testivals. It's got quite a tong life yet. That's the fufure of
The Bow Project. Are there any more questions?

Q: Is this bow project focussed mostly on uhadi and
Nofinishi’s work?

1B It is. You know as | explained earlier it was my
response to the Magogo project that's geing on elsewhere
with Professor Khumale. He's done an opera and a whole
song cycle. The arrangements, the accompaniments for
his transcriptions were done by Peter Klatzow and
orchestrated by Klatzow. So this was my response to that.
When 1 first came to the Eastern Cape in 1998 - | ysed to
live here although | don't live here anymore = one of the
first concerts ) went [0 was a concert by Nofinishi and the
woman from Lady Frere, it was in the Monument and
rather unusually it was organised by the Grahamstown
wMusic Soclety who normaily have pianists and singers and
cellists. And needless [0 say thers were only about ten
people In the Monument because there was no Chopin ar
Beethoven on the programme. Andrew Tracey introduced
the concert and | was absolutely knocked aut by this
music. There were a lot of pieces with overtone singing.
Since then I've been fascinated by the music and |
thought ‘Iet's do our own project; and since this {estiva
based in the Eastern Cape, let's use Eastern Cape music’.
Than a few days before the festival last year, before this
same concert, Noflnishl dled, and af that point it wmmsma
that this was a fittle bit of a tribute to her art, So
always be focussed on Nofinishi.

OF Sleeping White Men:
Analytic Silence in the Critical
Reception of Kevin Volans

tAartin Scherzinger

In his various statements and writings, South African
composer Kevin Volans addresses his musical
compositions to predicaments across two intersecting
political arenas: On the one hand, he argues that his early
music was meant to effect a ‘reconciliation’ between
‘African and Eurapean aesthetics' (through connecting
what was deemed cuiturally separate). On a local level,
then, the composer regards the music as his "small
contribution fo the struggle agalnst apartheid” {cited in
‘White Man Sleeps’ at kevinvolans.com). On the other
hand, Volans' early music was meant to call into auestion
the industriaiised standardisation of Western culture in
general; its obsession with {what the composer calls) an
“objectified and reifled” sound that ultimately would end
“in a nightmare of alienation” {in 'Of White Africans and
YWhite Elephants’ on kevinvolans.com). On a general tevel,
that is, the composer argues that the processes

capitafist medernisatian have had a largely negative
impact on African music, seeking 2ither to domesticate It
(“to Westernise African muslc™); or to exoticise it {give it
"lacal colour™) {in "White Man Sleeps' on kevinvolans.com}.
instead, Volans sought to “gently set up an African
colonlsation of Western music and Instruments” as if to
“introduce a computer virus into the heart of Western
contemporary music” (in "White Man Sleeps' on
kevinvolans.corn). The principat mechanism used to
achieve this reversai in his early works was quotation and
paraphrase,

It is easy to dismiss Volans' claims to be mmmnﬂ_sn a
genuine reconciliation between separate aesthetic
easier to dismiss his idea of a “reverse
cotonisation” of the West in any robust, practical sense of
the words. Indeed, most of the academic commentary on
Volans (both here and abroad) has not only dismissed
Volans' aspirations, but also raised to a higher degree the
critique of Volaps' entire project, conclugding it a poiltical
and aesthetic failure on hoth local and global terralns.
Locally speaking, that Is, far from effecting reconcifiation,
Yolans [s accused of appropl n, and, globally speaking,
far from reversing the colonial moment, Volans |s accused
of marching in step with the very demands of Iate capital.
Jirgen Brauninger, for example, makes both arguments:
On a {ocal level, he guestions whether it is legitimate to
“sel|" such musfc “as originat composition” (South African
Journat of Musicology 1998, 6), and then suggests that
the music is at bottom a form of "exploitation in a
maodern guise” (6). The legltimacy of these questions
rhetoricatly supports the crux of Briuninger's
argumentative leap to follow; namely, that there is no
“artistic vaiue in re-srchestrating the [mblra, panpipe, and
bow] pleces” on grounds that the originals are diminished

thereby. Volans' earliest harpsichord works, for example,
reduce away the buzzing inharmenicities of the mgira;
while movements from the early string quartets evacuate
the crucial dance steps and the ubuntu-tike philosophy of
the ariginai panpipe music upan which it is based (6).
Brauninger's conclusien Is tled to his eritique on a global

ferrain: Volans' sequential quotation and paraphrase
method creates “less maaning"” than vertical relationships
could, sounding like "strolls ... from one super-market
shetf to the next ... the art music equivalent of MTV" {9).
For Brauninger, Volans' early work is a case of stolen
goods, blandly combined in a pastiche of postmodern
blurring, and ultimately becoming the very airpert-art it
sought to critigue.

This kind of disapproval is echoed n later commentary
I 1n & review of a recent recarding of Volans! string
guartats, Chris Walton maintains that Volans' "plagiarism”
“smacks of using the act of transeription as an excuse for
erasing any moral claims of copyright on the part of the
original author" (see NewMusicSA Bulletin 2002/3, 23).
Here Walton is not, as one might expect, referring to the
actual African source materials that allegedly ground
Volans' compasitional endeavour. instead, Walton recalls a
moment of Infighting in the 19805 to support his point,
when members af the "Scuth African ruslc
establishment” accused Volans of “cultural ban

ry" (22).

On this matter, Walton's verdict is strident and clear:
Cultural banditry'? If this means appropriating without
authorial permission the music of others and re-using it
under one’s own name to one's own aesthetic ands, then
the attack is not without substance” (23). Likewise, on
Volans' clalm that a "folk tune played by & symphony
orchestra Is no longer a folk tune”, the writer retorts: "~
Oh yes it is! This smacks of using the act of transcription
as an excuse for erasing any moral claims of copyright on
the part of the original author. In other words: if | take
something, then it becornes my property, because | have
stripped it of Its original signiflcance in making it mfne”
(italics Walton's, 23). Waltan finds this to be a "circular
argument,” out of which he chooses to read "starkly neo-
t implications” {(23).

s with Briuninger, Waiton goes on to affine the
musfc's commerciat success with the very market-driven
“local colour” Volans had set ouf to resist: “The (South)
Africa that [the quartets] evoke ... is the Africa of today's
Jo'burg Afrport lounge with Its ethnic tourist sheps:
beautifully crafted, masterfully packaged, thoroughly
enjoyable, but sanitised and somewhat biand” {23). Once
again, an apparently “political” argumant jeapingly
buttresses the case for a debased aesthetic. Uniike
Brauninger, Watton finally medifies his critique In &
puzzling non sequitur: Yolans' music, it seems, reminds
him less of Africa than it does of Anglo-Saxon minimalism
after all, This is a noteworthy turnaround for an argument
scrupulously lnvested in the notion that a fotk tune, no
matter its instrumentation or context, remains a folk tune,
And it is this later argumentative edifice that supports
Walton's genuine aesthetic judgments: while not his

personal preference “Volans' music Is finely wrought ...
his craftsmanshlp is first-rate ... the fact that its

minimalistic patterns are naver overdane {s proof to me
of Veolans' innate sense of formal rhythm”, and so on (24).
With minimalism sliding into the argument’s centrai
reference point (Walton mentions MNyman as a
representative instance), Velans' music is nmﬁmaox_nm_:_.
redeemed.

Argumentative pastiche aside, however, the mora
conclusions of these writers are gufte censorious. As an
easy rejoinder, one might ask whether the paraphrase-
composition of Justinian Tamasuza, Dumnisani Maraire,
and Bongani Ndodana, and other elite Africans, is aisq.a’
case of stealing? By what Inscription, one mighk.céntinue?
What about Haydn, Berlioz, Brahms, Mahler, Stravinsky,
Bartdk, Berio, Foss, Schnittke, Ligeti? Or:ane might
guestion why the fegalist-poitical fa Jure: Implies an
aesthetic fallure, In what respect;, Emnmm_ «that is, are the
Africanised paraphrases diminished mm:_:mmn_ Em:au
More serlously, one might ask. (using,:say, Watter i
Benjamin's distinction between: mmm»jmzn_m_:o nolities”
and 'politicising aesthetics’) how. the musicisboth::

compiicit with and resistant to the mmomoo_nm_ amam:au 2 ;

neo-colonlal capitalism. Far from illuminating. the -

diatectical tensions within this bidy;of work, s&mﬂ we find
in the critical recebtion of Kevin Volans® omcs.m 8nm< Is
an ideological cutture of critigue, as, ::ﬂmm:‘w_:mn_ as:it is.
morally assured.

It {5 warth nating that the American academic
reception of Volans, with some notable exceptfons, bears
aimost identical ideslogical traits to those daescribed
above, In a 1995 article, for example, Timothy Taylor
concerns kimseff with the question of how we can talk
about music and peofitics using the work of Yolans as a
test case. He notes that music critics at large seem fo
have effectively weeded politics out of music, and cfaims
that when this happens "audiences” of music are effaced
in the binary; impticit “meanings of all kinds” are left out
(see Perspectives of New Music Vol 33 1995, 505). Taylor
ims, first, to “deconstruct” this separation {which he
entifies with the late eighteenth-century emergence of
aestheiic autonomy) and, secand, to provide "a
theoretical model for {jooking at music” (305) with Yolans'
music as an example. Broadly speaklng, for Taylor music
rreduclibly sociat, and believing it to be otherwise -
autonomous, say — a site of desire, He quotes Adorno:
“form [coliated here with autohomy] can onby be the form
of a content,” {507) while "listening invelves listeners”
and not only stch “objective form" {ftalics Tayior's, GO8),
The better to reveal the content of these plural
perceptions, then, Taylor recommends “the ethnographic
{als the nexk area to be explored” in aur discipline (S08);
a terraln In which readers and listeners can ultimately
“read inte the music whatever they want."

On the topfc of Yolans himself, Taylor posltions
his method in a newly outmoded way. Resisting an
argument that he sees as "the fashion these days”, Taylor
says that he is going to take serlously Volans' intentions,
because, far from being irrelevant, “they inevitably shape
the way [his] works are received"” (504) via disseminating
views in talk shows, Interviews and in magazines. The
argurnent goes something [Tke this; in the interviews of
the late 1980s, Valans, drawn to the "formal asymmetry”
of african music, “reconcile(s] African music and Western
music” (511) in his compositions, and thus Volans uses
African music in his work “to show his engagement with
this music and te make his political pelnt” (512). However,
the argument contlnues, there has been a change in
intention in the interviews of the early 1990s Umnm:mm
Volans now seems to partake in the "particular,
particulate, notion.of self that"does not anpear fd have’
arlsen in societies that-are not capijtalist”. (italics Taylor!
516). As a resuft “his ao_._ﬁomm:,‘ ridividuality: <21n_mm
everything ‘African™ Am_d and, I jogical mﬁmu éE_ h
changed Intentions, “\olans niow [sayows the: soclal m:a
nolitical conslderatlops” of: :_m work nmﬂmv E) NOw, <o ans
talks sbout hi ::.En in:far:more formal ferms ﬂaﬂ
example, <o_m:m n:m_‘mnwm safion ol fhe tirst. nm:nm of Hi
White Man.Siéeps has sh "mn fromi a:teliing m_uoE a

> .no:nmwc:m u_m,.mn In: _.mmowy 2:3 sm:u::m:nm pspl mn
““this :._o<m3muw 8 a E ng m_uo: an, mxm_‘n_mm n %E;a m

politics became Bo_.m mnomu"mzm (525 .E__oﬂ mmmam fo
imply that.the Ewm_.naﬂm:(_m réteptlon of Volans ?S._n
{ance?) replate "with overt political meanings” Gmmu i3




depaliticised under Thatcher-Reaganism. And Volans is
(overtly?) party to this “retrogressive formalism” (525)
because the "resurgence and universalisation of
bourgeois European values in the 1930s has made it
comfartable for [Volansi to have this ‘universal’ belief
[Adarno's alleged assthetic attonoemy), and a 'universal’
identity instead of a more local one® it is In this later
Interpretation of Yolans' intentions that Taylor accuses
Votans of stealing rmusic fram other peopie.

For all their differences, these accounls share a
comman confidence that extra-musical matters are
adequate to the task of musical jJudgement. Brauninger
draws actual musical sound closer to the substratum of
his critigue than do Walton or Taylor, but, even heie, this
sound is barely audible. Thus we hear about failures of re-
orchestration and the joss of musico-philosophical
cohtent, but only in the most general sense, There s one
revealing moment, however: at bottom, it seems,
Brauninger prizes “veriical relationships” over sequential
guotation and paraphrase (on grounds that the fatter
create “less meaning” than do the former). While creating
the conditions for underrnining a certain brand of
pestmodernism, this kind of critigue Is not substantiak.
What are ‘vertical' refationships? Are they harmonic?
Under what conditions can {any} music have no vertical
relationships? Why are these relationships more
"meaning”-producing than other ones? What kind of
meaning is envisaged here? The guestions go on and on.
One surprising symptom of lending pride of place to
vertical relationships is that it recapitulates the hierarchic
European (and American) value of harmeny {(over rhythm)
that is in strong tension with Brauninger's apparent
respect for African culturs, Moteworthy too is the way the
argurnent recapltulates the very strolling pastichism
{*from one idea to the next”) that is the object of
Brauninger's musical criticlsm. The strictly musicad
moment remains uninterrogated, assumed; it appears
merety as an unwarranted postmodern fragmant, Unlike
the carefuliy substantiated ethico-poiitical argument in
Briiuninger's text, music's veriical relationships are better
sionply because they are. And thus the auther's aesthetic
stance resonates, ultimately, in the tones of poiltical
disapproval alone.

as for the substance of Walton's order of values, this is
clearly grounded in agsthatics of an abashedly
universatist sort (even if this fact Is not demaonstrably
known by the author). For while we find a genuflection
toward a contexi-driven theory of art {"is there a single
cornposer of quallty who is not marked by some degree
by where he comes from?") and.a protest agalnst a
context-free ane ("There is surely no place on earth
where one might be able to pretend a complete absence
of knowledge of one’s place in it"), the argumentative
ht Walton ascribes to this heterogeneity is nof at a
ciear. lt may be that geography is constitutive of musical
creativity in Walton's understanding, but the auther
seems o prefer art that keeps such a “sense of place
the closet, Walton dislikes Velans' "sxotic African” titles
(ke White Man Sleeps) because, he claims, they are
designed as a "selling-peint": a position that opens space

n

for a latent critigue of a “marketing machine”
tNewMusicSA Bulletin 2002/3, 23). Why the striking
three-word iitle ‘White Man Sleeps’ —~ a translation of an
African dance step - is mereiy exotic is net up for
discussion in Walten's text. Nor is the fasclnating
aesthetic, historical and conceptual imaginary at work in
these three words given any thought, Nor does Walton
explain why “Highiights of Potgietersrus” (a title he
rhetoricaily conjures as a substitute for the exotic African
one) is either less exotic or more interesting on nem
exotic terms (be they aesthelic, historical, conceptual, or
whatever), Of course, Walton's argument against Volans'
apparently faregrounding “local colour™ creates the
conditions of its own undermining because his
deliberately uninteresting rhetorical substitutes, advanced
to clinch the peint about the pressures of the market, are
equally {actually, more) lecal: Potgietersrus! The point
that only a diminished view of African aesthetics would
lirnit the conceptua! dimensions of the words "White Man
Sleeps’ to the logic of exotlcism, Instead of noticing what
the composer deeply admires, the thoughtful play in
these words, the critic simply offers an infunction: One
need not wear one's “passport on cne's sieeve’s” (a "tag
of origin") to refiect geographical locale, claims Walton; it
is ultimately the "guality of the ends” that counts {italics
ming, 24).

This last point reveals the latent aesthetic
universallsm as the ultimate principte of value in Walton's
thinking. For an autheor seemingly concerned about the
palitics of neo-colonialism, this {not self-evidently
progressive position) is an Ironlc turn, But the greater
contradiction of course lies elsewhare, For an account
that elevates musical qualfify to an aprioristic positian,
there is a remarkable absence of musical discussion.
Apart from eccasional remarks {the music {s "finely-
wrought” and has a captivating “urgency"; it resembles
“minimalist Anglo-Saxon speak,” and so on) most
statements of value are extra- or nommusical. (As.an
aside, it is notewarthy that the author apposes Volans'
resemblance to minlmallsm (at this point of his review)
with Valans' resembiance to African music, apparently
unaware of minimalism's great debt ta African music). The
poink is, one might expect detailed discussions of musicat
content following from an overarching interest in musical
guality. Analysis, cencrete musical engagement, surely a
minitmal task attending any coherent claim to musical
guality {in its universalist moment), is withheld or
deferred in this writing: it is present as a key
argumentative plank, but functions oniy as a rhetorical
figure, The musical content of Yolans” music is unable to
Impose itself upon the critical imaginary. The music i
sitenced,

This deafness {o the actual music Is as true for Emzo:
as it is for Tayior. Taylor's articte is particularty gujity of
thls absance because he does not even identify the actual
music ha accuses Volans of stealing. The article is further
compticated by an alleglance to a crude psychological
model of "intentions” that becomas the primary site of
the music's "politics™. Tayler is disturbad by what he
considers to be Volans' formalistic representation of

african music. His suspicion of Volans' aesthetic claims
about his own music carries interesting avertones of
deslre. Believing African music to be, at bottom,
functionalist and "nonformal”, Tavlor wants its
appearance in the context of a Western medium to
articulate a (kind of postmodern) critique of formalism in
America (Perspectives of New Music Yol 33 1995, 511,
Faliing that, it becomes "conservative". Of course the case
of Volans' use of African music is ironic in the light of this
form/function dichetomy because the composer's explicit
interest in “format asymmetry” (or what Taylor mistakenly
thinks of as the “nonformal” as such) seems to owe more
to the [nfiuence of Morton Feldman and painters like
Phitip Guston than it does to African principles of
composition. In his description of hls ‘The Songlines’
Quartet, for example, Volans explains that “in an effer to
get away from farm and into the material, {Fhiilp Guston]
stood close up to the canvas, working quickly and not
stepping back to look until the work was finished. In the
main body of this place ... | juxtaposed very differant
ds of music in the order that they occurred to me, not
thinking ahead, and allowlng the material to uniold at its
own pace” (notes to The Songlines, 1994 CD recording, 3).
The irony is that the form Volans is getting away from in
thiz quartet is precisaty African form, and, on principles
that are in alignment with modern Western artist
i do not think we should triviatlse the perpiexing
prevalence of this kind of false binary ossifled by cultural
gecgraphy; the fantastic oppaesition between a formalised
north Atlantic and a functionalised Alrica. Here is the
arqument: The form/function dichotomy has become a
commonplace capable of spawning a host of subsidiary
myths. For example, in his article ‘Musicat Structure and
Human Movement', John Balley argues that the
perceplual focus on musical structure is an exciusively
Western idea that cannot be readily applied to non-
Westarn music (see Musical Structure and Cognition,
edited oy P Howell, | Cross and R West, 1985, 237-258),
Using the kalimba music of southern Africa as an
example, Bailey identifies the physical patterns of
fingering (instead of the sounding forms) as central to the
organisation of the muslc, Like Gernard Kubik, who
asserts that whareas “in Western music the movements
of a musician playing his instrument generally have
meanings only In terms of the sonic result, in African |
music patterns of music are in themselves a sourcé of
pleasure, regardless of whether they come to-life in sound
in thelr entirety, partly, or not at all”, Bailey emphasises
the kinaesthetic dimensions of Africap kallmba music
ahove the formal-perceptuat ones.{1985,:241),
But does :.:m dlstinction successfuliy E,..Ew musical-

dimension; that :mm::a a 335_ @mmEﬂm on'the <_o__:. -
say, is not also hearing physical woik dong by 2 .
performer. As Suzanne Cusick and >na_,ms. zmmn_ rm,\m
argued, a kind af "kinaesthetic m:ﬁm_”_i_ inw
listeners identify with a sound as an'embog Bm_..n of:
physical work done, is a central factor [n the mxum:m:nm oﬂ

Western music (see Andrew Mead's 'Bodily Hearing:
Physiological Metaphors and-Musical Understanding', in
Journat of Music Theory, 1999, 13). In addition to
examples that bring the mode of production of sound inte
explicit Tormal play (like the backstage obioes or horns in
symphonies by Berlioz nr Mahler), even the music of one
of the West's ostansibly most farmalistically-minded
composers, Anton Webern, is saturated with extreme
expressive directions, ponticelli, harmonics, rhythmlc
complexities, difflcult bowings, sudden dynamic changes
and angular volce-leading that cannot but Invoke a
kInaesthetic hearing and sometimes even aobscure the
formal mirrorings and symmetries that generate the
pltch-structure, This is not to say that formal
cansideratlons are necessarily antithetical to kinaesthetic
ones. in ‘Bodily Hearlng', for Instance, Mead demonstrates
how the physical hand-crossings in the second movement
of Webern's Variations for Piano, Op 27, play & structural
role in articulating the principal motivic returns, which
appear in addition to the canenlc unfoiding (1999, 13). in
this way, the physical movements involved in performing
the work indicate an aspect of the rmusic's structure,

The point of this example, taken from the heart of
Wastern music, is thal it may have served John Bafley's
idea that physical considerstions and not simpty sounding
forms matter to the organisation of music equally well. As
Andrew Mead notes,

MusTe, in large part, is indeed something we do ...
That the mind can he ravished by the patterns we
perceive in sounds 1 would never deny. But how we
perceive those sounds, and how we make those
sounds, cannot help but carry part of the message

. The study of music has its own rewards, but it is
good to remind oneself occasionally that music's
path to the mind is inevitably through the body
(1999, 15).

On the other hand, It Is also odd to suggest that the
kinaesthetic dimension of an African plece of music can
be fiqured apart fram any format organisstion. Consider
the example of a simple kushaura (‘leading part' in Shona
mbira awm vadz2imu: 355 | mmeEm_ ?m_ci :E: Eﬂm




cansiderations are to the fore in African music while
formal-and-not-kinaesthetic ones prevail in Western music
strikes me as false. indeed, mbira performers frequentty
report a sense of complete disorientation when they
perfortn piaces on Instruments with a different tuning
layout (see Paul Berliner's Souf of Mbira, 1973, 70-71). This
would be unlikely If fingering patterns were as primary as
Bailey suggests. Shorthand cultural oppositions of this
sort cannot be sustained in the face of rigorous
comparative work. Nor can they be sustained in the face
of carefully crafted creative work, of which Kevin Volans'
work is an exemplary example.

The political imagination at work in Volans' use of
African musical sources in the context of a Western
Instrumentarium Is one of its highest achievements, While
seemingly aestheticising the source material and thus
denylng its concrete history, the music also puts into
urgent question and doubt varfous raciatising
commonplaces about African music. Tetherad to
questions recently ralsed by African musicologists (Kofi
Agawu, Akin Cuba, Zabana Kongo, and others) about
common (but false) “Africanist’ topof generally held In the
West, Volans' music [ssues social thought in its very
sounding forms. And Volans was twenby years ahead of
the curve. The topoi under critical scrutiny by these
African writers today fnclude the alfeged primacy of
rhythm and timbre in African muske (over, say, melody and
harmony) no less than the apparently functionalist
(instead of contemplative) and kinzesthetic (instead of
formal) essence of African music. The point is that Yolans'
music - effectively translating the sounds and patterns of
African music in a new idlom - draws attention to values
in the original African music that uniquely menace such
invented topoi. And this kind of progressive imaglination is
open to actual fistenfng experiences; it is open to a critical
reception that is acutely attuned to the music's inner
woirkings. 1t is in the recesses of Its sound, finally, that the
muslc's political ambitlons are tully understood. And yet,
tha critical reception of Volans' music has been
deafeningly guiet about the sound of the actual music.
Does this culture of sHence surrounding Volans’ wark — so
obviously extraordinary, vivid, inventive — perhaps answer
to another |declogical need?

Martin Scherzinger is an assistant professor of music at
Princeton University, Society of Fellows. His research
interests include European romanticism and modernism,
gesthefics and history of music theory, psychoanalysis,
the frermensutics of absofule music, African music, and
the politics of mass-medfated music.

Open Record: Af the Fringes
of the Global Music Scene

Grant Dlwage

Benguela Sul (Open Record Open 04), Enkeleen Bk [s
Legio (QOpen Record Open Of), Brendon Bussy Diesel
Geiger (Open Recard Open 03). L_\m:mn__m onfine at
www.openrecord,com,

Improvising trlo Benguela's latest album Su/ opens with
sounds rather than music: inchoate rumblings, insistent -
clunking, groanings and breath — a sort of primordial soup
of sonic matter. Gradually, something more tangible, even
faintly recognisable, emerges: a high-pi Inan
arching melodic fine ~ a first cry of sorts.
other wail-suunds, descending in register - desper,
"parental’ responses — until, in the contrapuntal wailing that
results, one hears a chorus of whales, Which 1 think s the
polnt. Because what |'ve inadequately attempted to
describe s the haunting soundscape of ‘Southern Right',
the opening track on the alburm. 1t's a.compelling piece that
becomes increasingly danceabie; the deep walls, fashioned
an Brydon Bolton's electric bass, transmute into a funkish
groove. Suils one of the first batch of albums released on
{Open Record, the Cape-based feflfiald’ {abel born in 2003.

It's diificult to categorise the music corming out of
Open Record. There's composed music that helengs to:the
centemporary art music fradition, such as Derek Gripper’s
solo acouslic guitar offering, Blomdoorns Benguela's
'post-rock’ free improvisation; and underground
electronica, So it's more an attitude, a position - ‘left of’
{read 'not mainstream’) ~ than ‘type of' that characterises
the stable, In an Industry where labels are often branded
by genre this openness is needed In South Africa: a
potential platform for 'new music’ in the broadest sense
whatever Its provenance. Well, so the press would have it.
Much has been written, mest of it cefebratory, about Open
Record, but I'm more Interested in exploring the aesthetic
success of Its praducts,

I'ms gotng to focus on three albums, all of which
reference the metagenre of etectronica: Sul Brendon
Bussy's Diese! Geiger, and Enkeleen's £k /s Legio. What's
interesting about them is how they go about sounding out
a sense of place. Mot concerned, for example, with art
music’s and opera’s desperate will to Africanise, or with
the demands for contemporary hip-hop to South
Africanfse, these musicians nevertheless seem fo essay 8
specific sense of place, one that Is often local rather than
national. Thus Benguels, named after the Atfantic current,
formed and based in Cape Town, breathe iife into 5u/ from
the inspiration of Cape sea life, As F've mentioned, the
singing of southern right whales, imaginatively mimicked
the electric bass's scraped bowings, morphs into the
material on which 'Southern Right® is bulit, It's this use of
lacality, nat simpiy presented but composed into the
music and out of which the music is composed, which
localises the work, .

For Benguela, 'flow’ s a key aesthetic of their music,
one that they take from their namesake current - their
clalm, not mine. This both works and doesn't on Sui, How
one translates the idea of flow in musical practice is of
course open-ended. Indlvidual tracks on Suido it doubly:
at the micro-tevel the rmusic moves through eyctically
laoped motifs aften timbrally manipulated, on the targer
level many of the tracks move across an extended arch-
shape; the drum 'n' bass-ish ‘Speed Queen’ (a great track
once it's qoing) Is @ good example, But I'm not sure the
albumn a5 a whole flows, Suf was recorded live in front of a
small audience, and, as a free improv group, one might
have expected Benguela to be more open - flowing ~
about form. | certainly wonderad about Jeremy Daniel's
praise of Sufs “sort-of-open-ended formula” (Sfar
Tonight, 2 October 2003), because each of the tracks not
only tightly controis the material but is a discrete,
individual piece, an ‘album’ aesthetic that tends to
mitigate against large-scale flow across the
impravisations; compare the continuous soundscapes
spun by an ensembie like AMM, It's as 1f there's a fack of
confidence in Benguela's abillty to spin the material out,
to think really long. Perhaps it's a lztent rock aesthetic —
the musictans have popular music backgrounds =~ that
stops the admittealy extended pigces from becoming non-
pieces — and, from remaining comtortabiy, and
comfortingiy, In the realm of ‘music'. Indeed, it's when
Benguela sounds too rock-like that Su/is fzast satisfying.
When the instruments, especially percussion (Ross
Campbell) and guitar {Alex Bozas), are Em{mn as rock
instruments their sound is closed off; wanted the trio to
think more consistently beyend thelr instruments as
instruments, to think of them a5 sound sourges; agaln,
something the personnel of: AMM :m,._m..nm:mnwmq. :

Sui opens itsetf up in;another way: o:m of
its noaum:_o:. Chop mS _m a colléction 2 ﬂm::xmm. oithe.

For one, they oftenfiven up the at times Sngon hFome and
sombre soncrities of Suf; listen to DJ o_uumﬁam:m emix«

of 'Shunt Dynamg'. As is standard for efectronic. Femixes,. .

Sui pravides the melodic and 1:&:.: ¢ material and Chop

...E:_nj potent|

a.o:v_m ooy

| wherice {t'ofter fakes s Gaaty ahd breaksi dnc some -

Sui the variations on this, especially playing around with
texture and tirnbre. My favourite chopsuis are two, South
African electronica auteur fellx Laband's 'Beating Round
the Bush', well, beats about the bush: by turns witty,
‘dark', and hinting 2t funkiness. And the remix by German-
based Burnt Friedman and the Nu Dub Ptayers, a cheeky
reworking punctuated by acoustic brass, is an electro-
funk gem.

More so than Suf's seafiuence, Diesel Geiger's sense of
place s estabilshed through referencing locai
environment - the acoustecology. Sometimes brief
saimpies stand by themselves, but it's more interesting
when the sounds, primarily aural snippets of Durbs and
the Mother City, provide the germ for the music. Thus
rhythmic patterns in the deficately wrought opening track,
‘Paim Wandelpad', orlginate from a tree frog sampled in
Kirstenbosch. The frogs’ repeated chirps on a single pitch,
immediately imitated by 8 mandolin's repeated pluckings,
provide the pattern that travels throughout the track on
assorted electronic sounds: a low tremar, gentte staccato
spray of machine noise, an echo. The piece is a kind of
timbral passacagiia, in which these patterns play out over
a continually repeated eight-bar harmonic progressicn,

" Human sounds - skreet culture - are also lifted from
the city acoustecology. In "Work', the spoken voice of a
Cape Town street preacher Is cut up and rhythmicised to
a hammer drfil, a gritty, industriat intro to the contrasting
calm of the body of the track that gently tolis with
orientalised strings. At the end, the preacher reappears to
deflver his sermon. Formai structure at the level of the
track is mirrored at alburn-level. The frogs (or something
that sounds like them) return at the end of the aibum, as
does the banter about tattoos, sampled on a train journey
and first heard early in the album. The completion of this
conversation, fike that of the sermaon in "Work', brings
Diesef Geiger full circle. It's an old {nineteenth-centyry
European) compositional aesthetic, grounded in the ideas
of arganicism and unity, and supposedly consighed to
history 5 postmodernism. But its deployment, here, i
acoustacalogy is particularly apt: the structural metaphor
~ organicism - is now grounded in the sonic stuff of 'real’
nature. Electronic music is of course the medium E:.
exce Am:nm.aﬁm%_oq g.and mxu_o_::n mnocm”mno_oamm

i , =it and uas%m
material to unffy the ms&mmm sonic possibitities :;:
elactranic music may w_m< with. i's an, mmﬂ:m:n Smﬁm ﬁoo
absent from Enkelegn's £k-fs hmm_:u

Togsther with Chdp mE £k is _,ma_.e
conventionally electronica:of the thre m_u_.s..m Eomo:
there's plenty. of non digital Emnmzm_ m:mw,.. cills'Diesel
Gelger m_m.n””_.o:_m:_ bacause: of the prominénce of fairfy °

- normally treated: mnocman Bmﬂm:m_ and to an mxnmzw this =

¢euld be said of £ egio.The m_mn:oan warld of the
jatfer.s. w_umn:_nm i :Jm” 3 m_mnﬁoén am:nw music; i °

tracks {parts of ‘Orgaanika ,.m:rma_mu.v.am.ﬁ into areally |
good groove. Drum ‘A% hass in particular serves as a
reference point. Much/'like Diese! Geigeris {nified: ‘Ehrough

.m.z_zo.moc:nm.w m_._mm,,. plays the <_o=: Bmea m:mﬁ m__




