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Allan Stephenson (1949 — 2021)

The composer Allan Stephenson died in South Africa, his adopted homeland, on 2
August 2021. Born in Wallasey near Liverpool on 15 December 1949, and a
graduate of the Royal Manchester College of Music, Allan Stephenson went to South
Africa in 1973 to take up the position of sub-principal cello with the Cape Town
Symphony Orchestra. He spent his entire professional life in South Africa, and his
death at the age of 71 came as a shock and a devastating blow to his family, friends,
and colleagues. Although he will be remembered primarily as a composer, he was
also an accomplished conductor, cellist, pianist, and pedagogue. Allan was utterly
devoted to music and was an inspiration to everyone who knew him.

| first met Allan in 1978, when | auditioned at the South African College of Music
(SACM) of the University of Cape Town (UCT). At a time when the SACM was not
immune from the racism rife throughout South Africa, Allan was a rare, principled
individual, selflessly devoting himself to the best interests of his students solely on
the basis of their talent and dedication to music.

He conducted the UCT Symphony Orchestra of which | was principal double bass,
and it was his skilful contribution to my development as an orchestral musician that
enabled me to perform as an extra player with the Cape Town Symphony Orchestra
whilst | was still a student in Cape Town and subsequently to pursue a career
internationally as principal double bass of The Academy of St Martin in the
Fields. He programmed many orchestral solos for me to perform, and also
conducted my first performance of Dittersdorf’s Second Concerto for Double Bass.

| left Cape Town for the UK in January 1982, with a gift from Allan: the
handwritten score of his Burlesque for Double Bass and Small Orchestra (1974),
written for my first double bass teacher, Zoltan Kovats; and a tape cassette
recording of his Piano Concerto, with Allan himself conducting the Cape Town
Symphony Orchestra and Stewart Young as soloist.
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Allan Stephenson, Burlesque for Double Bass and Small Orchestra (1974)

(Autograph manuscript reproduced with the permission of Christine Stephenson)
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Allan’s only piano concerto is grand in concept, richly romantic and, though
reminiscent of Rachmaninov and Tchaikovsky, typical of Allan’s direct and
distinctive musical style. Allan was never seduced by the atonality that defined his
age: his music retains the essential ingredients of formal structure, melody, and
harmony, and is immediately engaging, uplifting to listen to, and a joy to perform.
His output exceeds 100 compositions, including symphonic music, ballet, opera,
concertinos, solo concertos, double concertos, and concertinos for novel
combinations of instruments (including those for two violas, two bassoons, and
oboe and viola), chamber music, toccatas for castanets, and marimba, and music
for wind and brass band.

| found Allan’s piano concerto mesmerising and listened to it innumerable
times. But | also presumptuously wrote to ask if he would consider amending one
or two passages in the cadenza of his Burlesque that | considered impractical.
Silence ensued.

In the meantime, | programmed his String Trio (1985) for performances with the
Music Group of Manchester, and also participated in a performance of his Concerto
Grosso for Two Violins and String Orchestra (1990) with the London Mozart Players.
In 1990 Allan wrote back to apologise for the delay in responding to my request,
and enclosed two meticulously handwritten copies of a revised score, plus a set of
orchestral parts. | secured the world premiére performance with the Bridgewater
Band in Berkhamsted and conductor Adrian Davis. Our performance of Allan’s
Burlesque was so rapturously received, that Adrian and | agreed to perform it a
second time, there and then, and to the same tumultuous applause.

Allan was pleased to hear such good news, and that allowed me to cajole him
into composing a double bass concerto for me. The title page of the Concerto for
Double Bass and Small Orchestra (2005) is inscribed thus: ‘For the other
HIERONYMUS.... Hope this is what you wanted Leon’.
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For the other HIERONYMUS....Hope this is what you wanted Leon.
Concerto for Double Bass
and Small Orchestra (2005)
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Allan Stephenson, Concerto for Double Bass and Small Orchestra (2005)

(Excerpt reproduced with the permission of Christine Stephenson)

The Concerto for Double Bass is a virtuosic and richly expressive composition that
judiciously exploits the capabilities of the double bass as a solo instrument. The
second movement, ‘Sicilienne’, remains one of the most poignant pieces of music
| have had the pleasure of performing, and | am delighted to have been able to
record this concerto with Allan on the podium, conducting the Cape Philharmonic
Orchestra.

Before Allan completed his Concerto for Double Bass however, he also
composed the Sonatina for Cello and Double Bass (2004) for me and the South
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African cellist Peter Martens. Peter and | embarked on our musical relationship as
the cello and double bass duo ‘Bass-ically Brilliant’ in 2002, and Allan’s Sonatina
has proved to be a wonderful addition to our repertoire.

The Southern African Music Rights Organisation (SAMRO) also commissioned
Allan to compose Some Thoughts on African Beer, a short but lively work for
unaccompanied double bass. There is no record of it being performed in South
Africa, but | gave the UK premiére in the 2020 African Concert Series in London,
and in February 2022 | will perform it at Wigmore Hall.

It is a privilege to have recorded Allan’s complete works for double bass, but |
regret that he was not able to complete the Concerto for Cello and Double Bass that
he intended to compose for me and Peter Martens. Peter is also - alongside Allan’s
widow, Christine, and Daniel Neal, CPO cellist and librarian - one of the three
dedicatees of Allan’s gargantuan and richly scored Cello Concerto (2004). Peter
gave the world premiére performance with Allan conducting, and subsequently
recorded it.

Unlike the concertos for cello and double bass that have already benefited from
multiple performances, and recording, the Viola Concerto has yet to receive its world
premiére performance and the Violin Concerto has until now received only one
public performance, with Suzanne Martens, guest concertmaster of the Cape
Philharmonic Orchestra, as soloist.

Allan’s concertante works all demonstrate such an uncanny level of skill and
understanding that it is almost as if he had himself spent years mastering each
instrument before writing a concerto or concertino for it. The jaunty Concertino for
Piccolo, written in 1979 for Lucien Grujon, then principal flautist of the Cape Town
Symphony Orchestra, is just one perfect example of such consummate mastery. It
remains enduringly popular throughout the global flute-playing community, and
there are more performances of this delightful work on YouTube than any of Allan’s
other compositions.

But it is his concertos for the instruments of the string family that | believe
occupy pride of place in his oeuvre. As a cellist himself, his detailed knowledge of
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the finer nuances of string playing enabled exceptionally idiomatic and gratifying
writing for the violin, viola, cello, and double bass.

Allan's deeply thoughtful nature is exemplified by seven skilfully-crafted
orchestral overtures that astutely encapsulate the essential characteristics of each
of the South African cities and towns whose names they bear: Cape Town, Durban,
Bloemfontein, Johannesburg, Port Elizabeth,® Stellenbosch, and Pretoria. There are
also two Symphonies composed during his mid-twenties — No. 1 (1973) and No. 2
(1975) — but Allan never returned to that musical form.

He did, however, arrange large-scale works for smaller forces, mainly for the
benefit of South African opera and ballet companies. In 2017 Peter Martens and |
were also honoured to give a performance of his exquisite arrangement of
Tchaikovsky’s ‘Rococo’ Variations for Cello with String Orchestra, in London.

Allan’s creative output has yet to be comprehensively and reliably catalogued,
and even though South African orchestras did regularly programme his
compositions, many substantial works still await their premiére performances, and
his music has also yet to achieve the international recognition it so richly deserves.

Leon Bosch

Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance

For twenty years principal double bass with the Academy of St Martin in the Fields, Leon
Bosch left the orchestra in 2014, devoting himself to his musical interests elsewhere:
performing and recording as a soloist, setting up his chamber ensemble | Musicanti and
teaching in the UK and internationally.

Encouraged by his former colleague at the ASMF, Sir Neville Marriner, and having directed
orchestras from the solo double bass many times, he also took up conducting and now
appears regularly on the podium and as soloist/director.

Born in Cape Town, although now a British citizen, he graduated from the University of
Cape Town before completing his double bass studies at the Royal Northern College of
Music. As soloist, Leon Bosch has so far recorded ten CDs, including the world premiere
recording of music by the Catalan virtuoso Josep Cervera whose work he rediscovered and
has been instrumental in reviving. He has commissioned dozens of works for the
instrument. © Toby Deller, 2016

1 This city is now known as Ggeberha. (ed.)
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