
 

Nocturnal Notes from a quiet Mountain  

For the symphony concert of 30 November by the CPO the programme includes two 
stalwarts of the 19th century art music canon, and an interesting new composition by a 
young local composer from Stellenbosch. Kristie Boonzaaier is a composition student at the 
Stellenbosch University, and has already gained considerable experience in the field. His 
orchestral work ’n Aand op Simonsberg (An Evening on Simonsberg) was originally written in 
2015 as a musical reaction to an overnight hike on the Simonsberg. This mountain is a 
famous landmark named after Simon van der Stel, and situated more or less in the middle of 
a triangle formed by the towns of Stellenbosch, Paarl and Franschhoek.   

As a student of older composition traditions and recent developments alike, the young 
composer endeavoured to produce a work broadly belonging to the genre of “night music”as 
a phenomenon of nature (like Bartók did), rather than one from the “romantic” world of 
Schubert and Schumann. Although scored for a reasonably large orchestra (including harp 
and piano), suggestions of the nocturnal world and its sounds are generally brought about by 
isolated instrumental effects, in the manner of chamber music. The evocation of typical 
nocturnal sounds, their appearance, repetition and replacement by others are the prime 

material. To this end the composer 
isolated two motives: a sliding 
string figure and a more 
conventional motivic idea, as 
shown in the two examples. 

Boonzaaier’s Evening music consists of two brief sections, framed by an introduction and a 
Coda. It is an exhilarating and welcome addition by a promising young composer to our local 
contemporary music 
scene.                                                                                                                  

 
Of Beethoven’s five piano concertos the Third Concerto in C minor, op. 37 forms the apex 
of the composer’s earlier career. Although conceived in the same period as the first two 
concertos (the late 1790s), it takes a similar position among the concertos to that of the 
Eroica symphony among the symphonies. The choice of the minor key is unique, and would 
acquire special significance in his oeuvre, with works such as the Pathetique sonata and the 
later fifth symphony. Furthermore, this key for the third concerto is probably the composer’s 
answer to Mozart’s two famous works in C minor and D minor.   
 
The composer presented the work with himself as soloist at its first performance in 1803. 
According to legend Beethoven requested his friend Ignaz von Seyfried, to do the paging of 
the piano part – a daunting task, according to Seyfried since the pages were virtually empty – 
except for “hierogryphic” scribbles that only the composer understood, which means that 
Beethoven was actually improvising. The later finalised piano part is still testimony to a hasty, 
though no doubt inspired birth of the work.  
 
As a composition in which the young Beethoven found his personal style the work is also an 
interesting example of his unique grasp of classical concerto traditions, more precisely the 



developmental possibilities of substructures of the theme. The main theme of the first 
movement is a simple structure, and consists of three very clear motives: the C minor triad 
(c-eflat-g) followed by the downward scale, and the punctuated cadence (see brackets in 
example). These ideas form the bulk of all developments in the movement. A wonderfully 
inventive use of the last motive occurs near the end of the movement, with cascading piano 
arpeggios against this idea in the tympani. The piano entry with the theme is introduced by 
two ascending scale passages. The second theme is of a more lyrical character.   
 
The very slow Adagio starts with the unaccompanied piano – an idea that Beethoven would 
extend to the first movement of the fourth piano concerto. It is one of those noble slow 
movements mostly reserved for piano sonatas. The final movement is the traditional rondo, 
i.e. a fourfold recurring theme, interspersed with contrasting “couplets”.  
 
After the success of his first symphony in 1876 – which was well-received as a worthy 
successor to those of Beethoven – Brahms’ new confidence resulted in three further 
symphonies within eight years. The Third Symphony in F major, Op. 90 (1883) is the 
shortest of his four symphonies: a total of about 800 bars against the first symphony’s 1200 
bars. It can be seen as representative of the composer’s mature style, as illustrated by his 
characteristic alternation between major and minor modes, delicate detail in voice-leading 
and orchestral colours, and rhythmic displacements, and naturally, his usual penchant for 
subtle nostalgic expression, something that is conspicuously present in this symphony.  
 
In an attempt to cast Brahms’ four symphonies as one large symphony the third symphony’s 
brevity and overall lyrical tone has led to a characterisation as one outsized Scherzo. In 
similar vein, its qualities have been referred to as “overt heroism” and “dense formal logic”. At 
the first performance by Brahms’ friend Hans Richter, the conductor even suggested a 
nickname for the work: Brahms’ own “Eroica”. Maybe the Beethoven-epithet goes a bit too 
far here – as was the case with the nickname  “Beethoven’s Tenth” for the first symphony. In 
fact, this symphony boasts no clashing dissonants, no raging climaxes, and no “victory” can 
be seen anywhere. As far as general expressive qualities are concerned only the opening 
Allegro con brio is relatively fast; the others move between a modest Allegro (finale), an 
Andante (second movement) and a Poco Allegretto for the scherzo. What’s more, all four 
movements ends in peaceful pianissimo moods. The heroism here – if present – is a friendly 
one. Structurally the composer adheres to fairly strict principles – all movements approach 
almost perfect structural symmetry.  
 
Dramatic and concise nevertheless are the three massive opening chords for brass and 
woodwinds, of which the third coincides with the beginning of the main theme. The topnotes 
“spelling” the letters F-Aflat-F allegedly express the composer’s life motto of frei aber froh, 
which can be literally translated as free but happy. (But taken the composer’s choice to 
remain a bachelor, it could be translated as single but happy, and an answer to his 
unmarried violinist friend Joachim’s F-A-E motto = frei aber einsam, which translates into: 
single but lonely. This seems to rhyme with the composer’s other motto, rather marry than 
write an opera.)  

The 11-bar arpeggiated 
theme itself (see beginning 
in example) stretches in its 
entirety over almost three 



octaves, and contains the most important motivic material for most of the work. Its second 
theme is linked closely to the second movement’s folksong-like rocking melody (Andante). 
The conspicuous absence of any traditional scherzo-like elements in the work is underlined 
by the intimate vocal style of the Poco Allegretto, itself again reminiscent of the Andante. The 
somewhat sombre setting of unisono strings at the beginning of the finale (in f minor) 
gradually gives way to a more passionate tone. The symphony’s prevailing mood soon 
returns, and like the other movements, the end of the finale too has a pensive and peaceful 
quality.  
 


