JAZZ IN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

Contributor:  Rick Condit

AFRICA

When discussing jazz in Africa it must be stated once again that although the contribution of Africans and their descendants is an essential ingredient to the music, it was the combination of cultures and environment in late 19th century America that brought a new art form to fruition.  Thus, while jazz has strong cultural ties with Africa, the jazz tradition did not take root in Africa until it was brought there by American and western Europeans through colonial channels in the early 20th Century.

Indeed, even today while festivals do exist in select countries in West Africa, by and large jazz is noticeable in few African nations other than South Africa where it thrives.

The history of jazz in South Africa is both rich and unique.  The political struggles of the apartheid era took its toll and caused some of the most important artists to live in exile, yet the fight for freedom found jazz as one of its most important voices.

The first known performance by African American musicians in South Africa took place June 19, 1890, when the minstrel troupe of Orpheus Myron McAdoo's Virginia Jubilee Singers from Hampton, Virginia presented a series of concerts in Cape Town.  McAdoo’s tour of the country lasted eighteen months and had a lasting impact on the street carnival music, harmonic concept, and the performing arts culture in general.

With the advent of the phonograph, radio, and jazz recordings brought by American merchant seamen in the early 20’s, the exuberance and excitement of the Dixieland style quickly became popular in black townships as well as in white society.  The townships established in the 1950’s were little more than government sanctioned slums.  Nevertheless, for the thousands who called them home, they were neighborhoods where specific cultural and tribal musical traditions could be carried on and blended with jazz styles creating an atmosphere not unlike New Orleans had been a half-century earlier.  

The 1930’s –50’s saw an infusion of ethnic township music into traditional jazz styles and beginning in the 1950’s, the emergence of bebop inspired nationals who would lead the way into the world of modern jazz.  A seminal moment occurred in 1960 when American jazz pianist and educator John Mehegan performed in South Africa on a U.S. State Department tour.  While in South Africa, Mehegan took the opportunity to record an album titled “Jazz in Africa” with a group of local musicians who would become some of the most important in the history of jazz from their country.  Among them were trumpeter Hugh Masekela,, trombonist Jonas Gwangwa, and also saxophonist Kiepie Moketsie.

Hugh Masekela, was born in 1939 near Johannesburg and began playing trumpet at the age of 15 with the help of anti-apartheid activist, Father Trevor Huddleston who actually provided Masekela with a horn donated by Louis Armstrong.   With help from Huddleston, John Dankworth and others, Masekela was able to escape the oppression of his country in order to study in London and later in New York.  Masekela’s skills as a player and composer and his ability to fuse the various pop and jazz styles with his South African cultural origins, brought great success in the world stage beginning in the late 60’s.  Having recorded over 50 albums with everyone from Louis Armstrong to Paul Simon, Masekela has achieved national hero status in his country.

Like Masekela, singer Miriam Makeba is also well known on the world stage as an artist and political activist.  Born in 1932, Makeba performed with some of the same groups in South Africa as did Masekela, and the two were even married for several years in the early 1960’s.  Makeba chose not to return to her politically charged country after a tour of Italy, resulting in her passport being revoked.  She then followed Her husband to England and the U.S. to study.  Her 1968 marriage to militant black activist Stokely Carmichael made it necessary to emigrate once again to Europe where she was a regular at many international jazz festivals.  She and Masakela were part of Paul Simon’s Graceland tour in 1987, and she has since been considered one of South Africa’s most important artists.

Among other jazz masters of South Africa is pianist, Abdullah Ibrahim.  Born in 1934, Ibrahim (formerly named Dollar Brand), began studying piano at the age of 7 and played his first gig at 15.  While on a European tour with his trio in 1962, he was discovered in Zurich by Duke Ellington who subsequently financed his first album on an American Label.  In the following years, he would perform at the most prestigious jazz festivals and even substitute for Ellington on several gigs.

Less interested in non-jazz and pop genres, Ibrahim has branched out only in the direction of third stream music, combining jazz and classical styles for movie soundtracks and other concert projects.  

Among musicians who chose to remain in South and who survived the turbulent transition to democracy was tenor saxophonist Winston "Mankunku" Ngozi.  Born in 1948, “Mankunku” was probably too young and without opportunity when political oppression became pervasive in the early 1960’s.  The strict segregation of musicians forced him to such lengths as performing behind a curtain with an all white big band, and recording under a pseudonym.  In 1968 he recorded the landmark album "Yakhal'Inkomo", hailed by critics as the most important South African jazz recording of all time.  The album has been reissued three times on vinyl and is recently available on CD.  The title when translated from the Xhosa language means “the bellowing bull”, and refers to the sound made by cattle being led to slaughter.  Such was the power of the message conveyed in “Mankunku’s” music. 

It is fair to state that jazz is an integral part of the cultural life of modern South Africa.  Jazz festivals happen on an almost monthly basis and more than one international festival occurs annually.  In addition, jazz education has been a staple part of many school music programs since the 1980’s.

Among the leaders in South African jazz education is American ex-patriot, Darius Brubeck.  Born in 1947 and the son of jazz legend, Dave Brubeck, Darius Brubeck has been a Professor of Jazz Studies at the University of Natal in Durban since 1983.  Members of his many student groups who have toured internationally have become professional artists in their own right.
Artist Discographies:

· Hugh Masekela
· Miriam Makeba
· Abdullah Ibrahim
African Jazz Links:

· Afribeat A good route into the African jazz scene, present and past. 
· South African Music  A current website with reviews and events.

· Joy of Jazz  Festivals and other jazz events sponsored by Standard Bank

Questions for Review

1. Why has Jazz flourished in South Africa to a greater extent than it has in the rest of Africa?

2. How did the progression of Jazz styles develop in the South African Townships?

3. Who was John Mehegan and what part did he play in the development of Jazz in South Africa?

4. Why are so many artists from the American Jazz community drawn to South Africa?

5. Hugh Masekela and Mankunku Ngozi are contemporaries but developed very differently as Jazz Masters.  What are these differences? How has this affected their music?
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