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Ahead of that moment in 1990 which made a democratic and peaceful future possible for South
Africa, there were, on reflection, numbers of activities, especially in the arts, which explored
ways of doing things which were different from those with the stains of apartheid.

In her magisterial book on jazz, popular music and politics in South Africa, Gwen Ansell
(2004: 81) said that during the conflict between the state and its citizens in 1980, ‘culture
moved to the centre stage, nationally and internationally.’ Some instances of cultural shift are:
freed from their uni-racial associations, teachers joined their students and parents in resisting
their oppression; 700 community-based organisations joined together to form the emphatically
non-racial United Democratic Front; alternative theatre flourished in villages and at The
Market Theatre; and visual artists discovered ‘another world’ at places such as the Johannesburg
Art Foundation.

In his chapter on South African history between 1973 and 1994, Tom Lodge wrote the
following:

The first half of the 1980s witnessed an expansion of freedom and a reduction in the scale of
government interferences. Thus, it was that a cultural renaissance in black townships could find
expression in a proliferation of artistic performances, books, journals, and newspapers; that criti-
cal social theory and revisionist history blossomed at universities; and that the range of censor-
ship was progressively reduced. (Lodge 2011: 472)

Lodge’s mention of universities is germane because many of them had yearned for an ‘aca-
demic freedom’ which permitted them to enrol students as they saw fit, unconstrained by racial
policies.

And at the (then) University of Natal, Durban, the head of the Music Department, Professor
Christopher Ballantine, seized an opportunity in 1982 to appoint Darius Brubeck (a jazz-fusion key-
boardist with basic academic experience but a deep musical pedigree, and who had never held a
regular job), with his wife Catherine Brubeck (with strong connections with liberation movements),
to a lectureship with the mandate to launch the first course in Africa to offer the study of jazz music at
an academic level. This had and continues to have many implications, but of note is the fact that, by
being the only institution of higher education which offered courses in jazz music, the University was
allowed to enrol numbers of black students in an otherwise all-white environment.

The challenges which followed this deft move and the opportunities which it created for the
institution, academic staff and students comprise the body of the book, Playing the Changes,
which the Brubecks have published as an entertaining and informative account of their 23
years of work, covering the devoted efforts which led to the establishment of what is now the
Centre for Jazz and Popular Music (CJPM).1

Among the students who came to study jazz there were many different personal histories. For
example, there were highly skilled performers with limited formal education. A number had little
or no money at all. Few had accommodation. Situations like these required adroit adjustment by
the institution (while guarding its ‘standards’ and rules) and the Brubecks had thus to approach
the venture as if it were a project by a non-governmental organisation (an NGO) which had the
sanctity of a corporation’s avuncular blessing.
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To their credit, and this applies in particular to the University’s top management of the time,
intelligent flexibility by senior staff was applied to seemingly intractable problems. For example,
the University Principal, Professor Piet Booysen, became the CJPM’s licencee so that beer could
be sold at the weekly performances by student groups so as to simulate a jazz club-like environ-
ment. Ways were found by the institution for students with unorthodox credentials to work their
way into formal enrolment which led to graded qualifications.

Reference to the NGO implies the extent to which both Darius and Catherine had to hustle,
improvise, make major use of minor resources, seek assistance far and wide and do all the dogs-
body arrangements and organisation until one further person was appointed to assist in important
ways with administration. Strenuous as all this was, it gave the enterprise a personal quality to the
creative and productive atmosphere which they established.

These experiences and the hands-on essence of the ways things were done provides this book
with an unusually intimate and humane sense of how the commitment to jazz education worked
its way through academics, students, visiting musicians, and the experiences of students perform-
ing at many different venues ‘on the road’. The full title of the book is thus Playing the Changes:
Jazz at an African University and on the Road. Pleasingly, both Darius and Catherine Brubeck
make full use of the multiple implications of the term ‘changes’, including the special reference
to jazz music.

Though this book has much to offer about the intricate ways in which the project to offer jazz
education was accommodated by the UND, it omits a detailed account of what the courses con-
sisted of and how the actual teaching was conducted. Instead, the book provides multiple
instances of the jazz experience at the institution and ‘on the road’ at functions, all sorts of
venues and the excitements of international performances by members of the University.
Darius Brubeck takes a firm stand on his view of jazz when he says that it is an art rooted in
‘ideals of freedom and struggle against oppression. He goes further by stating that ‘The very
sound of jazz, the pervasive aesthetic of individuality, improvisation and continuous reinvention
defies definition and control by authority.’ Brubeck acknowledges the specific qualities of locally
developed music but emphasises too the universality of jazz. The linkages between local jazz
musicians and their international counterparts are made clear.

A deservedly high point in the double decade of their work for the CJPM is explored in two
chapters which focus on educational and musical connections with the outside world.

By 1987 a sufficiently skilled and talented group of students had assembled in the Depart-
ment of Music and the jazz course for Darius Brubeck to form a nine-piece band. This
became known as The Jazzanians.2 Contact had been made with main figures in the National
Association of Jazz Educators and the band was booked for appearance at the NAJE 1988 Con-
ference in Detroit, USA.

The student musicians were a great success at the Conference and were seen as heralding a
future, non-racial South Africa, no longer a pariah state. This achievement provided the Univer-
sity with significant international links (due reward for its foresighted opening the way for jazz
music) and numbers of the students were able to follow this with time and opportunity with
notable jazz exponents in the US.

Owing to the increasing influence and reputation of the CJPM in these and many other ways,
a number of music departments in South African higher institutions offer courses in jazz and
there is now a South African Jazz Educators Association with international connections.

The Jazzanians recorded an album in 1988, titled,We have waited too long. This has become
a collector’s item but will be remastered and promoted along with the American reprint of the
Brubeck book.

Chapter 7 is titled, ‘Some Remarkable People.’ These are people deeply involved in jazz in
this country. Other influential and crucially supportive people – such as Darius Brubeck’s mother,

Current Writing: Text and Reception in Southern Africa 95



Iola, who kept all of the correspondence related to the Durban adventure, as well as a key figure
like the drummer, Lulu Gontsana – are acknowledged throughout the book. The people listed in
this chapter are what Catherine Brubeck describes as ‘some of the most remarkable people one
could ever hope to encounter in a lifetime.’ Both Brubecks offer their insights into who and what
these people were and how they impinged on the lives of the authors. Most sensibly, the attention
given to these figures is extensive and leisurely, allowing for detail and nuance.

A reading of this chapter makes clear what the term ‘remarkable’, used above, came to mean
to Catherine and to Darius Brubeck over nearly a quarter of a century. The people they discuss
and reflect on (these are no mere descriptions) are the ones who evoked combinations of love,
respect, interest and admiration for their highly wrought individualities and their passion for
playing jazz as near to the best as possible. What has struck me especially is the respectful
tone which these two interlocuters address their subjects. I regard this more than anything else
they describe as a foundation for a healed society. This section of the book demonstrates the fun-
damental love Darius and Catherine Brubeck have for people, especially jazz people.

I have argued that the twomain presences in this account of the CJPM are the University and jazz
as it was lived through teachers and their students as well as by other performers. This is not to dimin-
ish what Catherine and Darius achieved as individuals. My focus seeks to express that both the insti-
tution of learning and jazz as a cultural force are bigger than even those who make it happen.

When he reflected on what the CJPM had achieved, saxophonist Barney Rachabane told
Darius Brubeck that he had ‘broken the egg’. What he meant was that the Brubecks (and the
CJPM) had lodged jazz firmly in the South African mainstream. It took twenty years of dedicated
work to achieve that. The book tells us how that happened.

Notes
1. Books on South African jazz include the following: Ansell (2004); Ballantine (2012 [1993]); Coplan

(1988/2007); Titlestad (2004).
2. Personnel: Johnny Mekoa – trumpet; Andrew Eagle – guitar; Zim Ngqwana – alto sax and flute; Nic

Paton – tenor and soprano sax; Rick van Heerden – tenor and alto sax; Melvin Peters – piano and elec-
tric keyboard; Victor Masondo – bass; Kevin Gibson – drums and percussion; Lulu Gontsana – drums
and percussion.
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