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Nevâ Saz Semâî

is an extinct small mammal, evolutionarily
related to modern pikas, which was first described from an Early
Miocene fossil assemblage collected from the brown coal deposits of
Aliveri (Euboea peninsula, Greece). Spanish palaeontologist Nieves
López-Martínez named it after her colleague and my father Albert
van der Meulen¹, ‘balkanika’ referring to type of the music he played.
This piece’s title represents two related things that are dear to me:
making music with my father and my childhood memories of Greece.

Born in the Dutch Indies in 1940, my father’s early youth was
marked by imprisonment in a Japanese POWcamp and the ensuing
Indonesian National Revolution. Happier years followed after my
grandparents moved to Singapore, but when the Maria Hertogh Riots
of 1950 revoked the onset of the colonial wars in Indonesia, my grand-
mother decided to move back to her home region in the Netherlands,
taking my father and his sister (1947 ) with her. To a boy raised in the
tropics, rural Friesland was cold, wet, flat and in many ways terribly
bland. Beyond the perhaps more obvious things, he missed the music:
not the type made by and for Europeans, but the local music he had
heard on the streets, or being played or sang at home by his baboe
(nanny) and her husband.

Being musical, my father was given an accordion, but he was
never happy with the repertoire used by his teachers. The first music
that really appealed to him after his return to Europe was Balkan
music, to which he was introduced by Wouter Swets (1930 - 2016),
a reputed ethnomusicogist and musician, who specialised in the
related musical traditions from the Balkans and Asia Minor. After he
joined Swets’ first orchestra Čalgija in the mid-1960s, he would never
play anything else ever again, eventually getting very good at it.

Being unhappy with the repertiore used in the violin lessons I recei-
ved, I started playing with my father at the age of about nine. It
was an inevitable repetition of history; I would not even have
existed without Balkan music in the first place, because when my
mother heard that her aspiring boyfriend and later husband played
accordion, she almost broke up, refusing to be exposed for the rest
of her life to the very type of repertoire my father had rejected in his
youth. But she stayed on when she was told what he played, know-
ing Balkan music from Swets’ radio lectures in which, she realised,
she had actually heard my father play, demonstrating the exotic
aksak rhythms Swets was explaining to his unknowing listeners.

Our family holidays consisted of joining my father on his
palaeontological field campaigns in the Mediterranean. The ones
in Greece, in the late 197 0s to early 1980s, presented the first oppor-
tunity to me to hear his music in its proper setting. In tavernas,
after dinner, I could see my father's playing being appreciated as
something natural, while most people back home, how appreciative
they might be, never seemed to really get beyond its exoticness.
Things fell into place. My best childhood memories are of those long,
warm evenings with good company, food and music. Reminiscence
of such evenings is what I basically pursue in my own music.

My father was at its best playing from Balkan regions where
where the accordion is a traditional instrument. Modal, microtonal
music―including this nevâ saz semâî―is less suited, but the fourth
section of this piece has elements inspired by Romanian music,
making for an appropriate, happy tribute to my father and what he
taught me, about music, science and life in general.

~ Michiel van der Meulen, Crete, August 2016

Albertona balkanica

_________________________
¹López Martinez, N., 1986. The mammals from the Lower Miocene of Aliveri (Island of Evia, Greece). VI. The ochotonid lagomorph
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Nevâ Saz Semâî

Being unhappy with the repertiore used in the violin lessons I recei-
ved, I started playing with my father at the age of about nine. It 
was an inevitable repetition of history; I would not even have existed 
without Balkan music in the first place, because when my mother 
heard that her aspiring boyfriend and later husband played 
accordion, she almost broke up, refusing to be exposed for the rest  
of her life to the very type of repertoire my father had rejected in his 
youth. But she stayed on when she was told what he played, know-
ing Balkan music from Swets’ radio lectures in which, she realised, 
she had actually heard my father play, demonstrating the exotic 
aksak rhythms Swets was explaining to his unknowing listeners.

    Our family holidays consisted of joining my father on his 
palaeontological field campaigns in the Mediterranean. The ones 
in Greece, in the late 197 0s to early 1980s, presented the first oppor-
tunity to me to hear his music in its proper setting. In tavernas, after 
dinner, I could see my father's playing being appreciated as 
something natural, while most people back home, how appreciative 
they might be, never seemed to really get beyond its exoticness. 
Things fell into place. My best childhood memories are of those long, 
warm evenings with good company, food and music. Reminiscence 
of such evenings is what I basically pursue in my own music.

     My father was at its best playing from Balkan regions where 
where the accordion is a traditional instrument. Modal, microtonal 
music―including this nevâ saz semâî―is less suited, but the fourth 
section of this piece has elements inspired by Romanian music, 
making for an appropriate, happy tribute to my father and what he 
taught me, about music, science and life in general. 

  ~ Michiel van der Meulen, Crete, August 2016

Albertona Balkanika is an extinct small mammal, evolutionari-
ly related to modern pikas, which was first described from an 
Early Miocene fossil assemblage collected from the brown coal 
deposits of Aliveri (Euboea peninsula, Greece). Spanish 
palaeontologist Nieves López-Martínez named it after her colleague 
and my father Albert van der Meulen¹, ‘balkanika’ referring to 
type of the music he played. This piece’s title represents two 
related things that are dear to me: making music with my 
father and my childhood memories of Greece. 

     Born in the Dutch Indies in 1940, my father’s early youth was 
marked by imprisonment in a Japanese POW camp and the ensuing 
Indonesian National Revolution. Happier years followed after 
my grandparents moved to Singapore, but when the Maria Hertogh 
Riots of 1950 revoked the onset of the colonial wars in Indonesia,  my 
grand-mother decided to move back to her home region in the 
Netherlands, taking my father and his sister (1947 ) with her. To a boy 
raised in the tropics, rural Friesland was cold, wet, flat and in many 
ways terribly bland. Beyond the perhaps more obvious things, he 
missed the music: not the type made by and for Europeans, but the 
local music he had heard on the streets, or being played or sang at 
home by his baboe (nanny) and her husband. 

     Being musical, my father was given an accordion, but he was 
never happy with the repertoire used by his teachers. The first music 
that really appealed to him after his return to Europe was Balkan  
music, to which he was introduced by Wouter Swets (1930 - 2016),  a 
reputed ethnomusicogist and musician, who specialised in the rela-
ted musical traditions from the Balkans and Asia Minor. After he 
joined Swets’ first orchestra Čalgija in the mid-1960s, he would never 
play anything else ever again, eventually getting very good at it. 

                                              n. gen. n. sp. and its relationships. Proc. Kon. Ned. Akad. Wetensch., Series B, 89(2): 17 7 -194Albertona balkanica

3

3

_________________________
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