

patterning gives this whole movement some feeling of polyphony. Linked to this is the use of 

imitation, for example in bars 68 to 76. It is not exact imitation, it is achieved by the second violin 

playing material similar to what was played by the first violin, starting two beats later.

In line with general characteristics of Shangaan music this movement is based on motives or short 

phrases which are largely responsorial and constructed into longer phrases, patterned closely on 

folk songs. It also contains repeated polyphonic rhythmic patterns which influence the form in that



they are derived from phrases repeated by the leading or melodic instrument in each section, and 

with each phrase being answered by a motive played by the rest of the ensemble. This movement 

concludes with a unison in bar 100. All instruments play the note B, which gives it some sense of 

ambiguity as far as the tonality is concerned as could it easily imply either G major or E minor.

The second movement, Allegro ma non troppo, is the shortest of the three movements. It begins 

in bar 111 and ends in bar 202. The tonality is the same as in the first movement. The most 

important aspect at the beginning of the second movement is the use of imitation. The opening 

theme is played by the viola, then followed by the first violin starting on the second half of the 

fourth bar in bar 114. The first violin does not play exactly the same melody as the viola, but 

because of the closeness of the thematic material it sounds like true imitation

The next imitative entry is on the second violin in bar 117, this third entry is two-and-a-half bars 

later than the second entry and it does not repeat the notes as they exactly appear in the first violin 

and the viola. The last imitative entry is played by the cello in bar 120, three bars later than the 

imitative entry of the previous instrument. These irregular entrances influence phrase lengths and 

cause denseness in the texture of this movement.

Shangaan men are well known on the mines of Johannesburg for their dancing prowess. They 

have a muscular dance, xincayincayi, in which the muscles o f the body ‘perform’ in a shivering 

and jerking rhythm. The girls have a spectacular dance of shaking shoulders and twitching thighs, 

kn khinyaveta. The action is a vigorous bend of alternate knees with the flick of the hips. This 

dance is accompanied on the xigubu (drum), whose part I wrote for the cello in this movement.



An important aspect to note is that these dances always begin with one dancer dancing and the 

rest of the group watching - clapping if they so wish - and everybody gradually joining in the 

dance. They join at irregular intervals and usually imitate the first few dance steps of the first 

dancer and then improvise their own dance, hence my imitation in this movement is not exact and 

quite irregular. The density of the texture in this movement can be attributed to the fact that when 

there are many dancers with each dancer improvising his own dance there is bound to be some 

kind o f ‘confusion’ which can only be unified by the fact that they are all dancing to the same 

rhythm .

In this movement there is extensive use of syncopation and cross-rhythms. They are achieved by 

using crotchets, quavers, semiquavers, and dotted crotchets at the same time within all four 

instruments. This movement concludes with some kind of perfect cadence in bar 202.

The third (and last) movement begins in bar 203 and ends in bar 342. Like the first movement, the 

third movement is multi-sectional, with each section exhibiting its own new idea of the melody, 

and again it is the change and punctuation in the melody that dictates each new section. This last 

movement contains quite significant changes in metre. It is this change in metre that ‘truly’ 

narrates or describes life in a peaceful Shangaan Village.

Its beginning is marked Andante sostenuto and is written for solo cello. It alternates between 5/8, 

6/8, 4/8 and 3/8 metres. Again call-and-response pattern plays a significant feature in this 

movement. The solo cello is answered at first by the viola, and joined later by the violins playing 

in unison from bars 221 to 227.



The solo cello reappears in bar 228, this time marked rubaio con expression. Although it is not 

the same melody as in the beginning of the third movement in bar 203, it is still within the same 

framework. The same melody is repeated by the first violin from bars 240 to 251, but this time 

harmonised at the bottom by the second violin. The viola takes over as the melodic instrument 

from bars 252 to 256, and the cello takes over again from bar 257 alternating with the viola from 

bars 262 to 265, while the rest of the ensemble is playing tremolo on unison.

This section is followed immediately by a pizzicato section marked presto e leggiero. This small 

section provides a link between the slow beginning of this movement and the humourous ending 

of this movement and the piece. This section of the last movement from bar 272 contains a well 

known Shangaan folk tune, “Xinengana xa n ’wampfundlha xi nandziha ngopfu"(A rabbit’s leg 

is so delicious), that is associated with traditional beer-drinking ceremonies.

This folk material is interspersed with new thematic material introduced from bars 298 to 313. 

It reappears on the first violin from bars 314 to 321, this time with a different rhythmic marking 

in the second violin, viola and cello from bars 314 to 317. It reappears from bars 324 to 331, this 

time played by the cello. The next section bar 332 to bar 336 is marked pizzicato. Again, as in 

bars 266 to 271, this pizzicato section links previous sections and material of the music with the 

end. The last six bars of this piece are marked stritigendo and introduce double stops in both 

violin parts.



How this work relates to Western string quartets, Western music and African music - 
Shangaau music in particular and South African music in general

The similarity between this work and Western String Quartets is that contrapuntal textures are 

used within an essentially homophonic framework leading to polyphony by the use of melody, 

rhythm and harmony to form independence of voices. When examining Mozart’s string quartets, 

we find that they are built upon traditions established by Haydn - developing the lower voices, 

making them more independent and interesting. Mozart’s works gave more equal emphasis to all 

four instruments, as is the case in Peaceful Shangaau Village.

One other significant similarity with ‘classic’ quartet writing is the use of harmonic techniques. 

Both Western and African cultures make use of harmony, although its application may be 

different. In both cultures music is sometimes played in parallel motion, with the voices singing 

simultaneous notes that are always a steady, specific interval apart. In African music there are also 

songs that make use o f imitation: the second voice imitates the first, somewhat in the fashion of 

Western rounds. Another polyphonic texture is created when one voice holds a long drone note 

while the other sings a phrase. The first voice may then perform while the second holds the drone 

note, and so on in alternation.

In line with general characteristics of Shangaan music, this piece contains short motives that are 

constructed into longer phrases, patterned closely on folk songs. It is multi-sectional and uses the 

secular call-and-response form, the response leading back to and overlapping the call, resulting 

in a polyphonic texture. I used several different rhythmic patterns at the same time to create a kind 

of rhythmic polyphony, with one instrument maintaining a duple metre, another a triple metre.



I also used varied rhythmic patterns of the melody to add expressiveness to the music. Varied 

rhythmic patterns also create contrasting moods within one piece. Often more than one type of 

rhythmic activity would be used. The resulting texture is still clear and transparent. Limited in 

variety of timbre and texture, the work achieves its effect through the ever-changing dialogue of

its instruments.



E L E M E N T S  O F  D E S P A I R

Elements o f Despair is a cycle of six songs for tenor and piano, to poems by James A Harrison 

written between 1988 and 1996, and all with the same theme of despair. The idea of composing 

this cycle came after meeting the poet in Cape Town at the beginning of April 1999. After long 

discussions he gave me permission to set his poems to music. The cycle is dedicated to my 

parents Leslie and Violet Nkuna.

Elements o f Despair is quite relevant to the present South African situation as it talks about 

j poverty, political turmoil, death and drought. Each element - world, fire, water, earth, air and 

spirit - is represented by one poem. The whole song cycle uses chromatic shifts o f key. The songs 

in this cycle may be performed individually - in other words it is a cycle in the way of Schubert 

rather than Schumann. It is in what we may call a post-Romantic style, derived directly, or rather 

influenced directly by the characteristic structure o f the German Lied. Like the Lied it is a 

partnership between poetry and music, and also a partnership between voice and piano.

| My musical output in this cycle was deeply influenced by its literary nuances from moment to 

moment. 1 tried to put the music in such a way that it enhances, and more fully ‘realises’, the 

emotional implications of the poetic lines. The poems are very long with many nuances to capture, 

j Musical sounds are often meant to represent the sound and feeling of the spoken-about subject, 

such symbolic content generally appearing in the piano part. Composers who stylistically 

influenced the conception o f this cycle are Schubert, Schumann, Strauss, Vaughan-Williams and 

Britten. As a singer myself, 1 wrote the cycle in such a way that it is possible to perforin it without 

impossible and unattainable vocal ranges. It lies mostly in a comfortable tenor range.



(i) World: Elements o f  Despair

This is the first song of the cycle, and it establishes the poetic theme at the beginning of the cycle. 

Elements o f Despair is written in the key of C Minor, is in common time and is marked andante 

con molo at the beginning. It begins with a one- bar piano introduction that sets the mood and 

establishes the basic rhythmic and thematic idea. This opening rhythmic pattern appears 

throughout the song. It already changes key from C minor to B1’ minor in bar 8. This key change 

is done abruptly by introducing a diminished 5th jump from G to Db. 1 decided to change key on 

the word destruction: I “destroy” the already established key and introduce another one.

1 tried to express the poetry in the accompaniment in bar 12 by introducing a different rhythmic 

marking after the words “martial mood” mentioned by the vocal line in bars 11 and 12. Although 

the melody is presented mainly by the singer, the pianist provides much more than just 

accompaniment. In bars 22 to 27 the piano begins to contribute solo passages that are integral 

to the artistic design of this song. This solo passage is in the key of Bb minor but modulates back 

to C minor, between bars 26 and 27.

Again the original rhythmic pattern and mood recur in bar 28, this time introducing 

embellishments in the vocal line, in bars 30 and 31. The ‘romantic’ piano solo passage cantabile 

con rubato played from bars 22 to 27 reappears from bars 45 to 50, this time a tone higher than 

it was played the first time. The original rhythmic pattern on the piano reappears briefly for two 

bars in bars 51 and 52, leading to a distinctive left hand triplet marking from bars 53 to 69. I put 

this in to show the change in the text, where the poet talks about his dreams and clouds. The first 

bar of that ‘romantic’ piano passage reappears in bar 61, leading directly to the climax of the song 

in bars 62 and 63. The tolling bells are represented by the right hand in bars 63 and 64, marked



with sforzandi and stciccati. For the first time the left hand has consecutive repeated notes also 

representing the tolling bells.

The whole song uses chromatic shifts of key, especially from bar 67. From bar 68 to the end of 

the piece there is a chromatic postlude in the solo piano, passing through a number of keys until 

the song concludes in the key of Eb major. This song is in continuous i.e. non-strophic form with 

the opening rhythmic motive returning several times, and the texture is polyphonic. The vocal 

range of this song is G to G 1.

(ii) Fire: H alf Moon over Table Mountain burning

Half moon over Table Mountain Burning represents fire, represented programmatically in the 

‘busy’ piano accompaniment. It is written in the key o f D minor, marked Allegro confuoco and 

in 9/8 meter. It opens with a piano introduction that sets the mood and establishes the basic 

rhythmic idea. The first four bars are in D minor, followed by four bars o f C# minor that again 

lead back to D minor before the voice comes in with its soaring melody in bar 10. The use of 

second inversion chords makes the tonality ambivalent and allows the semitonal shift from D to 

C# feel quite ‘natural’. There is total independence between the vocal and piano lines. The vocal 

line lies quite high to illustrate the text “Your crater-pocked face hangs unconcerned”. The ‘busy’ 

piano accompaniment represents not only fire but also the chanting of people who want to burn 

a life to death. It also represents a drum which usually accompanies chanting in African contexts.

In bar 21 the music goes briefly to the key of G minor and in bar 23 to E minor. The right hand 

accompaniment in bars 27 and 28 represent crackling anxiety and in bars 29 and 30 the leaping, 

sweeping and creeping of fire up and down the cliffs and crags. In bar 31 the tonality goes back



to the original D minor. From bars 37 to 44 the rhythmic figure of two quavers between the 

dotted crochets represent the fire that is burning life to death. At bar 45 it touches on C# minor 

and then back to D minor from bar 49 to the end. This song is in continuous form and its vocal 

range is A to Ab.

(iii) Earth: A Green Funeral

Although there is some kind of ambiguity in the beginning, with the tonality being not so clear 

between A minor and C major, A Green Funeral is written in the key of A minor. It becomes 

established in bar 5. The song is slow and sombre, marked Lamentoso at the beginning, and is 

in common time. It begins with a sombre, solo piano passage. The tenor voice comes in softly in 

bar 5 with the piano repeating the vocal line an octave lower in the bass clef from the fourth beat 

of bar 7. After a piano interlude from the fourth beat of bar 9 to bar 12, the vocal line re-enters 

in bar 124, this time soaring to high E, then the piano material from bar 1 returns in bar 15, this 

time harmonised and extended before the voice re-enters in bar 204

There are changes of metre from 4/4 to 2/4 to 3/4 and to 5/4 from bar 23. From bar 24 the vocal 

line uses only an alternating A and C, and going through Bb in bar 33 in order to cadence in D 

minor in bar 34. The D minor arpeggio at the end represents the birds that flew with “his body”. 

The vocal range of this song is E to E1.

(iv) Air: The Room

The Room is very different from the previous songs; it is more static. The dry piano 

accompaniment represents the emptiness of the ‘room’ (i.e. the space), and the whole song is 

about Air. It is written in the key of C major. The first five bars are made up of two-bar phrases.



Bars 8 to 10 have a tonal centre of Ab major, going back to C major in bar 11.1 sometimes shift 

the beat from anacrusis to strong beat and vice versa, for example in bars 11 and 12. The cluster 

of A and Bb in bars 14 and 15 represents the creaking of the wood, and the dripping of the water 

is represented by the very low Db in the bass clef. From bar 22 the style is quasi recitative), with 

a number of augmented chords as well as chromatic harmony. The music concludes that quasi 

recitativo section with an Ab major chord, and begins the next one with an F# diminished seventh 

chord in bar 29.

The next section begins in bar 56, and is a recitative secco. The piano part becomes quite

chromatic, moving through C major, C minor, and F minor, until it goes back to C major in bar

80. This is the recapitulation that leads to a codetta which concludes the piece. The silence in

bar 82 is preserved by the dry piano accompaniment in that bar, and the sheltering dark by the

very low piano notes for the left hand. The piece as a whole is quite chromatic, and demands a

wide range of the voice. This song is in ‘stretched’ ternary form, divided as follows:

A( 1-21)|
B(22-55)--------------^  B(56-79)

A(80-86)

The vocal range of this song is F# to Ab.

(v) Water: Drought

Drought, ironically, represents water. Although the title means absence o f water there is 

abundance of water later in the poem and the poet sucks and slakes his thirst. It is unaccompanied, 

and was influenced by Benjamin Britten, whose music I adore so much(especially “The Dirge” 

from The Serenade fo r  Tenor, Horn and Strings op. 31). It begins in the key of C minor and ends



in a kind of F major. It must be sung in a rhythmically flexible way. There are irregular bars that 

alternate between 6/8 and 9/8 metres.

There is chromatic change of key in the melody. I have intentionally restricted the melody to a 

small narrow range. I used rhythms that avoid a strong constant beat in order to allow the 

greatest possible latitude to the unaccompanied voice. With the changes o f meter 1 am trying to 

contribute to the dynamic energy of the music. This song is in continuos i.e. non-strophic form. 

The vocal range of this piece is G to Ab.

(vi) Spirit: Nocturne

The final song in the cycle, Nocturne, has the sub-title Spirit, the intention of which is to 

symbolically lift the spirit of the audience out of despair and into courage and hope. It is in the key 

of B minor and quadruple metre. The song begins with the unaccompanied voice singing on 

anacruses. When the accompaniment begins it is based on a simple arpeggiated chord, supporting 

a bel canto vocal line. Although the melody is mainly provided by the vocal line, the piano 

cantabile con rubato interlude begins a new idea from bars 13 to 15, which is then interrupted 

by the same basic rhythm and thematic idea established at the beginning of the song. This little 

interlude has a certain reference to the ‘romantic’ melody played in the first song, by way of tying 

the cycle together in a referential way. It is also integral to the artistic design of the song as it 

recurs later.

Another trait I applied from bar 17 is a one-bar imitation in the piano accompaniment of the 

vocal line sung in the previous bar. I imitate it liltingly an octave higher on the piano, for example 

in bars 17 and 19. The thematic material played from bars 13 to 15 comes back from bars 28 to30,



this time even interrupted earlier by the vocal line in bar 30. Again the original basic rhythm and 

thematic idea recur, and the song goes back to its original arpeggiated accompaniment.

The ‘ romantic’ melody played as interlude in the first song appears in bar 40 exactly as it is in 

the first song, but this time marked rubato con espressione. In bar 46 the thematic material 

written in bars 13 and 15 reappears, this time with a little coda before the vocal line re-enters in 

bar 49. From bar 54 the accompaniment changes and in bar 65 it is now as if it is at the end of the 

first song The original thematic material of bars 13 to 15 reappears from bars 59 to 60, this time 

underlying the vocal line. Then the ‘romantic’ melody reappears in its entirety, leading to the 

original thematic material of the last piece, this time with the introduction of quintuplets to the 

left-hand piano accompaniment. This melody continues until the tonality changes from D major 

to Db major in bar 73. The ‘romantic’ melody reappears for the last time leading to a nocturnal 

coda. This song is in extended strophic form and its vocal range is from E to G'.



TWO CHORAL PIECES

These two pieces are written within the tradition known as ‘African Choral Music’, the tradition 

that conventionally uses tonic solfa notation, vernacular text and a sectional structure with 

contrasting sections. This tradition has given rise to hundreds of compositions which are generally 

written as prescribed songs for choral competitions.

(i) A hi akeni Afrika Dzonga

A hi akeni Afrika Dzonga is an unaccompanied choral piece for SATB, set to my own original 

Shangaan text, which translates as Let us build our South Africa. It is in the key o f G major and 

in 4/4 metre. The piece has a sectional structure with eight sections divided as follows:

A( 1-8) 

B(9-20) 

C(21 -36) 

D(37-48) 

E(49-60)

Each section is made up of regular two-bar phrases and concludes with a perfect cadence. 

Although bars 1 to 36 are mainly homophonic in texture, there is some use o f syncopated rhythms 

in those bars. Instead of keeping it in 4/4 metre throughout I sometimes change to 2/4 or 1/4. This 

is an unusual feature in the conventional Shangaan Choral repertoire. These changes in metre are 

meant to avoid symmetry in certain sections, especially at cadential points.

G(73-84).



From bar 37 I start using a traditional African call-and-response style, alternating between 

different voice parts. This gives the effect o f polyphonic texture. From the beginning of the piece 

I mainly use consonant intervals, and only for the first time in bar 501 use a dissonant open fourth 

interval. These intervals are a strong feature of Shangaan Choral music.

In an attempt to vary the sections as much as possible I included a slow prayer section from bars 

73 to 84 (G). Usually secular African choral pieces include such prayer sections, that are 

immediately followed by an exuberant section which concludes the piece. This final section is 

usually the repeat o f the section before the prayer and is meant to give dynamic and textural 

variation to the piece (F). I have applied that norm in this piece, repeating bars 61 to 68 in bars 

85 to 92.

(ii) Kltale ka Vakokwana

Khale ka Vakokwana is also an unaccompanied choral piece for SATB, set to my own original 

Shangaan text which translates as Our Forefathers. It is in the key of Ab major and in 4/4 metre. 

It has a sectional structure of seven sections divided as follows:

A( 1-8) A(67-74)

B(9-16)

C (17-24)

D(25-36)

E(37-48)

F(49-i



It is made up of regular two-bar phrases whose phrase structure punctuates the melody, and each 

phrase is made up o f two presentations o f the same rhythmic motif. For example:

The texture mixes homophonic and polyphonic, the syncopated rhythms giving it a feeling of 

polyphonic texture. Call-and-response patterns are also used. From bar 5 2 1 used a rhythmic dance 

that is associated with celebrating the abundance of fruit and vegetable harvest in Shangaan 

culture. Bars 49 to 66 are the climax of the piece, and it concludes in bars 67 to 74 with a 

rhythmic repeat of bars 1 to 8.



SIX DANCES FROM SOUTHERN AFRICA

This solo cello Suite consists o f six Southern African traditional dances. These dances are 

somewhat related, giving rise to stylistic similarities in the Suite, which has been influenced by 

Bach’s Suites for solo cello. The titles of the dances are not, however ,Allemande, Couranle, etc., 

but names denoting dances from different regions of Southern Africa. Some of these titles are not 

at all translatable. Rhythms used in these dances are direct transcriptions of each dance form, but 

all melodies are original although greatly influenced by traditional melodies which accompany 

these dances.

(i) Umgquzo

Umgquzo is a girls’ initiation dance performed by Mpondo women. It originates from Pondoland 

in the heart of the Transkei in the Eastern Cape. It has intricate dance steps that are accompanied 

by a constant monotonous drum beat in 18/8 metre. The middle section of the piece changes to 

6/4 metre, just as it does in the original dance, where it would be accompanied by singing in two 

parts, the lower part playing a cyclic musical idea while the top part sings quite a lyrical melody. 

The two parts are alternated by the cello in this section. At. some point during this activity the 

original dance steps in 18/8 metre abruptly re-appear, at this stage even prolonged so as to form 

a little coda at the end.

(ii) Xibelana

Xibelana is a female traditional dance performed by Shangaan women. This dance is associated 

with what we call swiseveseve (friendship dance meetings). These friendship dance meetings are



hosted by friends on a rotational basis. At these meetings the host has to do a solo dance before 

all guests join in. I adapted this idea by starting this movement with just a single line that is 

harmonised later on the lower strings o f the instrument.

(iii) Xirilo xo Feriwa

Xirilo xo Feriwa literally translates as “A Lament” . This is a sorrowful Venda dance associated 

with funerals. It is accompanied in its original context by female voices while some are playing 

the drums underneath the melody. This dance is performed only at night vigils with the body of 

the dead surrounded by mourners and dancers while the traditional healer performs some rituals 

so that the soul of the dead may be accepted by the ancestors.

(iv) Ncino wa Nkhuvo

Ncino wa Nkhuvo means a Wedding Dance. This is a popular wedding dance o f the Pedi people. 

The dance is in three sections, with the first section always beginning in common time. Halfway 

through the dance due to mounting excitement, the tempo and the metre o f the dance char.re: 

suddenly it goes to 6/8 metre and a little faster. It later changes back to the original metre and 

tempo. I have incorporated these changes in this piece.

(v) Xincayincayi

Xincayincayi is a popular Shangaan dance performed by men. It is always accompanied on the 

xigubu (drum) hence I suggested that it should be played drum-like at the beginning. The rhythmic 

pattern for the cello is the exact rhythm played on the drum during this dance. The drumming is 

always interspersed with beautiful singing by females, hence there are melodious passages that 

I would like played as if they are being sung.



The rhythm of this dance is usually played on the mbira or what we may call the Mashona piano. 

It is a plucked instrument which a singer would use to accompany himself or a group of dancers. 

The effect that one gets when this instrument is played is that of three against two. I have tried 

to achieve that effect in this piece by marking the piece pizzicato and constantly having a melody 

over a cyclic accompaniment.




