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Report on the New Music Indaba 2015 

Presented by New Music SA and hosted by the Odeion School of Music, University of the Free 

State, from July 21st – 26th 2015 

Art music in South Africa, and the world, has been suffering from a crisis of confidence for the best 

part of the previous century. It is hard to imagine now that our staples of the concert hall were all 

written at a time when new music was the norm, rather the poor cousin of classical music it has 

seemingly become today. 

Yet all is not lost. Indeed, while though the general public remains blissfully unaware of giants of 

South African Art music like Stefans Grové (and questions like "why aren't there any composers any 

more" are asked seriously by people who claim to know and love classical music), we have witnessed 

an extraordinary flourishing of local compositional talent in just the last ten years.  

The best remedy for obscurity is conversation, and this is exactly what the New Music Indaba 2015, 

held at Bloemfontein in July offered. As a participant fortunate enough to able to participate in 

nearly all the events on offer, I witnessed the inevitable discussion of questions on the relevance of 

new music, the notion of a unified (or at least recognisable national) style of music, and of course 

that prickly perennial, the question of the relationship between composer and public. 

Key to this conversation was a series of workshops and lectures, divided into practical and 

philosophical ones. The more practical ones started with a series designed to whet the appetite for 

composition among those who may not otherwise have entertained the notion, presented by 

Douglas Scott. A "jam session" with S'fisokuhle Jiba Xulu opened participants' minds to the fact that 

many of the most important composers in history (Bach, Mozart, Chopin, Liszt) have been keen 

improvisers.  Lukas Ligeti and Mpho Molikeng gave a demonstration which ranged from accounts the 

astonishing breadth of techniques in broader African musical tradition right down to stories of an old 

man in a village in Northern Lesotho with irreplaceable folk knowledge. Ji Hye Jung, meanwhile gave 

a lively and beautiful account of the challenges of being a specialist on the Marimba. 

On a more philosophical note, discussions really got underway though with a lively roundtable 

discussion of composers and classical musicians, asking, and trying to answer the questions: "What 

are we doing?" and, "Where are we going?" One of the other key questions here was what it means 

to be a South African composer, the answer to which remains as elusive as ever in the absence of a 

unified South African "school of composition". Meanwhile Robert Fokkens presented a lecture which 

highlighted the question of the role of criticism and the pronouncements of the composer, a 

question which was contrasted by a discussion in a lecture by Malcolm Dedman focussing around 

the role and responsibility of the audience in this process. Is it the critics' role to bring the audience 

to the composition, or does the composer have a duty to make his/her works "accessible"? What 

obligation does the listening public have to educate itself, and where does academia's responsibility 

in this regard begin and end? 

Of course, the main feature of the festival was the performances, which were only modestly well 

attended, mostly by cognoscenti as remains the norm for these sort of events, despite a vigorous 

advertising campaign. 



Importantly, classical performers are starting to take new works seriously again, in a way that they 

have not in what feels like an incredibly long time. This was evidenced by the fact that, despite the 

variety of styles, the respect afforded to each composer’s work was high, ensuring in turn that the 

that the standard of performance was to the great advantage of it composers and audience alike. Of 

course, having some of the country's (and indeed the world's) premiere musicians in attendance 

could only help in this regard. 

Given this, it would be churlish indeed to single out any single performer or ensemble at the expense 

of the others. Suffice to say that the relatively intimate atmosphere of many of the concerts seemed 

well-suited to the chamber music, and contrasted well with the formality of Saturday evening’s gala 

concert, which was capped off by two newly commissioned works of greatly varying approaches: A 

darkly brooding "Concerto for Double bass" by Pierre-Henri Wicomb, and a lively and exuberant 

"Friday Nights at 6" by Diale Mabitsela. 

Mixed among this was a workshop for young children led by the highly-awarded German composer 

Charlotte Seither, who worked with a group of young children from various schools in Bloemfontein 

in the afternoon to wonderful effect, using Orff instruments. This once again showed that 

composition is one of the best ways to encourage participation in music, as a shared human 

experience, and can be engaged in long before technical mastery (or even passable facility) of  

instrumental technique can be attained. 

Lastly, a word of thanks must go to the faithful sponsors of these festivals, principally the National 

Arts Council, The National Lottery Board, the SAMRO foundation, Business Arts South Africa and the 

Sylt foundation. Without their continued support these events would not be able to attain the 

critical mass they need to be truly impactful. 

- By: Lance J. Phillip, Douglas W. Scott and Dr Matildie Thom Wium 
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Project 1: New Music Indaba 

Art music in South Africa, and the world, has been suffering from a crisis of confidence for the best 

part of the previous century. It is hard to imagine now that our staples of the concert hall were all 

written at a time when new music was the norm, rather the poor cousin of classical music it has 

seemingly become today. 

Yet all is not lost. Indeed, while though the general public remains blissfully unaware of giants of 

South African art music like Stefans Grové (and questions like "why aren't there any composers any 

more" are asked seriously by people who claim to know and love classical music), we have 

witnessed an extraordinary flourishing of local compositional talent in just the last ten years.  

The best remedy for obscurity is conversation, and this is exactly what the New Music Indaba 2015 

offered.  The event was held in Bloemfontein, from July 21st–26th, hosted by the University of the 

Free State Odeion School of Music. As a participant fortunate enough to able to participate in nearly 

all the events on offer, I witnessed the inevitable discussion of questions on the relevance of new 

music, the notion of a unified (or at least recognisable national) style of music, and of course that 

prickly perennial, the question of the relationship between composer and public. 

Key to this conversation was a series of workshops and lectures, divided into practical and 

philosophical ones, as part of NMSA’s annual Growing Composers Workshops series. The more 

practical ones started with a series designed to whet the appetite for composition among those who 

may not otherwise have entertained the notion, presented by Douglas Scott. A "jam session" with 

S'fisokuhle Jiba Xulu opened participants' minds to the fact that many of the most important 

composers in history (Bach, Mozart, Chopin, Liszt) have been keen improvisers.  Lukas Ligeti and 

Mpho Molikeng gave a demonstration that ranged from accounts of the astonishing breadth of 

techniques in broader African musical tradition right down to stories of an old man in a village in 

Northern Lesotho with irreplaceable folk knowledge. Ji Hye Jung, meanwhile gave a lively and 

beautiful account of the challenges of being a specialist on the Marimba. 

On a more philosophical note, discussions really got underway with a lively roundtable debate of 

composers and classical musicians, asking, and trying to answer the questions: "What are we 

doing?" and, "Where are we going?" One of the other key questions here was what it means to be a 

South African composer, the answer to which remains as elusive as ever in the absence of a unified 

South African "school of composition". Meanwhile, Robert Fokkens presented a lecture that 

highlighted the question of the role of criticism and the pronouncements of the composer, which was 

contrasted by a discussion in a lecture by Malcolm Dedman focussing around the role and 

responsibility of the audience in this process. Is it the critics' role to bring the audience to the 

composition, or does the composer have a duty to make his/her works "accessible"? What 
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obligation does the listening public have towards self-education, and where does academia's 

responsibility in this regard begin and end? 

Of course, the main feature of the festival was the performances.  These highlighted the great 

diversity of musical styles and of composers engaged in the creation of contemporary “classical” or 

concert music.  The festival made clear, in a manner that has probably never been achieved before, 

exactly what is meant by “South African new music”.  While we certainly do not have a national 

style, this is by no means necessarily negative: composers of all ages, genders and backgrounds 

are engaging in composition by drawing on a broad and diverse array of influences both national 

and international: indigenous versus exotic, popular versus “serious”, electronic versus acoustic, 

tonal versus atonal, scored versus improvised, traditional versus avant-garde. 

Importantly, classical performers are starting to take new works seriously again, in a way that they 

have not in what feels like an incredibly long time. This was evidenced by the fact that, despite the 

variety of styles, the respect afforded to each composer’s work was high, ensuring in turn that the 

standard of performance was to the great advantage of composers and audience alike. Of course, 

having some of the country's (and indeed the world's) premiere musicians in attendance could only 

help in this regard. 

Given this, it would be churlish indeed to single out any single performer or ensemble at the 

expense of the others. The relatively intimate atmosphere of many of the concerts seemed well-

suited to the chamber music, and contrasted well with the formality of Saturday evening’s gala 

concert.  The concert was capped off by two works newly commissioned by NMSA, each following 

greatly varying approaches: A darkly brooding "Concerto for Double Bass" by Pierre-Henri Wicomb, 

and the lively and exuberant Friday Nights at 6 by Diale Mabitsela. 

The festival served to highlight NMSA’s artistic commitments to South African composers.  It was 

organized in such a way that pieces by as wide a selection of South African composers as possible 

were performed at the festival.  Approximately 28 individual South African composers, 

predominantly young and still active, were performed at the festival, together with a number of 

works by international figures.  The works were played principally by members of the South African 

New Music Ensemble (see Project 3: below). 
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Xavier Cloete rehearsing the Odeion School of Music Camerata 

  

Lance Phillip rehearsing the Odeion Vocal Consort 

 
 

Growing Composers Workshop series : A quick and easy introduction to composition 
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Growing Composers: Douglas Scott discusses composition theory 

  

Growing Composers: Jam with S'fisokuhle Jiba Xulu 

 

Growing Composers: Ji Hye Jung presents a percussion workshop 
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Growing Composers: Diale Mabitsela with Robert Fokkens 

  

Growing Composers: Lukas Ligeti and Mpho Molikeng discuss their collaboration 
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Project 2: Unyazi Electronic Music Festival 

This festival took place in 2014.  We reported on the festival in the 2014 October to December 

Quarterly Report.  Spending for this festival is documented in the 2014-2015 Audited Financial 

Statements submitted with the April to June 2015 Quarterly Report. 

Project 3: NewMusicSA Resident Ensemble 

The South African New Music Ensemble (SANME) was resident at the New Music Indaba.  

Individual members of the ensemble were involved in the concerts for the duration of the festival, 

taking part in smaller ensembles for various instrumental combinations, prior to the gala concert in 

which the ensemble played together as a whole.  SANME has proved to be a highly successful 

project, bringing together a core group of musicians interested in the performance of new music, 

and constituting one of the only dedicated new music ensembles in the country. 

The Indaba strove towards inclusivity.  Motivated by this goal, a student ensemble was also invited 

to participate in the gala concert, namely the Odeion School of Music Camerata, conducted by 

Xavier Cloete.  These highly competent student players form the basis of a burgeoning interest in 

new music performance in South Africa, representing the next generation of new music 

practitioners. 

 

  

Before the Gala Concert 
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Robert Fokkens conducting the South African New Music Ensemble 

 

Xavier Cloete conducting the Odeion School of Music Camerata 
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Project 4: Composition Workshops for School Learners 

 A workshop for young children was led by the highly-awarded German composer Charlotte Seither, 

who worked with a group of learners from various schools in Bloemfontein, using Orff instruments to 

provide the children with an opportunity to actively engage in practical music-making and creation. 

The principle behind the workshops was that composition is one of the best ways to encourage 

participation in music, as a shared human experience, and can be engaged in long before technical 

mastery (or even passable facility) of instrumental technique can be attained.  Following the 

workshop, the children presented a short concert at the Indaba, demonstrating what they had 

learned regarding instrumental technique and its compositional potential. 

 

  

Charlotte Seither conducting the workshop for learners  

Project 5: International Liaisons 

ISCM World Music Days and General Assembly 

NMSA remains the only full section of the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM) on 

the African continent.  As such, we have a considerable responsibility to represent not just South 

Africa but the entire continent, the important contributions of which are frequently overlooked by the 

international community.  We are able to continue our membership through the support received 

from the NLC.  This year, former NMSA Chair Chris Jeffery attended the ISCM World Music Days 

and General Assembly in Ljubljana, Slovenia as the South African delegate.  He made a 

presentation to the General Assembly on the activities of NMSA, especially regarding the 2015 

Indaba.  This was very positively received by the Assembly, with many members expressing great 

interest in new music activities in South Africa. 
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South African composer Michael Blake’s composition Tombeau de Mosoeu Moerane for clarinet 

and four-channel tape was performed at the World Music Days Festival as the official South African 

submission, which was shortlisted by NMSA’s local jury and then chosen from six pieces by the 

Slovenian jury.  The excellent performance, which was the piece’s premier, was attended by the 

composer and the South African delegate. 

 

Delegates at the 2015 ISCM General Assembly in Ljubljana, Slovenia 

Visby International Composers Centre Exchange 

This year NMSA sent two composers to the Visby International Composers Centre (VICC) in 

Sweden for a four-week period.  The purpose of the VICC is to provide a space for composers to 

create in a focussed environment with access to a fully-equipped and contemporary music studio.  

After a call for project proposals, the composers selected by the jury were Samora Ntsebeza and 

Pierre-Henri Wicomb.  Ntsebeza’s residency is now complete, while Wicomb is currently engaged in 

his.  The composers are expected to produce work that will benefit the South African new music 

community. 

Project 6: Information Exchange 

The latest edition of the NewMusicSA Bulletin was distributed in June 2015.  Its central focus was a 

tribute to recently deceased South African composer Stefans Grové, written by Prof. Stephanus 
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Muller.  The printing and distribution costs, as well as the Editor’s stipend, were covered by NLC 

funding. 

Project 7: Marketing and Audience Generation Programme 

The public were informed about the New Music Indaba predominantly through a poster campaign 

around the suburbs of Bloemfontein.  We also worked with news content providers to publicize the 

event in hard copy and online media. 

We also invite you to visit our website,1 which provides further information regarding our activities, 

including the New Music Indaba.  NLC funding was allocated towards updating of the website in 

preparation for the Indaba. 

 

Posters 

                                                 

1
 See http://www.newmusicsa.org.za 

http://www.newmusicsa.org.za/
http://www.newmusicsa.org.za/
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Sample composer publicity 
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Concert poster 
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Online coverage: netwerk24.com2 

                                                 

2
 See http://www.netwerk24.com/vermaak/musiek/2015-07-22-fokus-op-eietydse-musiek. 

http://www.netwerk24.com/vermaak/musiek/2015-07-22-fokus-op-eietydse-musiek
http://www.netwerk24.com/vermaak/musiek/2015-07-22-fokus-op-eietydse-musiek
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Online and traditional coverage: The New Age3 

                                                 

3
 See: 

http://www.pressreader.com/south-africa/the-new-age-free-state/20150715/281565174440675/TextView. 

http://www.pressreader.com/south-africa/the-new-age-free-state/20150715/281565174440675/TextView
http://www.pressreader.com/south-africa/the-new-age-free-state/20150715/281565174440675/TextView
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Traditional press coverage 
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Gala Concert review on classicsa.co.za4 

  

                                                 

4
 See: 

http://www.classicsa.co.za/site/features/view/2015_new_music_indaba_gala_concert_review_by_clare_loved
ay/. 

http://www.classicsa.co.za/site/features/view/2015_new_music_indaba_gala_concert_review_by_clare_loveday/
http://www.classicsa.co.za/site/features/view/2015_new_music_indaba_gala_concert_review_by_clare_loveday/
http://www.classicsa.co.za/site/features/view/2015_new_music_indaba_gala_concert_review_by_clare_loveday/
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Conclusion 

We extend our warm thanks to the National Lotteries Commission for providing the funding that 

made the above projects possible.  Without the NLC’s continued support, we would not be able to 

provide the service to the South African new music community that we are currently offering.  We 

look forward to working further with the NLC in relation to our projects scheduled for 2016, which we 

will support using the second tranche of funding.  Principal among these is the Unyazi Electronic 

Music Festival, which we intend to hold in Cape Town.  To date, our activities in the southern parts 

of the country have been limited by the northerly geographical location of our board members, so 

we are very pleased to have this opportunity to extend our sphere of influence and the services we 

offer to composers in the Western Cape. 

Compiled by Chris Jeffery 

NewMusicSA Chair: 2013-July 2015, now Board Member 

073 3258 542 

(012) 429 6318 

chrisomatix@gmail.com 

mailto:chrisomatix@gmail.com
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