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1 Ayo Bankole (1935-1976)  
 Egun Variations in G major  7:36 

J.H. Kwabena Nketia (1921-2019)   
African Pianism – Twelve Pedagogical Pieces   
2 Play Time 1:19  
3 Dagarti Work Song 1:21  
4 Builsa Work Song  1:06  
5 Volta Fantasy 2:55 

Christian Onyeji (b.1967) Ufie (Igbo Dance)  
6 I.  Moderately fast 6:50  
7 II.  Slow 5:38  
8 III. Fast 2:03 

Fred Onovwerosuoke (b.1960)  
Five Kaleidoscopes for Piano*  
9 I. With vigor 2:28 
bl II. Adagio molto parlando 1:48  
bm III Larghetto espressivo 3:05  
bn IV. Lentissimo e languendo 4:42  
bo V.  Vivace con brio  3:08 

David Earl (b.1951)  
Scenes from a South African Childhood   
bp II. Princess Rainbow 4:34 

Nabil Benabdeljalil (b.1972)  
bq Nocturne IV* 5:09  
br Nocturne V* 5:01  
bs Nocturne VI* 8:05  
bt En attente du printempsa*  4:25 

Akin Euba (1935-2020)  
Three Yoruba Songs Without Words   
bu Ore Meta (Three Years)a 1:54  
cl Mo Ja’we Gbegbe  
 (I pluck the leaf of remembrance) 2:04  
cm L’ori Oke ati petele  
 (On the hill, on the plain) 2:16  

 Total Duration:  77:30 

           *First recordings  
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 The death of Queen Victoria in January 1901 in the arms of her grandson Kaiser 
Wilhelm II marked the zenith of the British Empire, the largest the world had 
ever seen. Half a century and more later, the imperial constraints of British 

rule and those of other European countries saw country after country across the 
African continent assert their freedom from foreign control, the newly independent 
democracies taking what they needed from inherited mores of government, law, 
education, societal standards and art, in the latter case frequently blended with 
indigenous, hitherto repressed factors.    

It is sometimes claimed that the adoption of European standards of structure 
and tonality by non-European composers in what is still termed ‘art music’ runs 
counter to their ancestral ethos, but such cross-culturalisation enables creators to 
engage with structures and indeed styles with which otherwise they would not 
readily have come into contact. Despite the present-day internationalism of music, 
creative artists cannot wholly rid themselves of their ethnicity: nor, one might 
feel, should they. It may be finely-drawn or almost submerged, but that almost 
indefinable strain is there, nonetheless, in the constantly-changing languages of 
speech and art. 

Yet the cloak of historical precedent remains a powerful force, one that often 
unwittingly hides the best art from the least-expected source; it is only since the 
dawn of the 21st century that what might still be termed ‘art music’ by composers 
from the African continent has begun to be heard in concert halls and on 
commercial recordings across the world with increasing frequency. On this disc, 
the Nigerian-Romanian pianist Rebeca Omordia plays music by African composers. 
Nor should we assume that all the composers in her recital are black: music by the 
white South African David Earl has as much validity as music by coloured Africans. 
It is not a racial issue, but one of artistic merit.

The recital opens with a work by Ayo Bankole (1935-1976) – a notable figure in 
modern African art music, albeit a tragic one following his murder (alongside that 
of his wife) at the age of 41. Bankole’s parents were musical: his father, Theophilus 
Abiodun Bankole, was organist and Choirmaster at St. Luke’s Anglican Church in 
Jos, Nigeria, where Ayo was born, and his mother taught music at the Queen’s 
High School in Osun State. Despite his early death, Bankole left a large body of 
music, particularly for piano, notably fusing European structural models with folk 
elements. The varied styles of Nigerian folk-music are related to the country’s 
ethnic groups, of which there are over 200, with each having its own language, 
culture and music. In the early 1970s, Bankole spent time training choirs in Ibadan 
and Lagos; his fluently impressive Egun Variations for piano, based on an Egun 
song, Tona Nowe, skilfully melds the inherent Nigerian musical language within a 
European G major tonal structure. 

•
The long-lived and greatly admired Ghanaian Joseph Hanson Kwabena Nketia 
(1921-2019) was one of the most significant musicians to compose and write 
on African musical aesthetics. Kwabena Nketia studied music and aesthetics in 
London and in the United States during 1944-55. The following notes on his music 
are by the composer himself: 

“African Pianism – Twelve Pedagogical Pieces refers to a style of piano 
music which derives its characteristic idiom from the procedures of African 
percussion music as exemplified in bell patterns, drumming, xylophone and 
mbira music. It may use simple or extended rhythmic motifs or the lyricism 
of traditional songs and even those of African popular music as the basis of 
its rhythmic phrases. It is open ended as far as the use of tonal materials is 
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concerned except that it may draw on the modal and cadential characteristics 
of traditional music. 

“Its harmonic idiom may be tonal, consonant or dissonant in whole or in part, 
depending on the mood of the composer, the mood of impressions he wishes 
to create or how he chooses to reinforce, heighten or soften the jaggedness 
of successive percussive attacks. In this respect, the African composer does 
not have to tie himself down to any particular school of writing if his primary 
aim is to explore the potential of African rhythmic and tonal usages.

“Although I have felt the need for this kind of material even in the 1950s, 
most of the Twelve Pedagogical Pieces in this volume were written when 
the School of Performing Arts at the University of Ghana was established 
in the 1960s in order to give the African piano student being nurtured on 
simplified and original versions of Western piano repertoire something with 
African rhythmic and tonal flavour that may enrich his experience, shape his 
orientation, sense of timing and coordination of rhythmic and tonal events. 

“As the titles of the pieces indicate, I have used a variety of traditional and 
popular sources as the basis of the compositions. Each source establishes a 
framework of rhythmic and tonal configuration from which a few idiomatic 
derivates are made and used in the inner and outer structures of the piece in 
such a way as to create a perpetual feeling of propulsive motion”. 

It was through the examples of such as Kwabena Nketia and Bankole that classical 
musicians of African birth were able to travel and study in the United States, more 
so in the wake of the achievements of the Civil Rights Movement in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s.

•

The Nigerian composer Christian Onyeji (b.1967) has written of his Ufie  
(Igbo Dance) for solo piano: 

“This is one of my drummistic piano works that seek to realize and transfer 
Nigerian drumming techniques to the piano. In this approach, the instrument 
is made to capture the essence of drum music of specific cultures, particularly 
that of membrane and wooden drums. 

“Ufie for piano draws from music from the Anambra part of Igbo land of Eastern 
Nigeria. This music is reserved for titled men who have achieved respectable 
status in society. It is also referred to as ‘title music’ (egwu echichi). The 
indigenous music is also called Ufie after the main instruments for the musical  
performance, the wooden slit Ufie drum among the Anambra people in Igbo 
land. The music has the big wooden slit drums as the master instruments with 
a wooden bell and shakers as the ensemble instruments. It is quite a prominent 
music type in the Anambra cultural context and attracts the community 
whenever it is performed. It is often performed for title celebrations or 
for other special achievements of important men. The percussive rhythm 
and improvisatory nature of the music allows for creative rendition by the 
performers. Quite often rhythmic themes emerge from the music.

“The work makes use of the opening theme of the Ufie music used for the 
composition. This is found as a unison pattern played by the two hands in the 
opening of the first movement. This theme is then deployed in various ways 
in the composition of the three-movement work. Being an ensemble of non-
definite pitched instruments, the tonal materials were drawn from a double 
pentatonic scale derived from tuned drums of a ukom ensemble. In essence, 
the tonal resource for the composition was drawn from a set of tuned drums 
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for music for the funeral rites of female members of high achievement in the 
Ngwa area of Igbo land – ukom”.

•
Senior today amongst those of later generations is Fred Onovwerosuoke, who 
was born in 1960 in Sekondi-Takoradi, Ghana, to Nigerian parents from the Igbo 
tribe. He grew up in Ghana and Nigeria before leaving for the United States on 
an American scholarship to study theory and composition at Principia College, 
Elsah, Illinois. He is now an American citizen. His career has ranged into areas 
other than composition, although he is far better-known as a successful composer, 
the recipient of a number of significant national and regional American awards. 
His music exhibits characteristics from Africa itself and also from Cuba and the 
Caribbean as well as the southern states of the USA. Onovwerosuoke is best known 
internationally from the use of his chant Bolingo in the 2006 Robert de Niro feature 
film The Good Shepherd.  

The following brief notes on his Five Kaleidoscopes for Piano (2013), a work 
commissioned by Rebeca Omordia, who gives the world premiere recording here 
– are by the composer: 

“No.1 captures a beehive before the bees move camps: a sonic metaphor 
for humanity as restless pursuits; No.2 is a tone poem – of sorts. No.3 is a 
romance of the pure joy of being back in a lover’s arms – Africa: beholding 
the landscapes, beauty and repose. No.4 mirrors a dark Nubian folktale of 
forbidden love and a coquettish but poetic dance of defiance. No.5 opens 
with a thunder clap in a storm, and there is therefore commotion, and a 
frantic hunt for shelter: it is relentless throughout!”

• 

David Earl was born in Stellenbosch, Western Cape province, in 1951, and made 
his professional debut as a pianist at the age of 16. A year later, he performed 
Mendelssohn’s First Piano Concerto with the Cape Town Symphony Orchestra 
before moving to London for further studies at the Trinity College of Music under 
Jacob Kaletsky and Richard Arnell. He has composed a number of major works, 
including five operas, eight ballets and three piano concertos, as well as seven 
other concertos. Among his solo piano music is the suite Scenes from a South African 
Childhood (2012), on the second of which, ‘Princess Rainbow’, he comments:

“Running through the Jonkershoek Valley was the Eerste (literally ‘first’) River. 
This lay just beyond, and parallel to, the gravel road leading up to Old Nectar. 
Here, in the boulder-strewn, light-dappled water, my father would spend 
many a weekend hour trout fishing. I would often accompany him with a 
‘pretend’ rod and line. Fly fishing was something of a passion for my father, 
and he possessed a number of books, fact and fictive, on the subject. For 
several years he conjured up an on-going bedtime story about a trout called 
Princess Rainbow”.

•
The Moroccan musician Nabil Benabdeljalil (b.1972), is the youngest composer 
in Rebeca Omordia’s programme. The most significant concert music composer 
Morocco has produced, among his solo piano works a series of Nocturnes 
encapsulates his development and varied stylisations admirably. 

Three are heard here, of which he writes: 

“My first Nocturne was written in 1992, the second in 2012, and it was at 
that point that I planned a series of Nocturnes (still in progress in 2021). 
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Throughout these pieces I have attempted to rediscover the poetic essence of 
musical expression, ignoring ‘historical necessities’ with implied prohibitions 
and orientations…. My music may therefore occasionally reflect the essence 
of earlier periods, free from the constraints of a specific age or era.

“The fourth Nocturne (2015) is characterized by an uninterrupted melodic 
line from beginning to end, with expressive implications of sweetness, 
tenderness and nostalgia. The melody – which is developed mainly in the 
Kurd fashion – was initially used in a setting of a poem by an Arab author from 
Muslim Andalusia before I used it definitively in this solo piano piece.

“In the fifth Nocturne (2016) I attempted to get close to the essence of Chopin, 
without simulating his world. His influence may be felt in my use of various 
harmonic patterns whilst also maintaining original modal characteristics and 
oriental phraseology. The use of ornamentation is also of great importance in 
this piece, alongside great rhythmic elasticity. 

“The composition of my sixth Nocturne was completed in 2020 on my return 
from a trip to the Imsfrane mountains (also known as ‘Imsfrane Cathedral’) in 
the Middle Atlas region of Morocco, after the end of the most difficult phase 
of the Covid lockdown. In this piece I have tried to express the freedom found 
within nature, but it is also a spiritual quest, since God is to be found in the 
most magnificent and legitimate of his temples: Nature!”

Composed over an extended period from 1993 to 2016, En attente du printemps 
(Waiting for spring) is one of Benabdeljalil’s earliest compositions. He comments:

“First written in Kiev, it was reused in music for the Zakharif Ensemble – 
including piano, saxophone, ūd and percussion. This concert version for 

solo piano, recorded here in the alternative version for piano and tār, was 
realized recently.”  

•
The innovator of ‘African Pianism’, the Nigerian-born Professor, Akin Euba (1935-
2020), held lectures and symposiums on inter-culturalism in musical composition 
and performance across the world, and published numerous academic books and 
articles. His concept of ‘African Pianism’ refers to the similarities between the piano 
as a western instrument and Nigerian traditional instruments, using the piano 
as a medium to express certain features of Nigerian traditional music. In Three 
Yoruba Songs Without Words, Euba arranges for piano three of Nigeria’s most 
popular songs from the Yoruba region of West Africa: Ore Meta (Three Years) – with 
tār obbligato; Mo Ja’We Gbegbe (I pluck the leaf of remembrance) and L’ori Oke ati 
petele (On the hill, on the plain).

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2022 

Rebeca Omordia thanks the Golsoncott Foundation for its  
generous assistance towards the cost of this recording.



10 11

“Rebeca’s technique knows no bounds… she plays with a depth  
of insight and understanding which is all too rare today.”

Julian Lloyd Webber, London Magazine

 Hailed as an “African classical music pioneer” (BBC World Service) and “a classical 
music game changer” (Classical Music), London-based award-winning 

Nigerian-Romanian pianist Rebeca Omordia is known as a vibrant, exciting virtuoso 
throughout the UK and overseas, whose work has changed the face of classical 
music. She enjoys a busy and creative professional career as a soloist, chamber 
musician, recording artist and artistic director.
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Rebeca Omordia

Rebeca was born in Romania to a Romanian mother and a Nigerian father. Having 
begun to establish a profile in her native country, she moved to the UK to study at 
the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire and later at Trinity College of Music in London 
with Professor Mikhail Kazakevich. She holds a Doctor in Music degree from the 
National University of Music in Bucharest, Romania. 

In 2018, Rebeca released her CD, EKELE: Piano Music by African Composers. The first 
of its kind ever released in the UK, it was described by Gramophone as a “fascinating 
programme”. In 2019 she launched the world’s first ever African Concert Series 
in London, a series of monthly concerts featuring music by African classical 
composers. The series was given recognition in 2021 by joining Wigmore Hall’s 
Family of Partners. 

Described by The Guardian, Nigeria as “the pianist who cast a spell on Lagos”, in 
recent seasons Rebeca has toured Nigeria as a recitalist and she has performed as a 
soloist with MUSON Symphony Orchestra in Lagos and Abuja. She has worked with 
an array of international musicians, including a three-year partnership with world-
renowned British cellist Julian Lloyd Webber, a duo partnership with South African 
double bass virtuoso Leon Bosch consisting of several recordings for Meridian 
Records, and collaborations with cellists Raphael Wallfisch and Joseph Spooner. 
Rebeca’s CD for SOMM Recordings with pianist Mark Bebbington, The Piano Music 
of Ralph Vaughan Williams, reached No.3 in the UK’s Specialist Classical Music Chart. 

Rebeca is also a talented arranger, her arrangement for cello and harp of Eric 
Whitacre’s choral work Seal Lullaby was released on Deutsche Grammophon with 
Julian Lloyd Webber (cello) and Catrin Finch (harp).

rebeccaomordia.com                            @RebecaOmordia


