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John Adams
‘Minimalism, but not as you know it’ – a concise recap of John Adams’ works by 
the British paper The Guardian. Since the late seventies, Adams has been capturing 
audiences worldwide with his absolutely original and open-minded approach to 
music. Referring to himself as a ‘post-style’ composer, Adams is active in almost every 
genre, from opera to film scores, jazz and chamber music.

Amidst that tremendous body of work, Adams’ output for piano is surprisingly 
small. Until today, only four ‘real’ piano pieces, for one or two instruments, have 
made it to the stage. Yet, listening to those four makes one realize Adams could 
not be more to the point. In using a wide range of techniques, combining an broad 
bandwidth of influences and, maybe most important, addressing an enormous scope 
of emotions, this small piano oeuvre says everything that needs to be expressed.

In Hallelujah Junction, his very entertaining memoir, Adams refers to Phrygian 
gates (1977) as his ‘first mature composition’. By then, he was thirty years old, had 
met and worked with great musicians, and had even been teaching composition for 
several years. However, in all his previous works, he struggled to find the voice he 
was looking for, combining a minimalist approach with some of the harmonic and 
rhythmic assets of jazz and rock. 

Phrygian gates was written in a small cottage by the beach – a very appropriate 
atmosphere for composing a piece inspired by a fascination with waves. Adams 
moved a ‘battered’ spinet into his small working space and ‘banged away at it for 
months’. Gentle drippings, rolling flows and thundering streams all ended up in 
one big melodic wave metaphor. At the same time Phrygian gates is about music 
itself. Adams travels through half the keys of the circle of fifths, each time passing a 
gate separating the Lydian and Phrygian modes. In doing so, he also covers a large 
emotional terrain. 

While Phrygian gates is a virtuosic technical challenge, it’s ‘smaller companion’ 
China gates (also from 1977) focuses more on simplicity. In this delicate miniature, 
Adams again explores different modes, but in a more transparent way. On his website 
Earbox, the composer says that many years later, the piece strikes him as ‘calling for 
real attention to details of dark, light and the shadows that exist between’.

John Adams b.1947
Piano Music

1. China Gates 5’54
2. Phrygian Gates 28’12
3. American Berserk 7’13
4. Halleluiah Junction* 16’00
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Adams grew up in a very musical family, his parents playing in big bands and 
community orchestras, encouraging their son to do the same. The young boy, already 
fantasizing about becoming a composer, chose the clarinet. ‘Unfortunately,’ he writes 
in his autobiography, ‘neither my parents nor I realized until too late how important 
piano lessons could have been.’ After China gates, it took almost twenty years for 
Adams to compose for the piano again. ‘I suspect my lifelong frustrations with the 
piano go hand in hand with the birth of many of my best musical ideas,’ he says, and 
maybe Hallelujah Junction (1996) is the embodiment of that statement. This piece 
is essentially an expedition into the combining of two pianos, on this album played 
by Jeroen van Veen (who delivered the Dutch premiere of this work in 2002 in the 
Concertgebouw together with his brother Maarten) and his wife Sandra van Veen.

Named after a truck stop, conveniently placed on the meeting point of two 
highway routes, Hallelujah Junction gives voice to the interlocking of two 
instruments. ‘What attracts me is the possibility of having similar or even identical 
material played at a very slight delay, thereby creating a kind of planned resonance,’ 
Adams states. The music bounces back and forth between the two pianists, making 
it increasingly difficult to distinguish who plays what. The result is very rhythmical, 
almost boogie woogie-like, including the part where it’s difficult to remain seated.

The same goes even more for the Adams’ most recent piano piece, American 
berserk. In this composition from 2001 the composer looks back at his childhood, 
growing up with parents who did not distinguish between classical music and jazz. 
From the great nineteenth century virtuosos to ragtime, from Ives’ modernistic 
renewals to big band swing, everything goes into one festive melting pot. American 
berserk is fun to play and listen to, but also slightly twisted - almost like a pianistic 
sideshow. 

American berserk is loud, rough, and spiky, all qualities that are rarely associated 
with minimalism. And yet it is. In its repetitions, in its attention to the complexity of 
small motifs, in the whole attitude of using basic means to open an immense world. 
Minimalism, but not as you knew it. 
© Vrouwkje Tuinman



Jeroen van Veen
Jeroen Van Veen (1969) started playing the piano at the age of 7. He studied at 
the Utrecht Conservatory with Alwin Bär and Håkon Austbö. In 1993 he passed 
the Performing Artists’ Exam. Van Veen has played with orchestras conducted by 
Howard Williams (Adams), Peter Eötvös (Zimmermann), Neal Stulberg (Mozart 
& Bartok) and Robert Craft (Stravinsky). He has played recitals in Europe, Russia, 
Canada & the USA. Van Veen attended master classes with Claude Helffer, Roberto 
Szidon, Ivan Klánsky and Leonid Hambro. He was invited to several festivals; 
Reder Piano Festival (1988), Festival der Kunsten in Bad Gleichenberg (1992), Wien 
Modern (1993), Holland Dance Festival (1998, 2010) Lek Art Festival (1996-2007). 
Van Veen recorded for major Dutch Radio- and Television companies like AVRO, 
NOS, IKON, NCRV, TROS/Internet, WTBC-TV & Radio (Florida, U.S.A.) and 
Moscow Television. In 1992, Van Veen recorded his first CD as Piano duo Van 
Veen. In 1995 Piano duo Van Veen made their debut in the United States. They 
were prizewinners in the prestigious 4th International Murray Dranoff Two Piano 
Competition in Miami, Florida. After this achievement they toured the United States 
and Canada many times. The documentary “Two Pianos One Passion” (nominated 
with an Emmy Award 1996) portrays them as a duo. In 2016 Van Veen was awarded 
with the NPO Radio 4 2016 Award, for his efforts and promotion of classical music 
beyond the concert halls. His lie-down (ligconcert) concerts were praised as an 
example how classical music can attract new audiences. 
The various compositions by Van Veen may be described as Minimal Music with 
different faces, Crossovers to Jazz, Blues, Soundscape, Avant-Garde, Techno, Trance 
and Pop Music. His Minimal Preludes for piano, and his NLXL are some of his most 
played pieces worldwide. His latest Minimal Piano Concerto Continuum was a great 
success. In 2015 he premiered his Incanto nr 2 in the Amsterdam Concertgebouw 
with Sandra van Veen.

Currently Mr. Van Veen is director of Van Veen Productions, Chairman of the Simeon 
ten Holt Foundation, Pianomania Foundation and artistic director of several music 
festivals. He is also active as Overseas Artistic Director in the Murray Dranoff Two 
Piano Competition based in Miami. Over the last 25 years Van Veen recorded more 
than 160 albums and 5 DVD’s, mostly for Brilliant Classics. His discography includes: 
Adams, Einaudi, Glass, JacobTV, Minimal Piano Collections, Nyman, Nietzsche, 
Pärt, Reich, Riley, Stravinsky, Tiersen, Ten Holt, Van Veen, Yiruma and many others.  
Van Veen is also praised for his productivity some say; ‘the man who records faster 
than his shadow’.

“Dutch pianist and composer, Jeroen van Veen, the leading exponent of minimalism 
today”, Alan Swanson (Fanfare)
“Jeroen van Veen has for many years been a powerhouse in the piano world of the 
Netherlands and beyond”, Dominy Clements ( Musicweb-International)
“The Maximal Minimalist Missionary”, Raymond Tuttle (Fanfare)

www.jeroenvanveen.com · www.vanveenproductions.com 



Sandra van Veen
Sandra van Veen studied with the Norwegian pianist Håkon Austbö at the 
Conservatory in Utrecht where she graduated in 1992. She made her debut with her 
husband Jeroen in a performance of Canto Ostinato during Lek Art (Culemborg). The 
concert was live recorded and the CD has sold in more than 40 countries worldwide. 
After this, many concerts and CDs followed.  Sandra is very dedicated to the music 
of Ten Holt, but nowadays she also plays other kinds of music, ranging from the 
classical music like Carmina Burana, The Planets, Rhapsody in Blue, to Tangos and 
Tubular Bells for pianos. She did the premiere of several pieces written by Dutch 
composers like J. Andriessen (in Russia) and Ten Holt (in Canada). Concerts and 
recitals brought Sandra from Miami to Novosibirsk. She takes part in many projects 
in Holland as well as abroad. She recorded many albums. Several concerts and 
projects have been broadcasted on radio, television and the Internet. Finally, Sandra 
is a well-known, passionate piano teacher as well. Sandra van Veen is a co-founder 
of the Lek Art Foundation and the Simeon ten Holt Foundation. She runs her own 
company ‘De Walnoot’ based in Culemborg.

www.pianoduo.org
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