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He continued his academic career at Birmingham where he was appointed
Lecturer, later Senior Lecturer, and eventually Reader in Music, at the University.
Commissions continued to come his way, and amongst the works he composed at
Birmingham were Symphony No 2, the opera Under Western Eyes and the oratorio
The Raising of Lazarus. In the early 1980s he began to feel that the increasing
demands of his two professions were becoming too onerous for him and he took
early retirement from the University in 1986 in order to devote his time exclusively
to composition. In 1991 he was awarded an honorary doctorate in music by
Durham University and is currently a Senior Research Fellow at the University of
Birmingham. Since his retirement he has completed, as well as numerous smaller
works, two large-scale projects: his third three-act opera Jane Eyre, and the fulllength oratorio Wings of Faith, which received its first performance in March 2007
as part of the composer’s eightieth birthday celebrations.
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JOHN JOUBERT (born 20 March 1927)
John Joubert was born in Cape Town. His father was a descendant of Protestant
refugees from France who had settled in the Cape – then a Dutch colony – in the
seventeenth century. His mother’s forebears were Dutch. Despite this parentage he
had the most English of upbringings, the Cape having been ceded to England after
the fall of Napoleon. He received his earliest instruction in music at the hands of
his mother who was an accomplished pianist, having studied for a time in London
with Harriet Cohen.
His schooling took place at an Anglican foundation run on the lines of an
English public school. The music master there had been an assistant to Ivor Atkins
at Worcester Cathedral. Whilst at school Joubert started composing and was very
fortunate to have been able to study composition with WH Bell, a distinguished
English composer who had been the Principal of the South African College of
Music and a pupil of Frederick Corder, the teacher of Bax, Bantock and
Holbrooke. He was also fortunate to be given the opportunity to have his earliest
works performed, not only at school but also by the Cape Town Municipal
Orchestra.
In 1946 he was awarded a scholarship by the Performing Right Society to the
Royal Academy of Music. Here his principal teachers in composition were
Theodore Holland and Howard Ferguson, but he also spent a stimulating term
with Alan Bush. Whilst still at the Academy he composed his String Quartet No 1
and the Divertimento for Piano Duet, which became his Op 1 and Op 2
respectively. He was awarded both the Frederick Corder and Royal Philharmonic
Society prizes for composition.
Having graduated in 1950 with an external BMus degree from Durham
University he was appointed later the same year to a lectureship at Hull University,
and his music soon began to be widely performed, published and broadcast.
Among the more ambitious works of this period were Symphony No 1, the Piano
Concerto and the three-act opera Silas Marner. Some of his smaller choral works,
notably the carol Torches, became popular and have remained in the repertoire
ever since.

y First Symphony was commissioned in 1955 by the Hull Philharmonic
Society and first performed in the City Hall, Hull, by the Hull
Philharmonic Orchestra in the April of the following year. The conductor on that
occasion was Vilem Tausky, but, since the orchestra consisted largely of local
amateurs, the business of conducting the weekly rehearsals was the responsibility
of the late Robert Marchant, then Head of Music at the University of Hull. Being
at the time Lecturer in Music at the same university, I did in fact take some of the
preliminary rehearsals myself, thus not only gaining invaluable experience, but
also helping to ensure that the orchestra knew the work inside out when the time
came to hand over the direction to the visiting maestro.
Though very much a youthful work - it was composed while I was still in my
twenties - I would nevertheless claim that it represents my coming-of-age as a
composer. Conceived as a traditionally four-movement structure and scored for a
classical symphony orchestra (with the addition of a small part for piano), it is a
substantial undertaking which makes few concessions to the largely non –
professional status of the orchestra for which it was composed. The musical
language and the forms which it articulates are fundamentally tonal in nature and
bears all the hallmarks both of the tradition I felt I was heir to and my then current
enthusiasms (the work of Shostakovich – later to become a major influence – was
largely unknown to me at this time: indeed many of his great later-period works
had yet to be written).
The first movement begins by announcing both the dotted rhythm and the
four-note motivic cell - two ascending major thirds separated by a semi-tone which between them constitute the movement’s main material. Later the
woodwind engage in a canonic dialogue featuring both the dotted rhythm and the
semi-tone (here disguised as a major seventh) derived from the basic motif. This
leads to a more sustained melody on strings which further develops the rising
semi-tone idea and leads in turn to a more lightly-scored passage in which the
major thirds – now heard harmonically - are combined with delicate triplet
figuration, first on strings and then on woodwind. A broader cantabile melody on
violas and ‘cellos now follows, and its extension - a descending crotchet scale -
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leads into a developmental phase in which all the material so far heard is thrown
into a thematic melting-pot. When the cantabile melody returns - this time on
upper strings - its descending scale extension leads through a series of further
developments to the movement’s climax – a massive vertical accumulation of
semi-tones and major thirds which at the same time signals the beginning of the
recapitulation.
The second movement is more tragic in tone and begins with a succession of
impassioned outbursts on full orchestra alternating with quieter, more elegiac
passages for unison strings. It is perhaps worth noting that the major third/semitone matrix underlying so much of the first movement’s material is here
transformed into a minor third/semi-tone cell which acquires a thematic identity
of its own as the movement progresses. Later the impassioned opening music
breaks out again to be subjected to further extension and development bringing
the movement to a powerful climax. After an eloquent silence the quieter elegiac
music returns, as if seeking some sort of resolution to the conflicts preceding it, but
the sought for cadence is forestalled by the repeated-note string figure and upward
woodwind skirl which together herald the arrival of the Scherzo.
Though contrasted in tempo the Scherzo provides little relief from the
rigours of the first two movements. Even the intervallic relationships are related –
thirds and semi-tones again play a part - and the rhythmic energy is hectic rather
than relaxed. A quiet, chorale-like theme on trombones interspersed with
woodwind flourishes and a canonically shadowing tuba provides an oasis of
relative calm in the centre of the movement, but the headlong momentum of the
Scherzo is soon restored and remains unbroken to the end, its cadential conclusion
being provided by a fortissimo reference to the trombone theme from the middle
section.
The Finale of a four-movement Symphony always confronts its composer
with a challenge if he is to avoid covering ground already traversed in the
preceding three. Originally my Finale had only a few bars of slow introduction, but
after the première when preparing the score for publication I decided to extend
this section into what ultimately became almost a movement in its own right.

Nevertheless its function is still introductory, building up tension to be dispersed
by the ensuing Allegro and foreshadowing in notes of longer value the
characteristic contours of its principal theme. The high-spirited quality of this
Allegro certainly creates a mood not so far encountered in the Symphony, a
disparity which caused some unease in the critic from The Times who covered its
first performance. Perhaps it was its second subject, in which Holst’s Perfect Fool
seems to be aspiring to the status of Beethovenian Hero which gave rise to his
bewilderment.. Whatever the reason, and whichever identity eventually prevails,
the energy generated provides the Symphony with both its most extrovert music
and its decisively upbeat conclusion.
JOHN JOUBERT
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