¢ Street in Nairobi, back in
©:821990. Negotiating the broken
pavements, street vendors and
handcarts, I found myself
immersed in a rhythmic cacopho-
ny of thudding dium machine
beats and punching piano chords

In those days, the matatus (or
minibus taxis} pumped out distort-
ed house music from blown-out
speaker systemns, in the belief that it
would enable them to attract more
passengers. They also had a reputa-
tion for being overloaded and reck-
lessly driven.

But all of that changed on 1st
February 2004, around the same
time as [ began work on this piece
A tough traffic regulation intro-
duced by the new coalition govern-
ment came into force All mafafus
had to be fitted with speed govei-
nors, their crews licensed and uni-
formed, and their sound systems

®§§$t all began on Tom Mboya

ey TR ” xﬁm 3

removed. And, as if to reinforce the
feeling of discipline, every mafatu is
now encircled by a regulation 13-
inch yellow stripe

So, for those people who prefer
music to be [inked to imagery —
Yellow Stripe is a colourful eight-
minute piece about chaotic city
traffic in Africa. It should feel
approachable to a vaiziety of audi-
ences, as it rarely ventures into
extremes of atonality, rhythmic
irregularity or extended instrumen-
tal technique.

Tom Mboya Street hasn't actually
changed much, but the visitor who
spends more than just a few hours
in Nairobi will gradually begin to
perceive the undeilying sense of
order and system that exists despite
the apparent chacs. In a similas
way, there are several other dimen-
sions to Yellow Stripe.

For the players in the band, it
offers an extension to the normal

kind of challenge they might
encounter. The musical material is
very frequently passed from one
instrument to another — often with-
in the space of less than a bar
|Example 1] It's always tempting to
measure a musician's virtuosity by
their level of skill in fingering tech-
nique - “how fast can you play that
complicated sequence of notes?”
But this piece sets the challenge in
other areas of musicianship - in
fact there are hardly any complicat-
ed fingering sequences to wony
about!

Instead, the real challenge is that
each and every player must develop
very high sensitivity to what others
are playing, and use this to co-ordi-
nate precision in timing, articula-
tion, dynamic, phrasing and tone
This, while of course true for any
piece of music, is taken to a greater
extreme in - Yellow Stripe than in
many works for the genre The
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players will experience a degree of cile these seemingly

interdependency that they may
not have encountered before

What [ aim for with Yellow Stripe
is that the players will eventually
reach a level of perception that
transcends recognition of their
own contzibution to the whole In
a really magical performance, all
the players will be so familiar and
confident with what they are play-
ing that they will have no difficul-
ty in ‘aurally floating’ above the
band and experiencing for them-
selves the subtle changes of colour
brought about by the intricate
orchestration of every phrase
Normally it is only the conductor
and the audience who have this
privilege! The result should be an
electrifying sense of energy flow
amongst the players.

But why stretch the performers
in this way?

The answer lies in the composi-
tional parameters that I set myself a
decade ago after taking part in a
composers’ conference in South
Africa. I had taught music in Kenya
for several years, and the impact of
the African cultwral and physical
environment was so powerful that
I felt 1 couldn’t ignore it — but all
my musical training had been in
western composition and perform-
ance techniques. | was curious to
know how 1 could hope to recon-

opposing forces

The hot debate in
South Africa at the time
was how to reconcile
Furopean and African
influenices to create a
new musical aesthetic
for a newborn nation -
an aesthetic which
would fairly encompass
all sides of the cultural
divide that had existed
during the previous
political era Comp-
osition techniques came
under close scrutiny,
particulatly the practice
of directly guoting
thythmic pattems or
melodies from African
sources, 01 incorporat-
ing African traditional
instruments (and even
African musicians) for
‘ethnic effect’ in music
intended for the concert
hall Was this actually
‘westernising  African
music’ but making Little
or no contribution to
African culture? Was it
also misrepresenting a
rich diversity of styles
under one <¢onvenient
African music label?
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Williams, Barték and Dvo¥ik freely
quoted melodies from within their
own folk cultures, but the post-
modern era has produced an abun-
dance of composers who enthusias-
tically borzow from outside their
own cultural backgrounds - with
different degrees of subtlety and
success

I sat up and listened attentively
when South African composer
Kevin Volans spoke of his attempts
to tumn things around and to
‘Africanise’ western music.

A possible way forward, Volans
suggested, was for western com-
posers to honour the concepts that
unite traditional music in Africa,
tather than simplistically extract-
ing rhythm and pitch content and
quoting it out of context (a trap we
all tend to fall into because rhythm
and pitch are the two principal
parameters of owr notation sys-
tem), '

Volans provided a helpful if gen-
eralised insight into the broader
differences between African and
European artistic concepts of music
in his essay ‘Of White Africans and
White Elephants’ (1986). These
‘African concepts’ include an
extreme degree of interdependency
between performers, equality of
contribution to the whole, a per-
sonalised approach to building and
playing instruments which results
in a rich and unpredictable timbeal
palette, and an aural tradition that
perceives cyclic forms and continu-
ous time in a very different way to
western thinking

By contrast, in western music, we
often favour hierarchies such as
melody and accompaniment, we
have concerto format, in which an
individual is admired for domina-
tion over everybody else, we strive

18 Wiinds Summer 2005

to produce a ‘perfect’ sound on
instruments made in factories, we
make extensive use of notation,
and we place great importance on
the relationships between the
chronological sequence of events
in each piece (we always feel that
the music has to be going some-
where)

Yellow Stripe is my latest attempt
to reconcile African concepts with
European composition techniques.

I've experimented in this way
before; high-energy cyclic forms in
my Sextel for Piano and Wind
Instrinments  (1994), interlocking
patterns in the clarinet quartet
Three Beginmings  (1996), and
Ugandan playing positions for the
marimba quartet Switchback (2000).

But the commission of Yellow
Stripe offered the diverse timbral
possibilities of the wind orchestra
for the first time The piece
explores many tone-colour combi-
nations, including some which
make use of the rarer instruments
such as marimba, alto and bass
clarinet, string bass, bowed vibia-
phone, pedal timps and baritone
sax. There are very few places
where the band plays futfi; more
often it is treated as a constantly
mutating chamber ensemble, with
different groupings emerging from
the texture, disappearing, and then
re-forming elsewhere In keeping
with the spirit of equality, all the
Instruments contribute significant-
Iy to the piece, but there is also
room for individual players to
apply subtle dynamic phrasing to
individual lines or parts of lines
that they play

Despite the aforementioned pit-
falls of the western notation Sys-
tem, it has been essential in devel-
oping an extended structure for the
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piece out of material that is largely
cyclic All the thematic material
originates in one four-bar passage
wherte the “punching chords” bor-
rowed fiom house music are
stacked on top of one another to
produce 2 layered rhythmic coun-
terpoint [Example 2]. The rising
and falling motifs that appear else-
where in the piece were created by
extracting threads of notes from
the different layers in these four
bars, then altering their octaves
[Example 3]. Sometimes the motifs
are inverted and displaced laterally
[Example 4]. The interplay between
these motifs is then set against dif-
ferent textural backgrounds to cre-
ate the contrasts and patterns of
tension and release that are consid-
ered so fundamental in western
music
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