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Abstract 

Jacob ter Veldhuis’ boombox pieces, which combine live instrumental 

performances with recorded background tracks comprised of vocal and instrumental 

samples, have won him acclaim both at home in the Netherlands and abroad. They have 

proven especially popular among saxophonists, for whom ter Veldhuis has written and 

arranged a significant amount of his output in this area, and the pieces are commonly 

performed at saxophone conferences. This paper will draw on score analyses, interviews 

given by ter Veldhuis, and my own discussions with the composer to present the 

boombox saxophone works of Jacob ter Veldhuis from both a performance and a 

compositional standpoint. While the paper will not cover his entire body of work, my 

goal is to construct a general overview of the music, combined with analyses of selected 

works within the set, that will highlight the common thematic and compositional 

concepts found throughout ter Veldhuis’ boombox works and can serve as a useful 

introduction to any saxophonist interested in further exploration of this music  

About The Composer: 

 The self-styled “avant pop composer” Jacob ter Veldhuis, who also uses the 

professional name “JacobTV” – or, more personally, simply “TV” – was born in the 

Netherlands in 1951. Coming from a performance background in rock music, he studied 
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composition and electronic music at the Groningen Conservatory, and was awarded the 

Composition Prize of the Netherlands in 1980. His works are widely performed in both 

Europe and America, and a four-day JacobTV Festival was held in Rotterdam in 2001.  1

 Ter Veldhuis’ boombox works are unified in their use of a compositional 

technique referred to as “speech melody” in which vocal and instrumental samples are 

used to create a background track that serves as the basis for the performer’s instrumental 

part. The “boombox” name comes from the practice of performing the piece with the 

background track played through a portable stereo, although many performers of the 

works choose instead to play the background through the performance venue’s PA 

system. An excerpt from the score to The Garden of Love to demonstrate the organization 

of the ensemble is shown below. 

 “Hi, I’m JacobTV…” WQXR. New York City. March 10, 2010. http://www.wqxr.org/1

articles/q2-music/2010/mar/10/hi-jacobtv/

http://www.wqxr.org/articles/q2-music/2010/mar/10/hi-jacobtv/
http://www.wqxr.org/articles/q2-music/2010/mar/10/hi-jacobtv/


 3

 

In this example, the part on the top staff is the only one being performed by a live 

instrumentalist, an oboe in this case. Below it are staves indicating a bird call sound 

effect, a spoken vocal line, and several synthesizer parts, all of which are heard on the 

background CD that is played during the performance. 

 The “speech melody” technique used in JacobTV’s boombox works is descended 

from similar techniques used most notably by Scott Johnson and Steve Reich. One 

example of the early stages of this concept is Reich’s 1965 composition It’s Gonna Rain, 

which consists entirely of various effects applied to a recording of a street preacher. In 

this work, there is no additional music added to the sample, it is only edited into smaller 
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pieces that are repeated and phased – a compositional practice common in pieces that 

utilize an electronic tape, in which the sample is played at two different speeds 

simultaneously - as the piece develops.  

 A later work by Reich, his 1988 composition Different Trains, possesses more 

explicit similarities to JacobTV’s boombox works. Different Trains is based on Reich’s 

recollections of train journeys from New York to Los Angeles he took as a young boy 

during World War II, and his realization that had he been living in Europe at the time, as a 

Jew he would have likely traveled on a different train – one headed for a concentration 

camp. The work is performed by a string quartet playing along with a background tape 

consisting of instrumental samples, European and American train horns, and recorded 

samples from interviews with Holocaust survivors. Although there is a nearly continuous 

ostinato in the strings playing independently from the vocal samples, the samples are 

accompanied by the instrumentalists with melodies that match the approximate pitch and 

rhythm of the interviewees’ speech . The matching of the instrumental parts with the 2

speaker’s pitch and rhythm is a common practice in JacobTV’s work, and these pitches 

and rhythms are notated on the score. 

 Regarding the connection between his own work and Reich’s, TV acknowledges 

Reich’s influence. I asked TV about Reich, and he said, “Sure, I was influenced by him. I 

owe Steve a lot,” and included an excerpt written by an unnamed reviewer, who said,  

2 Reich, Steve. Reich: Different Trains, Electric Counterpoint / Kronos Quartet, Pat 
Metheny. Nonesuch, 1990.
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“TV is doing a similar thing as Steve Reich, but his style is very different; he uses the 
pitch and rhythm from the samples not only as sources for the music but also as things to 
oppose and from which to break free. His writing is not an expression of technique or 
method but an expression of his personal viewpoint, for which the technique is just a 
means, and while his style is possible because of Minimalism, the elements of that in his 
own voice are not the flavors of Reich and Glass but Arvo Pärt.”  3

TV agrees with this analysis, though for my own part I worry that the example of 

Different Trains undercuts it somewhat. It certainly applies to Reich’s earlier work with 

taped vocal samples (e.g. It’s Gonna Rain, Come Out), as these works are very explicitly 

process-oriented, but Different Trains, like TV’s work, uses a greater tonal vocabulary 

and contains a deeper message that goes beyond mere technique. 

 This is not to say, however, that there are not important differences between the 

boombox works and Different Trains. In his use of samples as raw material for sound 

generation, TV’s technique falls somewhere between the extensive cutting and 

rearranging of It’s Gonna Rain and the straightforward, unedited presentation of larger 

samples in Different Trains. Sometimes the samples are broken down into individual 

words or syllables, which may be repeated or combined with other unrelated words or 

syllables to form a new melody not present in the spoken words, while other times TV 

 Piner, William. “Interview for Honors Paper.” Email to Jacob ter Veldhuis. November 1, 3

2010 -  

 April 20, 2011. 
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sets his music to full unbroken sentences. Thus he is able to present the listener with a 

combination of process and message, in which he allows the spoken words to come 

through clearly while at other times undertaking a complete deconstruction of the 

samples, mining them purely for sound. 

 The two differ even more sharply in their approach to the instrumental parts. 

While the instrumental parts of both composers are explicitly tonal, they have very little 

in common with regards to style and function. In Different Trains, Reich generally relies 

on the sort of endlessly repetitive, rhythmically even compositional style found in some 

of his other works, such as the first movement of The Desert Music. TV’s parts, on the 

other hand, reflect his background in jazz and rock and frequently contain syncopated, 

grooving rhythms. With regards to their interaction with the spoken material, while there 

is some interaction and matching of pitches and rhythms between the background track 

and the instrumentalists, Reich’s instrumental parts serve largely as a metronomic 

background to the spoken word. In TV’s parts, the interplay between the tape and the 

instruments is much more pronounced, with the two often switching places as the 

momentary focus of the listener’s attention. For example, this excerpt from the score of 

The Garden of Love  shows the oboe part (top staff) functioning as an arpeggiated 4

background to the rhythmically and tonally separate vocal line (third staff): 

 Ter Veldhuis, Jacob. The Garden of Love. Doorn: Boombox Music, 2001.4
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while in mm. 142-145 of Grab It!  we see an exact rhythmic connection between the 5

spoken track and the saxophone, punctuated by instances of call and response. 

 

 Overall, there is a much greater sense that the boombox piece is a duet between the tape 

and the musician, rather than a tape with a live instrumental background. 

 Lastly, TV and Reich differ greatly in the kinds of messages that they present to 

the listener through their pieces. The idea of Different Trains is fairly straightforward: 

exploration of the parallel between the train trips taken by the young Reich and those 

 Ter Veldhuis, Jacob. Grab It!. Doorn: Boombox Music, 1999. 5
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being taken at the time by his fellow Jews as Holocaust victims. This is not to say that the 

piece suffers by its simplicity, as it is quite poignant at times and it earned Reich a 

Grammy in 1990. Where TV differs from Reich is in his multifaceted approach to the 

subjects of his compositions, as well as in the nature of the subjects themselves. While 

this is not universally the case, many of the boombox pieces deal with American popular 

culture, which seems an odd choice of subject for a European composer. When asked 

about this, TV replied:  

“From my perspective as a European, American culture is colorful, spontaneous, fresh, 
young, open, not so serious, and sometimes very hilarious! Besides, American music 
between 1880 and now from gospel through blues, jazz, R&R [rock & roll] to hip hop etc 
covers the most important musical development in music history.” (Piner) 

The “hilarious” aspect that TV sees in American culture is evident in the lighthearted, 

grooving character of many of the boombox works. For example, in The Body of Your 

Dreams, which is based on an infomercial for a weight-loss product, TV uses dramatic, 

triumphant sounds to depict the idea that he is taking the exaggerated claims in the ad 

seriously, thereby producing a satire which highlights the ridiculousness of the claims 

made about the product. 

 Many of the pieces, however, deal with subject matter that has a much more tragic 

side, and TV takes great care to explore this as well. Grab It! takes its material from a 

documentary entitled Scared Straight! in which troubled teenagers are given a tour of a 

prison in an effort to frighten them away from criminal behavior. While much of the 

piece features up-tempo, blues-influenced playing, there is a more tender, lyrical section 
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during which one inmate is heard telling the youth about prison suicides. Another piece, 

Heartbreakers, derives its material from an episode of The Jerry Springer Show about 

crack-addicted prostitutes. TV uses stereotypical jazzy talk show music to highlight the 

ridiculousness of the spectacle, but he does not obscure the fact that these women lead 

tragic lives. TV says, “For me it is important that the music and its meaning has several 

‘layers’. Good & bad, funny and serious etc.” (Piner). This multifaceted approach is 

common in the boombox pieces, and it plays an important role in determining the subject 

of a possible composition, as TV consciously seeks out subjects that possess this kind of 

duality for him to explore. 

Grab It! 

 First on our list of works to analyze is Grab It!, one of TV’s signature pieces and 

a staple of the boombox repertoire. I chose to start the series with this piece because of its 

comparatively sparse arrangement and because the high degree of parallelism between 

the sax and the spoken background make it an excellent beginning illustration of the 

speech melody concept in TV’s work. The piece was composed in 1999 for Arno 

Bornkamp, and as mentioned previously it derives its source material from the 

documentary Scared Straight! When he saw Scared Straight!, TV “… was moved to 

tears, not just because of the attempt to get these kids back on trail again, but also 

because of the way these life sentence prisoners behaved, their incredible violence, their 

incredible verbal violence.” (WQXR) This documentary resonated with TV due to his 
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experience as a teenager playing in a blues band for life sentence prisoners in the 

Netherlands. According to TV,  

“You had these reverberations in between these cells, these prison cells, these huge walls, 
the sound was amazing. And these guys were amazing too, I mean they were criminals, 
but I discovered that these were also wonderful people. So when, years later, I saw that 
documentary about ‘Scared Straight,’ I had to think of my early years as a musician 
playing blues inside that prison, and then I decided, ‘Well, these harsh voices combined 
very well with the sound of the tenor saxophone.’” (WQXR) 

The ultimate message of the piece, however, goes beyond mere violence. TV says, 

“The piece is called ‘Grab it!’ also because it’s kind of ‘carpe diem,’ there’s one guy 
saying, ‘Grab it!’ That moment, when he shouts ‘Grab it!’ in a very harsh, violent way, to 
me it was so obvious it should be the title of the piece. Also because, at the end of ‘Grab 
it!’ there’s a kind of moral quotation. ‘Just remember this: I personally don’t give a fat rat 
ass what you do when you leave here today. You lose everything. He went out the back 
door wrapped up in a green sheet with a tag on his toe, tied one end around the pipe and 
he hung himself. And when they stuck his dumb ass in the ground to give him that little 
wooden graveyard marker, etc., etc.” It goes about suicide in prison, which is not 
uncommon of course. But prison itself, many philosophers have said so, a prison in a way 
is a metaphor for life too, because you and I, we are all in a prison. One day death will 
come and take us away, and that’s the end, you know. It’s a very negative, dark way of 
looking at life, but you can look at it that way. At the same time, it’s a violent piece, but 
it’s also about man’s struggle for life.” (WQXR) 

For the saxophonist, there is an open question as to how the piece should be interpreted. 

All the saxophone recordings of Grab It! have been made by “classical” saxophonists, 

and they generally approach the piece with the standard practices and methodology of 
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that idiom. They use a warm, round classical saxophone tone, and play exactly the 

articulations written on the page, with a very crisp staccato approach.  6

 My own approach to Grab It!, however, is influenced more by recordings of the 

piece as arranged for electric guitarists. They approach the piece from within more of a 

blues/rock idiom, which is appropriate given the blues-derived nature of much of the 

instrumental part, and I feel that the more unrestrained, biting tonal quality of a distorted 

electric guitar makes a better complement to the harsh vocal tracks than a classical 

saxophone tone does. To approximate this approach, I use a very jazz-oriented 

mouthpiece and reed to achieve more of a harsh, cutting tone than I could with my 

classical mouthpiece and reeds, and I approach the articulation and phrasing of the piece 

as if I were playing a blues solo, following the conventions of the jazz idiom. Since many 

of the lines in the saxophone part are more or less derived from blues licks, this feels very 

natural.  

 Compositionally, Grab It! utilizes heavily syncopated rhythms with constantly 

changing meters, harmonized largely around pentatonic and blues scales, an example of 

which (mm. 248-251) can be found below: 

 

 Bornkamp, Arno. Buku of Horn. Basta, 2009.6
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In the above example, all of the tones in the saxophone part except for E natural can be 

found within the C blues scale (C – Eb/D# - F – F# - G – Bb – C) , with D# used as a 

passing tone in a chromatic approach to the major third of the key, E. This scale and 

method of approach to chord tones is typical of the blues idiom. Another example of the 

prevalence of blues harmony in Grab It! may be found at mm. 29-31: 

 

This example also stays within the C blues scale, and this particular pattern recurs 

frequently throughout the piece. 

The size of the vocal samples used in Grab It! varies hugely, ranging from 

individual syllables pasted together out of context (e.g. m. 27: “qua ah yu ma qua is”) 

 

 to short phrases (e.g. mm. 72-75: “motherfucker punch”) 
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 to long clips comprising multiple sentences (e.g. mm. 280-289: “Just remember this: I 

personally don’t give a fat rat’s ass what you do when you leave here today. You lose 

everything. He went out the back door wrapped up in a green sheet with a tag on his toe. 

Tied one end around the pipe and he hung himself, and they stuck his dumb ass in the 

ground to give him that little wooden graveyard marker”). 

 

Buku 
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 Buku  has a very different feel from the other boombox pieces because the 7

majority of the background track is not comprised of vocal samples. Instead, TV used 

samples from the improvised solos of famous jazz alto saxophonists Charlie Parker, Art 

Pepper, and Cannonball Adderley. These clips are transcribed and used to construct the 

saxophonist’s part, the result being that the recorded saxophonists follow the live 

performer in canon to produce an effect reminiscent of an electronic delay. The title of the 

piece comes from a remark Charlie Parker made in an interview, a recording of which 

appears at the beginning of the piece. Parker is talking about Dizzy Gillespie, and he 

says, ‘I don’t remember precisely, I just know that he was playing what you might call in 

the vernaculary [sic] streets of Buku.’ TV concludes that Parker must have been using the 

French word “beaucoup,” meaning “a lot,” i.e. Dizzy was playing a lot. 

 Although Buku was originally composed for Arno Bornkamp, a classical 

saxophonist, the piece does not necessarily suggest itself to be performed in a classical 

idiom. The most obvious evidence of this is in the fact that the performer is playing 

transcribed lines from jazz recordings, so if he matches the tone and inflection of his 

performance to the way these lines are played in the background track, he will inevitably 

find himself using a more jazz-oriented approach. The other option is to play the 

saxophone part exactly as written with a classical tone and inflection, thereby 

accentuating the contrast between the live saxophonist and the recordings of Parker, 

Adderley, and Pepper (Bornkamp). The choice is ultimately up to the performer, as TV 

 Ter Veldhuis, Jacob. Buku. Doorn: Boombox Music, 2006.7
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considers both approaches to be valid, based on remarks he made after a performance of 

Buku at the North American Saxophone Alliance Biennial Conference in 2008. 

 My own approach to Buku falls somewhere in between the two methods listed 

above. For the majority of the piece, and especially at the end where there is a lot of call-

and-response communication between the saxophone part and the background, I try to 

match the timbre of the saxophonist on the recording as closely as I can, which means 

playing with a jazz approach, but for the sustained, lyrical section in the middle of the 

piece (mm. 125-178) I prefer a classical tone. This naturally has implications with regards 

to equipment selection for performing the piece. I have found that by using a classically-

oriented mouthpiece/reed setup, I can still achieve a decent jazz tone for the sections of 

the piece where I wish to match the tone on the recording, while I am very well-equipped 

to make the lyrical section sound exactly like I want it to. Conversely, I get a much better 

tonal match when using a jazz setup, but my ability to produce the tone I want for the 

lyrical section suffers. In this case, I feel that I gain more than I lose by using the classical 

setup, so that is the compromise that I make in terms of equipment selection. Different 

approaches, of course, will have different tonal needs, but these factors need to be taken 

into account when performing Buku or any of the more jazz-influenced boombox works, 

and the performer’s equipment selection should remain open to revision and 

experimentation based on the needs of the particular work being performed. 
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The Garden of Love 

 The Garden of Love was originally written for oboe, and has been rearranged for 

the flute and for soprano saxophone (WQXR). It draws its source material from William 

Blake’s poem of the same name, in which Blake discusses the Church’s repressive 

attitude toward sexuality. From the point of view of the saxophonist, the piece can safely 

be approached in a relatively straightforward classical style, as it contains none of the 

jazz and blues elements that make interpretations of Buku and Grab It! more ambiguous. 

 The Garden of Love is a little more complicated than the others, however, in the 

tremendous flexibility and technical fine-tuning it requires of the saxophonist, to an even 

greater degree than the other pieces, which themselves are certainly not easy. This is 

partly due to the writing of the saxophone part, and partly because the piece is performed 

on the soprano saxophone. Given any particular musical passage, it will generally be 

more difficult to perform on the soprano than on the alto or tenor because the soprano 

generally requires finer adjustments in all areas of playing. Intonation is much more 

difficult to control, finger movement must be more compact with less wasted motion, and 

the saxophonist must utilize a much finer control of his airstream in order to move 

quickly among different registers on the instrument. The Garden of Love seems to be 

composed almost deliberately to force the saxophonist to confront the difficulties inherent 

in the instrument, as fast staccato passages with large pitch displacements are very 

common throughout the piece, a particularly pronounced example being mm. 216-219, 

shown below: 
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 An extreme degree of airstream control is required, as the piece calls for altissimo 

playing at dynamic ranges from pianissimo to fortissimo, as well as sudden jumps 

between the altissimo and normal registers. The Garden of Love may not pose any serious 

dilemmas to the saxophonist in terms of interpretation, but it more than makes up for this 

in terms of technical difficulty. 

May This Bliss Never End 



 18

 May This Bliss Never End  was TV’s first boombox piece, originally written for 8

cello and piano in 1996 and arranged for tenor saxophone and piano in 2005. It depicts 

the life and times of Chet Baker, a gifted but troubled jazz trumpet player whose life was 

tragically ended in 1988 when he fell out of an Amsterdam hotel room window. The 

vocal samples for the background track were taken from one of the last interviews Baker 

gave before his death, and in it he discusses his music as well as his drug habit (WQXR). 

May This Bliss Never End stands apart from the other boombox works discussed 

in this paper because it is written for an ensemble in addition to the background track. 

The expansion of the instrumental part beyond the soloist forces the performers to divide 

their attention between maintaining coordination between themselves and keeping in sync 

with the background track. This complicates things hugely and leaves little room for 

error, presenting a unique challenge to the ensemble. If one of the performers should fall 

out of synchronization with the background track, the other must decide in an instant 

whether to stay locked in time with the recording or to keep the instrumental group united 

and to work together to establish necessary corrective measures. In my own performance 

of the piece, I found it helpful to establish a sort of hierarchy within the performance as a 

means of dividing the labor of coordination between the musicians. The saxophonist’s 

sheet music for the piece contains both the saxophonist’s part and the transcribed vocal 

rhythms, while the pianist’s music has both the saxophone and vocal parts in addition to 

the piano part. Following both of these lines in addition to the part being played would be 

very difficult, so in order to make the pianist’s job easier, the following system was 

 Ter Veldhuis, Jacob. May This Bliss Never End. Doorn: Boombox Music, 1996.8
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devised. I focused my attention primarily on keeping in sync with the recording, and I 

gave a great deal of cues to the pianist so that she could concentrate mainly on keeping 

pace with me. In the event of a loss of synchronization, I would stay locked in with the 

piano part while scanning the vocal part for a suitable place to reestablish contact with 

the background track, which I would then cue for the pianist so that we could arrive 

together. Of course, in an ideal performance both musicians would stay perfectly in time 

with the background, and this is certainly a goal to aim for, but part of the nature of 

musical performance is that mistakes sometimes happen, and the unforgiving nature of 

playing with a prerecorded background necessitates that we should at least have a plan to 

make needed corrections as smoothly as possible with good ensemble communication. 

Conclusion 

 Although each of the boombox pieces is highly individualized with its own 

stylistic concepts and challenges for the performer, some general patterns may be 

observed in TV’s writing for the saxophone. For example, many of the horn parts tend to 

include sections of arpeggiated staccato sixteenth notes, frequently in a syncopated 

pattern. This type of compositional procedure may be seen even in Buku and Grab It!, 

which otherwise consist largely of blues and jazz-influenced melodies. As evidence, mm. 
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14-15 of Buku: 

 

mm. 142-145 of Grab It!: 

 

mm. 162-164 of Buku: 

 

mm. 20-23 of The Garden of Love: 
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mm. 80-83 of May This Bliss Never End: 

 

Note that these are not all arpeggios in the normal sense, as they do not always overtly 

suggest a particular chord. Rather, they more often suggest scales or modes, albeit 

somewhat ambiguously, as can be seen in the above examples. Mm. 80-83 of May This 

Bliss Never End seem to suggest B major or C# minor pentatonic, though it is impossible 

to actually ascribe it to one or the other as the third of the chord is missing in either case. 

The example from mm. 162-164 of Buku displays the same tendency, for although the 

key signature suggests that the notes are derived from the G minor pentatonic scale, some 

ambiguity remains as the third is missing in this case as well. Thanks to the inclusion of 

the G#/D tritone, mm. 20-23 of The Garden of Love leaves the question a little less open, 
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as the notes chosen clearly express the E mixolydian mode. Similarly, the note choices 

and placements of mm. 14-15 of Buku suggest D minor. Least ambiguous of the set is 

mm. 142-145 of Grab It!, which utilizes a second-inversion G major triad. 

 Another tendency broadly present throughout the boombox works is the inclusion 

of sections with rapidly changing time signatures, as illustrated by the following 

examples: 

Buku, mm. 64-73 

 

The Garden of Love, mm. 7-18 
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The Garden of Love, mm. 101-111 

 

Grab It!, mm. 9-16 
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It is important to note that, despite the extremely fast pace of rhythmic changes, in none 

of the above examples is the meter change readily apparent to the listener. Though it 

alternates among 5/16, 6/16, 7/16 and 9/16, the passage above from mm. 101-111 of The 

Garden of Love only sounds like one unbroken melody, albeit with a rubato or 

rhythmically ambiguous feel. Despite the varying measure sizes, mm. 65-72 of Buku 

contains a repeating rhythmic figure with a duration of eight sixteenth notes, so from the 

listener’s perspective it seems rhythmically coherent. 

 It is my hope that this paper’s analysis of ter Veldhuis’ boombox works for the 

saxophone may prove useful to any saxophonist seeking to gain further knowledge of this 

unique and colorful music. By combining score analysis and pertinent performance 

considerations with a historical account of the speech melody concept and an 

examination of Jacob ter Veldhuis’ innovative use of this technique, we gain a 

multifaceted understanding of the boombox works that will enrich our performances by 

contributing to our overall fluency within TV’s unique idiom. 
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Appendix A: JacobTV Commentary Transcriptions 

“Hi, I’m JacobTV…” WQXR. New York City. March 10, 2010. http://www.wqxr.org/
articles/q2-music/2010/mar/10/hi-jacobtv/ 

Transcribed by William Piner 

Buku –  

“Buku was written a couple of years ago for Arno Bornkamp and it’s… it uses the sample 
technique, like in all my other boombox works, but I don’t use so many words in Buku. I 
rather use jazz licks. Buku is a kind of tribute to three great altos of jazz: Art Pepper, 
Charlie Parker, and Cannonball Adderley. I’ve always admired these saxophonists, and 
what I did was listening to live records of these musicians and picking out very tiny 
sound bytes, sometimes just a hit on a drum or one very small line of improv, and just by 
a kind of trial and error process of cutting and… and pasting, turning that into a kind of 
piece of music, and it has a very enigmatic title, ‘Buku.’ There’s an interview with 
Charlie Parker where he is saying that… he’s talking about Dizzy Gillespie and he’s 
saying, ‘Well, Dizzy Gillespie was playing in the vernacular streets of Buku,” and the 
reporter doesn’t understand at all what Charlie is referring to. Is he referring to an African 
town, Buku, or something? No. It’s the French word ‘beaucoup,’ which means ‘a lot.’” 

The Garden of Love –  

“Garden of Love was commissioned by Bart Schneemann, a Dutch oboist. I arranged it 
also for flute and for soprano saxophone. He had a William Blake project, he asked me to 
write a piece for oboe which would have some kind of connection with William Blake. I 
realized that I… I couldn’t possibly find the voice of William Blake because he died like 
200 years ago, but I found this poem, beautifully recited, called ‘Garden of Love,’ and I 
love the poem because it’s about life and death and love, and it’s all in there and it’s so 
beautiful, and it was a protest at that time. William Blake is protesting against the power 
of religion, the power of the church. It speaks for itself. Garden of Love.” 

http://www.wqxr.org/articles/q2-music/2010/mar/10/hi-jacobtv/
http://www.wqxr.org/articles/q2-music/2010/mar/10/hi-jacobtv/
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Grab It! –  

“’Grab It!’ is a piece that I wrote in the fall of 1999. I wrote it in just two or three weeks. 
I didn’t write it, the piece wrote itself. That’s the… the beauty about art sometimes, if the 
material is strong, if your message is strong and you have a very good connection with 
your source, whatever that is, you don’t have to do anything, just writing it down, you 
know, writing it down, and ‘Grab It!’ has a funny story. Arno Bornkamp asked me to 
write a piece for tenor saxophone which had to compete on a festival with an existing 
piece for tenor saxophone by the French composer Frederic Lauba. Frederic Lauba – 
great composer, by the way – had written a very complex piece for tenor saxophone 
called ‘Hard.’ Well, that’s a hard piece, let me tell you. They asked me to write another 
piece for tenor saxophone which would compete with that piece by Frederic Lauba, and I 
said to Arno, ‘I can’t do that. This is such a good piece, I will never be able to write a 
good piece for tenor saxophone like that!’ Also because, in my opinion, there’s nothing as 
difficult as writing a good piece for a solo instrument, for a melody instrument like a 
saxophone or a flute, whatever. When you write for an instrument like that, they all tend 
to sound the same a little bit. If you write a solo clarinet piece, it’s going to look like a 
part of Messiaen’s famous ‘Quatuor pour la fin du temps.’  I was a coward, and I said to 
myself, but wait a minute! I still have this old VCR containing a very old documentary 
about juvenile delinquents in which young criminals are forced to stay one or two days 
inside a real state prison among life sentence prisoners. The idea was to scare the hell out 
of them, and the name of that documentary is called ‘Scared Straight,’ so the title is clear. 
I once saw that documentary and I was moved to tears, not just because of the attempt to 
get these kids back on trail again, but also because of the way these life sentence 
prisoners behaved, their incredible violence, their incredible verbal violence. That is a 
world I don’t know myself, and I’ve never been part of that world, but prison has always 
been a source of inspiration. When I was sixteen years old I played in a blues band, and 
we were living in a small city in the north of Holland and there would be a state prison, 
and there would be 25 life sentence prisoners, the worst criminals that we have in 
Holland would be in that prison, and twice a year we were allowed to play with our blues 
band in that prison, and the acoustics were amazing because it was an old prison. You had 
these reverberations in between these cells, these prison cells, these huge walls, the sound 
was amazing. And these guys were amazing too, I mean they were criminals, but I 
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discovered that these were also wonderful people. So when, years later, I saw that 
documentary about ‘Scared Straight,’ I had to think of my early years as a musician 
playing blues inside that prison, and then I decided, ‘Well, these harsh voices combined 
very well with the sound of the tenor saxophone.’ The tenor saxophone has the range 
more or less of the male voice. So what I did then was gathering small sound bites from 
their speech and analyzing them, analyzing the rhythm, analyzing the melody, and I had 
the feeling that I was going back to the roots of music. In my opinion, music comes… 
many elements, but also from speech. I think speech and music maybe came into being at 
the same time, but I can imagine that people started making music when they found 
words, and when they wanted to express something they would repeat their words and 
then it would become a kind of singing. If you listen to very early blues music, it’s a kind 
of talking, if you hear John Lee Hooker, he’s talking, accompanying himself on the 
guitar, so blues in a way is a kind of talking, and that goes for rap, of course, and for, in a 
way, jazz too. So, ‘Grab It!’ goes back to the roots of music, in my opinion. It’s a kind of 
duet, or even a kind of duel between tenor saxophone and an endless repetition of 
syllables, words, sentences. It demands quite something of the endurance of the players 
because it’s ten minutes’ nonstop playing, it’s just you on the tenor saxophone with that 
soundtrack. Yeah, the piece is called ‘Grab It!’ also because it’s kind of ‘carpe diem,’ 
there’s one guy saying, ‘Grab it!’ That moment, when he shouts ‘Grab it!’ in a very harsh, 
violent way, to me it was so obvious it should be the title of the piece. Also because, at 
the end of ‘Grab It!’ there’s a kind of moral quotation. ‘Just remember this: I personally 
don’t give a fat rat ass what you do when you leave here today. You lose everything. He 
went out the back door wrapped up in a green sheet with a tag on his toe, tied one end 
around the pipe and he hung himself. And when they stuck his dumb ass in the ground to 
give him that little wooden graveyard marker, etc., etc.” It goes about suicide in prison, 
which is not uncommon of course. But prison itself, many philosophers have said so, a 
prison in a way is a metaphor for life too, because you and I, we are all in a prison. One 
day death will come and take us away, and that’s the end, you know. It’s a very negative, 
dark way of looking at life, but you can look at it that way. At the same time, it’s a violent 
piece, but it’s also about man’s struggle for life, the piece ‘Grab It!’ in my opinion. So 
there’s a fatality, a kind of positive fatality, and at the same time it’s dirty, it’s harsh, it’s 
trash. I am still surprised about the piece because I have a feeling I didn’t write it, it wrote 
itself.” 

Jesus is Coming –  
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“I was raised as a Protestant, so I know about religion. Religion is something you have to 
be careful with, of course. I’m not very religious, particularly religious myself, and I 
don’t want to make blasphemy, you know, I don’t want to offend people, but when I 
wrote ‘Jesus is Coming’ that was not so long after 9/11, when people in the name of God 
killed other people, and I was wondering, ‘What is this power that keeps people believing 
in, in Jesus, who is coming? It’s about time that Jesus is coming!’, I thought when I wrote 
the piece. If it were only true that he’s coming, but he’s not coming. I hope he’s coming, 
but I don’t believe he’s coming. So out of that idea I started writing that piece, this 
beautiful voice of this street evangelist, and I thought, ‘Now I have to combine that with 
the voice of the… the very innocent sound of a little child, a little child that is just 
starting to talk.’ And my neighbors had a little daughter, she was maybe like sixteen 
months or so. She had just started saying her first words, and all she said was, ‘tees, ta ta 
ta tees,” you know, and that was a beautiful 6/8 groove, and all the rest is history.” 

May This Bliss Never End –  

“’May This Bliss Never End’ is about the life and times of Chet Baker, who spent the last 
years of his life in Amsterdam, probably because it’s easier to get narcotics over there, 
and he was addicted to it, and we Dutch were lucky to hear him play in Dutch pubs in 
Amsterdam many times, but also we could interview him many times, and [in] one of 
those interviews he’s talking about his drug abuse and about his way of living and he was 
thrown in jail in Italy and all that, and this tragedy is all part of ‘May This Bliss Never 
End,’ where you hear his voice not so long before he fell out of an Amsterdam hotel room 
window.” 

Billie –  

“I grew up with the blues and jazz myself, and Billie Holiday was one of my great 
inspirations, like for so many people, and I was wondering, ‘Who was this woman?’ I 
read biographies about her, and then I thought, ‘Well, has she done any radio interviews? 
Would there be any radio interviews?’ And then I discovered there are quite a few. The 
audio quality is not that good, it’s been recorded in the forties and fifties, but it’s very 
touching, because you can hear the decay – I mean, she led a very tragic life, as you 
know, she always picked the wrong man, which was… Also addicted to drugs, she was 
put in prison, and so on, but anyway she was a great, great singer but there’s also a great 
tragedy behind her, and what I did is using small sound bites from various radio 
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interviews throughout her life and using that as the leitmotif for the piece, so it’s a kind of 
mini-documentary about Billie Holiday for alto sax and soundtrack.” 

Appendix B: Email Interview with Jacob ter Veldhuis 

On 1 nov 2010, at 22:11, Piner, William Augustine wrote: 
 
Mr. Ter Veldhuis, 
 
My name is Will Piner, and I am an undergraduate saxophone student under Dr. Frank 
Bongiorno at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. I am doing a special project 
to earn my music degree with honors, and for this I would like to do a paper and a 
presentation on your boombox music for saxophone, which I enjoy very much. Since 
your music is so new, there are very few sources for me to consult for research for the 
paper, so I would like to inquire as to whether you would be willing to answer some 
questions about the pieces and your compositional techniques so that I can use you as a 
source for my paper. Would you be willing to help me? 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Will Piner 

 
 
________________________________________ 
From: Jacob Ter Veldhuis [jacobtv@mac.com] 
Sent: Monday, November 08, 2010 6:52 AM 
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To: Piner, William Augustine 
Subject: Re: Interview for Honors Paper 
 
hello Will, 
 
sure you can send me some questions, I'm happy to answer them. 
best wishes 
JacobTV 

On 23 mrt 2011, at 06:12, Piner, William Augustine wrote: 
 
TV, 
 
The project is going well so far, and I've hit upon a few things that I would like your 
perspective on: 
 
First, your speech-melody technique used in the boombox pieces is very similar to the 
technique used by Steve Reich on "Different Trains," and perhaps "It's Gonna Rain" to a 
lesser extent. Were you influenced by Reich when you started writing the boombox 
pieces, and if so, could you describe how your approach differs from his? 
 
Secondly, it seems to me as though you try to approach the subjects of your boombox 
works from both serious and lighthearted perspectives, as it seems like some parts of each 
work portray the subject in a humorous, perhaps satirical light while others take a more 
sympathetic view, taking the subject seriously and showing the tragedy involved in the 
situation. Is this something you consciously try to do when composing, and if so, when 
choosing a subject to compose a piece about do you base your decision on whether the 
potential subject has both serious and lighthearted aspects that you can portray? 
 
On a related note, given that many of your boombox pieces have alternating sections in 
which different emotional approaches to the subject are used, could emotional 
development be used as a way to analyze the forms of the pieces, just as we would use 
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thematic development to examine, for example, the form of a Beethoven symphony? 

Lastly, since many of the boombox pieces seem to focus on American culture, what 
makes American culture such a useful subject and inspiration for your work? 

  
Thanks, 
 
Will Piner 

 
________________________________________ 
From: Jacob Ter Veldhuis [jacobtv@mac.com] 
Sent: Thursday, March 24, 2011 3:41 PM 
To: Piner, William Augustine 
Subject: Re: Interview for Honors Paper 
 
Hi Will, 
 
good questions! 
below are my answers 
good luck with your paper! 
and I appreciate to get a copy! 
best 
JacobTV 
 
On 23 mrt 2011, at 06:12, Piner, William Augustine wrote: 
 
TV, 
 
The project is going well so far, and I've hit upon a few things that I would like your 



 32

perspective on: 
 
First, your speech-melody technique used in the boombox pieces is very similar to the 
technique used by Steve Reich on "Different Trains," and perhaps "It's Gonna Rain" to a 
lesser extent. Were you influenced by Reich when you started writing the boombox 
pieces, and if so, could you describe how your approach differs from his? 
sure I was influenced by him. I owe Steve a lot. Did you know btw  Steve has got the 
concept from another composer: Scott Johnson!? 
here's what somebody wrote about me and I agree with that: 
TV is doing a similar thing as Steve Reich, but his style is very different; he uses the 
pitch and rhythm from the samples not only as sources for the music but also as 
things to oppose and from which to break free. His writing is not an expression of 
technique or method but an expression of his personal viewpoint, for which the 
technique is just a means, and while his style is possible because of Minimalism, the 
elements of that in his own voice are not the flavors of Reich and Glass but Arvo 
Pärt. 
 
Secondly, it seems to me as though you try to approach the subjects of your boombox 
works from both serious and lighthearted perspectives, as it seems like some parts of each 
work portray the subject in a humorous, perhaps satirical light while others take a more 
sympathetic view, taking the subject seriously and showing the tragedy involved in the 
situation. Is this something you consciously try to do when composing, 
yes! for me it is important that the music and it's meaning has several 'layers'. good 
& bad, funny and serious etc. 
and if so, when choosing a subject to compose a piece about do you base your decision 
on whether the potential subject has both serious and lighthearted aspects that you can 
portray? 
 
exactly! 
 
On a related note, given that many of your boombox pieces have alternating sections in 
which different emotional approaches to the subject are used, could emotional 
development be used as a way to analyze the forms of the pieces, just as we would use 
thematic development to examine, for example, the form of a Beethoven symphony? 
maybe, although I doubt whether it is possible to use 'emotion' as a scientific 
means...but then why not? 
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Lastly, since many of the boombox pieces seem to focus on American culture, what 
makes American culture such a useful subject and inspiration for your work? 
from my perspective as a European, American culture is colorful, spontaneous, 
fresh, young, open, not so serious, and sometimes very hilarious ! 
besides, American music between 1880 and now from gospel through blues, jazz, 
R&R to hip hop etc covers the most important musical development in music 
history 
 
 
Thanks, 
 
Will Piner 

On 16 apr 2011, at 22:32, Piner, William Augustine wrote: 
 

TV, 
 
Thanks so much for all your help. I have one more question that has come up a few times 
as I've performed the pieces for people: 
 
A few of the works, with Grab It! as probably the most notable example, contain a great 
deal of profanity and other really intense content. That has bothered some people, and 
although I think their concerns are ultimately unfounded I do think it would be good to at 
least give them your thoughts on the matter. All the profanity in Grab It! is a real part of 
what the inmates are saying, so the argument could be made that it would have been 
dishonest for you to censor them, but since you chose the samples to use for the piece, the 
choice to include the profane material was ultimately yours. So, what purpose do you feel 
that this kind of content serves in the works where it appears? 
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Thanks, 
 
Will 

Will,  

you're welcome. 
The combination of words, meaning, melody, intensity, combined with authentic 
emotion, and violence that is part of this world, made me decide to use this material. 
I am not a native speaker, so perhaps I Grab it! could never have been written by an 
American. 
I look at your language and culture from the outside, and am fascinated by it. 

best 
Jacob 
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