
JAN VRIEND
A PORTRAIT



CONTENTS

..............................................................................Biography 3

........................................................................A Whirlwind 4

.......................................................................Compositions 8

........................................................................Publications 11

............................................Publications on the composer 13

............................................................................Examples 14



BIOGRAPHY

Jan Vriend was born in 1938 in Benningbroek, 

The Netherlands.

Under his father's guidance he started to play the 

piano at the age of five, soon followed by the 

clarinet, the violin and the organ. Throughout his 

childhood he was extensively involved in local 

amateur music making, particularly with the 

choirs and bands his father conducted. After completing his military service 

he received further musical training at the Conservatory of Music in Amster-

dam where he studied piano, music theory and composition (with Ton de 

Leeuw). He also attended a percussion course at the Conservatory of Music in 

Utrecht and a foundation course in electronic music at the Institute for Sonol-

ogy. In 1967 he received a grant for studies in Paris where he attended classes 

by Xenakis at the Schola Cantorum and workshops at the Groupe de Recher-

ches Musicales (ORTF). From 1970 he studied mathematics and related sci-

ences, primarily in view of their application in musical composition.

From 1961-1970 Jan Vriend conducted several choirs, ensembles and orches-

tras in music ranging from early 15th century to 20th century avant garde. In 

1965, together with Peter de Buck he founded ASKO, which started as a stu-

dent orchestra of the two universities of Amsterdam, specializing in contem-

porary music, with an emphasis on the music of Webern, Xenakis and Var•se. 

It has since developed into the well known ASKO Ensemble. Until 1971 he 

was its conductor and artistic director. He lectured extensively on various 

topics related to composition and the use of mathematics. In 1971 he pre-

sented a radio-series on "different ways of listening to music" together with 

Jos Kunst, with whom he also engaged in improvising experimental back-

ground music to poetry readings and radio plays on Dutch radio. Between 

1989 and 1994 he was conductor of the New Stroud Orchestra in Gloucester-

shire where he now lives and works. Jan Vriend performs only occasionally 

now as a pianist.Ja
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A WHIRLWIND

Composer Jos KunstÕs final work, Topos Teleios, points to the ideal place of 

neo-Platonic mysticism. Kunst actually studied Classical literature and 

mathematical logic. Jan VriendÕs own attraction to mathematics dates back to 

the sixties and was a natural result of his early preoccupation with the com-

poser, architect and mathematician Iannis Xenakis. It is not so surprising, 

therefore, that Vriend (1938) and Kunst (1936-1996) found each other early 

on. Both improvised experimental background music to poetry readings and 

plays on Dutch radio; they composed Elements of  Logic for large wind ensem-

ble together in 1972; and their friendship of many years finally resulted in 

Making Sense in Music, KunstÕs graduation thesis in 1978. Ten years later, 

Kunst shifted the focus of his activities to writing poetry. He had wanted to 

stop composing already in 1965, disappointed with the increasing apathy and 

opportunism in the music world. Vriend himself wrote his ÔlastÕ piece, Worlds 

I-III in 1978. In fact, even their teacher, Ton de Leeuw had a period where he 

set down his pen only to pick it up again to compose. Worlds would not be 

VriendÕs last work after all.

Reflecting upon VriendÕs music, what comes first to mind are massive, whirl-

ing sound fields which spread out in dramatic gestures, complex and expres-

sive like the related sound worlds of Edgar Var•se en Iannis Xenakis. To-

gether with Anton Webern, these composers made up a large part of the rep-

ertoire performed by the ASKO (the Amsterdam Student Chamber Orchestra) 

at the time, Òa small sect in the seventies and eighties that brought the Good 

News of new music to their less willing fellow menÓ (Fons van Esch). 

Composer/conductor Jan Vriend and Peter de Buck were the founders of the 

ensemble that originally comprised university and conservatory students, and 



from whom in no time, according to the international press, professionals 

could take a good cue, for example in their perfect performance of Stock-

hausenÕs Kontrapunkte (Die Weltwoche).

In 1988, during the twentieth anniversary celebration of the ASKO Founda-

tion in a crammed Paradiso, VriendÕs Hallelujah II (ÔOuverture ˆ la Nouvelle 

AllianceÕ), his first piece for large ensemble since Worlds, unleashed waves of 

enthusiasm, packed in as we were by the pulsing energy currents which fit so 

well to both Vriend and the by-now professional Asko Ensemble. The goal: to 

bring the absolute maximum out of the orchestra.

 

That was also the point of departure when he began writing for organ, dem-

onstrated by his series Jets d’Orgue I-III, written between 1984 and 1991 Ð the 

original title Orguasmes speaks volumes. In the (typically engaging) words of 

the composer: “Jets d’Orgue is a devilÕs homage to the true nature of those 

beautiful, huge machines that are so scandalously chaperoned by their dog-

matic, puritanical and unworldly masters: the organ mafia.Ó But like Jos Kunst 

in Topos Teleios, Vriend is also in search of silence, the rare stillness that only 

gets its due when it is confronted with the massive sound sculptures. While 

overflowing masses are one facet of his music, ambiguity also offers a starting 

point. The double meaning effect already explicitly exploited in Elements of  

Logic is presented to the listener almost as a stencil. In addition to the com-

plexity of whirling and swarming sound masses, rare silence and ambiguity, 

space also plays a role. The scientific concept of vector space is present in the 

notion that every event can be expressed in dimensions of quantitative and 

qualitative order. Everyday three-dimensional space already fascinated Vriend 

as a child when he first came into contact with acoustic ÔroaringÕ in the church 

where his father played organ. Thus in Huantan (1968) for organ and wind 

orchestra, which won the Gaudeamus Composition Prize in 1970, the orches-Ja
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tra is placed in the four corners of the concert hall to create displacement and 

in particular rotational movement of sound. In its four-dimensional design, 

the organ part of that work points towards the later Heterostase (1980/81) for 

flute, bass clarinet and piano. It was bass clarinettist Harry Sparnaay who 

approached Vriend to write for his newly formed trio, a commission which 

fired up VriendÕs creative process once again after a period of idleness. Virtu-

osity is the central issue here, inspired by the phenomenon of Sparnaay him-

self: ÒA trio of acrobats in a whirlwind of capricious changesÓ according to the 

preface in the score. Capricious changes in a multi-dimensional game, a score 

full of surprises, both in conflict and togetherness, in growth and breakdown. 

Vriend, in an bout philosophical speech, asks himself: ÒIs this all a part of a 

world picture that is slowly forming inside of me and which is searching for 

reflection in my music? Or is it the other way around...?Ó

In the late eighties, VriendÕs attention turned to vocal music again, communi-

catively direct and dressed in narrative polyphony. This came in handy for a 

series of concerts the Nederlands Kamerkoor gave in the spring of 2008, the 

year of VriendÕs seventieth birthday. Three a cappella works were on the pro-

gramme: Ensembles from 1971, which integrated the mathematical concept of 

ÔsetsÕ; Du-Dich-Dir from 1989, based on twelve short poems of Paul Celan, and 

Choir-book (Part I) for male choir from 1999 made up of four studies which 

intermittently offer up  bursts of adrenaline, blood-earnest modesty, double 

choir irony, rap and barbershop close harmony. Entre el Olivo y el Hombre, 

based on war poems by Miguel Hernˆndez, already performed earlier in 2007 

and the premi•re of Lune, Plaine, Ciel et Mort complete the collection for the 

CD which the Nederlands Chamber Choir releases in November 2008. Two 

other extensive pieces for choir and orchestra testify to VriendÕs affinity with 

the voice: Hymn to Ra (2002) and Endlessly Rocking (2004). 



This however, does not in any way diminish his interest in instrumental mu-

sic. A steady outpouring of works for both small and large forces proves that 

Vriend continues to develop and has by far not said his last word.

Ernst Vermeulen, 2008 

translation: Terri Hron

photo cover: Jan Dirk van der Burg 
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COMPOSITIONS

CHAMBER MUSIC 

Manitou (2008)
Duration: 22Õ
2vl vla vc

Bachanalia (2007)
Duration: 12Õ
org

Meden Agan (2007)
Duration: 17'
pf

Anatomy of Passion (2004)
Duration: 27'
vc pf

Grosse Fuge (2001)
Duration: 24'
6perc org

Albedo II (2000)
Duration: 9'
cl-b g CD

Piano Quintet (1999)
Duration: 30'
pf vl vla vc cb

Khepera (1997)
Duration: 10'
fl-a cl-a

Aura (Interlude) (1994)
Duration: 3'
pf

Symbiosis (1993)
Duration: 40'
fl(pic fl-a) cl-b trb pf 2vl vla vc cb

Jets d'Orgue, Part II (1991)
Duration: 15'
org

Jets d'Orgue, Part III (1991)
Duration: 15'
org

Wu Li (1986; rev. 1987)
Duration: 25'
vc

Jets d'Orgue, Part I (1985)
Duration: 15'
org

Athena Keramitis (1985)
Duration: 18'
fl-cb cl-b

Gravity's Dance (1984; rev. 1986)
Duration: 15'
pf

Vectorial (1983; rev. 1987)
Duration: 14'
ob cl cl-b fg 2trp pf/pf4h

Albedo I (1982)
Duration: 10'
soundtrack

Toque por la tierra vac’a (1981; 
rev. 1983)
Duration: 11'
2g



Heterostase (1981)
Duration: 10'
fl cl-b pf

Paroesie (1963; rev. 1967)
Duration: 10'
fl fg h trp perc mar hp pf vl cb

ORCHESTRA/LARGE ENSEMBLE 

Hexameron - Phagocitosis (2007)
Duration: 6'
orchestra

Echo 13.7 (2006)
Duration: 28'
pf orchestra

In Paradisum (2000)
Duration: 24'
fl(pic fl-a) ob(eh) cl cl-b fg cfg 2h trp trb perc 
pf hp 2vl 2vla 2vc cb

Ouverture ...de origen volc‡nico 
(1992)
Duration: 8'
2fl(pic) 2ob 2cl 2fg 4h 2trp 2trb-t trb-b 2perc 
str

Hallelujah I, a symphony of the 
North: Movement 3 (1990; rev. 1997)
Duration: 11'
2fl(pic) 2fl 2ob eh heck 2cl cl-b 2cl-cb 3fg 2cfg 
6h trp-p 3trp 3trb trb-b tb 6perc 24vl 10vla 
8vc 6cb cl-b-solo

Hallelujah II, ouverture ˆ la Nou-
velle Alliance (I. Prigogine) (1988)
Duration: 13'
2fl 2ob 3cl 2fg 2h 2trp 3trb 4perc 2vl vla vc cb

Elements of Logic, by Jos Kunst 
and Jan Vriend (1972)
Duration: 11'
2fl fl(pic) fl-a fl-a(fl-b) 3cl 3cl-b cl-cb 4fg 2cfg 
9sax 6h 2tb

Bau (1970)
Duration: 15'
fl ob cl fg h trp 2trb-t 12vl 4vc 4cb

Huantan (1968)
Duration: 13'
fl(pic) 3fl 3ob ob(eh) 2cl cl-b 3fg cfg 4h 4trp 
4trb org-solo

Voice of the Planet (2005)
Duration: 33'
vc orchestra

VOCAL MUSIC  

Lune Plaine Ciel et Mort (P. Ver-
laine, W. Whitman) (2007)
Duration: 7Õ
GK4

Pas Crever (B. Vian) (2003; rev. 
2006)
Duration: 18'
sopr fl cl-b vibr pf vl vc
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Hymn to Ra (Achnaton, F. Nietz-
sche, K. Phillips) (2002)
Duration: 30'
sopr bar GK4 3333 4230 2perc pf(MIDI-
keyboard) str

Entre el olivo y el hombre (M. 
Hern‡ndez) (2001)
Duration: 35'
GK4(div.)

Choir-book (part 1): Ab origine, El 
Tren (M. Hern‡ndez), Inferno 
(Dante), Autorap (H. Williams) 
(1999)
Duration: 20'
MK

Du-Dich-Dir, 12 Gedichte (P. Celan) 
(1998)
Duration: 13'
GK4

Three Songs (P. Celan): Chanson 
einer Dame im Schatten, Zu beiden 
HŠnden, Oben, gerŠuschlos (Hom-
mage) (1991)
Duration: 14'
sopr/sopr-m 2222 4231 2perc pf(perc) 
str(8.8.6.5.2.)

Ensembles (1971; rev. 1999)
Duration: 6'
GK8



PUBLICATIONS

Wiskunde en Komponeren (Mathematics and composing). Study of and intro-

duction to Xenakis's Stochastic music, 1977. Was published in limited edition 

by ASKO, Amsterdam (No longer available).

Leren luisteren naar muziek (How to listen to music). ASKO, Amsterdam, 1979. 

A methodic introduction to contemporary music for teachers and children, 

centered around Octandre by Edgard Var•se. 

Nomos Alpha (for violoncello solo  Xenakis). Analysis and comments. 

In: Interface, Vol. 10. Swets & Zeitlinger, Amsterdam, 1981.

Valse Stochastique? In: Regards sur Iannis Xenakis. Stock Musique, Paris, 1981.

Het Muziekleven in Nederland (Musical life in The Netherlands). A critical 

viewpoint. 

In: Hollands Maandblad, Aug./Sept. 1982, Amsterdam.

Een Hypothese vanuit Stilstand (The stillpoint hypothesis). Essay on Edgard 

Var•se's music. 

In: De bevrijding van de Klank. ASKO, Amsterdam, 1982.

Heterostase (Jan Vriend, 1980). Introduction and analysis. 

In: Interface, Vol. 16. Swets & Zeitlinger, Amsterdam, 1987.

Le Monde Ouvert des Sons et ses Ennemies (The open sounduniverse and its en-

nemies). Essay on Xenakis vs Ferneyhough. 

In: EntreTemps 6. Paris, Jan. 1988.

Top van de IJsberg (Tip of the iceberg). Diary of an experience, 1968'91. Unpu-

blished but quoted in Entr'acte No. 2, March 1992.
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Jos Kunst, balling of  kluizenaar? (Jos Kunst, exile or hermit?). Review of his life 

and works. In: Mens en Melodie, March 1997.

Borstlap Revisited. Riposte against a reactionary article by John Borstlap 

In Tijdschrift voor Muziektheorie, November 2003.

Het Open Universum (The Open Universe). On the origins and achievements of 

the twentienth century avant-garde. September 2004 

http://www.janvriend.co.uk Russian translation in Muzyka v epokhu postmo-

dernizma. Ð Perm 2005 : Permskij gosudartvennyj pedagogicheskij universiteit.

http://www.janvriend.co.uk
http://www.janvriend.co.uk


PUBLICATIONS ON THE COMPOSER

International Gaudeamus week 1970. Ernst Vermeulen

In: Sonorum Speculum. Nr. 44 (1970) 

25 Jahre Gaudeamus in Bilthoven. Ernst Vermeulen

In: Melos. Nr. 37 (1970)

Composers’ Voice. Wouter Paap

In: Key Notes. Nr. 2 (1975)

Het pedante bloembollenproza van Jan Vriend en Jos Kunst: hoe de muziekpers een 
discussie uit de weg gaat. Elmer Schšnberger

In: Vrij Nederland, 11 september 1976

Schat, Vriend, De Vries en Laman. Ernst Vermeulen

In: Mens en melodie, februari 1979

Frustratie is de motor van mijn zwartgalligheid. Harm Visser

In: De Tijd, 28 januari 1983

Hallelujah in het labyrint : composities van Jan Vriend op weg naar een uitvoering
In: Entr’acte, maart 1992

‘Music reflects my attitude to life’. Thea Derks

In: Key Notes, maart 1997

Muzikale bouwkunst : Xenakis en Vriend
In: Timbres. Nr. 1 (2007)
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Jan Vriend
2008
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I

Piccolo

Flute 1.2

Oboe 1.2

Cor Anglais

Clarinet 1.2 in B"

Bass Clarinet
in B"

Contrabass
Clarinet in B"

Bassoon 1.2

Contrabassoon

Horn 1.2 in F

Horn 3.4 in F

Trumpet 1.2 in C

Trumpet in B"

Trombones 1.2

Bass Trombone

Timpani

Percussion I 

Bass Drum

Percussion II

Percussion III

Keyboard MIDI

Solo Violoncello

Violin I

Violin II

Viola

Violoncello

Contrabass
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