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Jazz Cosmopolitanism from East to West

Tony Whyton

Birmingham City University, UK

Jazz is so much more than music: it is a lifestyle and a tool for dialogue,
even social change. The history of jazz tells of the power of music to
bring together artists from different cultures and backgrounds, as a driver
of integration and mutual respect. (Irina Bokova, Director General,

UNESCO)

The theme of this symposium offers us an opportunity to consider the role
that jazz performs in different international contexts and to reflect on the way in
which the music has been studied and understood to date. Readings and
interpretations of jazz have changed significantly over the last few years as the
global impact of the music, its uses and meanings past and present, become ever
more complex. Furthermore, as the research community continues to expand
internationally, and draws on a range of disciplinary perspectives to analyse the
music, contrasting histories emerge which show how jazz operates in different

cultural and political contexts.

For my paper today, I want to explore some issues linked to the theme of
-jazz cosmopolitanism: how the music can be used as a lens through which to
understand the spread and uses of culture. I want to consider some core themes
that were essential to the development of this event and to offer some thoughts
on jazz’s power to act as a platform for cultural understanding and social change.
During this symposium, I hope we can interrogate some of the stereotypical
constructions of East and West in order to offer a more complex approach to

perceiving jazz as a tool for cultural understanding.
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Jazz as Global Music

As a global music, jazz has a unique status within social and political
discourses, as it blurs the boundaries between established forms of cultural
practice, from challenging notions of high and low culture to questioning
concepts of the indigenous and foreign. Indeed, as a global music, jazz can often
be understood as an acculturated art form born out of different cultural

exchanges and influences.

As a sign of the music’s global significance, UNESCO created a designated
international day for jazz in 2012; International Jazz Day (April 30th) is
devoted to promoting cultural understanding through jazz and celebrating the
music’s rich global heritage and reach. Jazz is the only genre celebrated by
UNESCO in this way, arguably because it is the only music that has an
established musical culture in almost every nation. More significantly, perhaps,
as the Director General of UNESCO points out in the opening quotation, jazz is
understood as something much more than just music, meaning it is the perfect
artistic vehicle for supporting political initiatives linked to social change and

cultural diplomacy.

Despite these positive initiatives that seek to promote the cosmopolitan
value of jazz, International Jazz Day celebrations have, to date, largely revolved
around the promotion of jazz from an American world view. The history and
power of jazz that UNESCO Director General Bokova discusses is American,
and a limited sense of American history and power at that. Indeed, at a
presentation that offered a reflection on the first International Jazz Day, Thomas
R. Carter, President of the Thelonious Monk Institute and Member of the
National Commission for UNESCO in Washington, stated that the International
Jazz Day initiative was a direct legacy of the US Jazz Ambassador program
created in the 1950s." When I questioned the merits of this statement and
suggested that not only was the US Ambassador program deeply problematic
from a racial and political perspective but also that International Jazz Day

should be more than the promotion of an American world view, Carter stressed

' Carter 2012.
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that his primary aim in getting the UNESCO International Jazz Day off the

ground was to increase the appreciation of jazz in America.

This attitude reflects the American exceptionalism that has governed the
majority of representations of jazz to date. Indeed, as E. Taylor Atkins has
pointed out in his work on Jazz in Japan and other international contexts, there
is a dogmatic conviction in the majority of American jazz writings that suggests
that “democracy, individualism, social mobility, civil society, free enterprise,

ingenuity and inventiveness, and well-being are peculiarly American traits.”

Within this context, there is a naturalised view that jazz automatically
represents American views, alongside the somewhat malleable concepts of
democracy and freedom. The need to increase the value and recognition for jazz
within the United States is clearly needed, in that the music is an integral part of
America’s cultural heritage. However, framing International Jazz Day in this
way misses out on an opportunity to explore the wider uses and meanings of

jazz that might well offer a platform for cultural understanding and diplomacy.

For example, Atkins suggests that jazz needs a broader framework of
understanding linked more to transnational processes including frontier
expansion, industrialisation, settler colonialism, immigration, slavery and

cultural hybridisation. He states:

Jazz, though certainly born on US soil, was both product and instigator of
early twentieth-century processes and trends that were global in scope: the
mass manufacture of culture, urbanization, the leisure revolution, and
primitivism. It is this fact — combined with the sheer, and early, ubiquity
of the music — that leads us to conclude that, practically from its inception,

s s ¢ . . 3
jazz was a harbinger of what we now call “globalization”.

A more sophisticated reading of the global meanings of jazz would lead us
to a position where we could study the potential of the music to serve as a tool

for cultural understanding. However, by opening jazz up in this way and moving

Atkins 2003: xiii.
Atkins 2003: xiii.
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towards a form of cosmopolitanism, we would also have to appreciate that
alternatives to the dominant discourse may emerge that make our task as jazz
researchers more complex and problematic. This work would have to include
the potential for contestation, for alternative configurations of jazz to emerge
that differ from the American world view of the music, from events such as the
Ramadhan Jazz Festival in Indonesia to “Jazz Lives in Syria”, an initiative

supported by the Syrian regime because they interpreted jazz as a form of

anti-American music.

History, Narrative and (Non) Linear Influences

In my first book, Jazz Icons: Heroes, Myths and the Jazz Tradition®, 1 set
out to show how the dominant history of jazz, coupled with discussions of
cultural influence and exchange within the music’s discourse, has tended to be

limited to a simplistic linear and causal narrative:

Just as western classical music has its clearly defined (and equally
problematic) historical periods, jazz can now boast its own teleological
genealogy with supporting canon; from New Orleans to the Swing Era, to
bebop and beyond, causal narration has become the primary means of

telling the story of jazz.5

In effect, we often buy into the idea that musical and cultural influences are
unidirectional, that they are often geographically centred (x person studied with
y person, etc.), and that historical moments unravel in an obvious and
quantifiable manner through time. Within my work, I’ve been keen to illustrate
the fact that history is not only born out of lived experience but that it is also
constructed retrospectively to suit the needs, desires and values of the present
day. With this in mind, musical and cultural influences can be understood as
multi-directional and can inform understandings of the past as much as they do

the present.

* Whyton 2010.
> Whyton 2010:130.
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In my Beyond a Love Supreme®, for example, 1 examined the way in which
the narratives of John Coltrane’s life and music have not only influenced
readings of jazz from the 1960s to the present day but have also changed the
way in which some aspects of African American history prior to the creation of
Coltrane’s work are portrayed and understood. A straightforward demonstration
of this fact could be seen in the way in which the African American writer
Pauline Hopkins® 1900 novel Contending Forces: A Romance Illustrative of
Negro Life North and South was renamed A Love Supreme in 1995. By using 4
Love Supreme as a “new title”, Hopkins’s novel becomes integrally linked both
to Coltrane’s seminal work and also, perhaps more importantly, tied to the

dominant and established narrative of African American history.

As a further example of the complexity of cultural influence and exchange,

[ drew on the anthropological work of Steven Feld and his book Jazz
Cosmopolitanism in Accra’ in particular. Feld’s book explored the idea of
cultural exchange, genealogies of listening, and the flow of influences and ideas
among a community of musicians in Accra, and the presence of Coltrane as a
cosmopolitan influence. One example I referenced in the book was the way in
which Ghanaian musicians have used the music of Coltrane as a way of
exploring and constructing their own African identity. Coltrane had never
visited Africa and yet his African-themed works have encouraged Accra-based
musicians to celebrate their sense of place, to challenge official narratives of
music and nationhood, and to explore and construct new forms of national
identity inspired by Coltrane’s sound. To put this into perspective, it is like a
Norwegian musician never visiting China but composing music that constructs a
vision of what it is to be Chinese and, subsequently, Ningbo-based musicians
using the Norwegian impression of China to explore, create and imagine a sense
-of their own national identity — when thought of in this way, the uses and
influences of culture clearly flow in multiple directions and cannot be reduced

to simple binaries, boundaries and border controls.

¢ Whyton 2013.
7 Feld 2012.
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From Clinton to Clinton: West to East, East to West

I came to believe that the Chinese, for their own reasons and because of
their own way of governing, believed that somewhere in Washington there
is a master plan about what we intend to do to try to control their rise |...]
They really do, because they have plans and they have all kinds of
processes. They have never understood the jazz-like quality of American

government aﬁd democracy. (Hilary Clinton: Chatham House, 2013)

Although meant as a self-deprecating example of the improvised nature of
American government and foreign policy, this comment from former Secretary
of State and likely presidential candidate Hilary Clinton feeds into several
stereotypes and binary configurations of jazz that we’re hoping to resist within
this symposium. As jazz is acknowledged as more than music, it is often
invoked within political discourses as a marker of the unique characteristics of
American culture. Little do statements such as these acknowledge the role that
jazz has played both in Asia historically or in several major Chinese cities in
recent years. The idea that because something is jazz-like, it is alien to other
cultures and political systems misses out on a more sophisticated engagement
with jazz past and present. These words can also be read ironically, especially
given that Clinton’s undiplomatic statement was used as part of a conversation

linked to the Chatham House prize for international diplomacy.

How then do we move on from these reductive configurations of jazz as
exceptionally American towards a complexity of relationships that includes the
music’s American history but also realises its cosmopolitan and transnational
potential? At this point, I’d like to draw on a personal anecdote which leads us
back to China and, ultimately, to Bill Clinton.

My mother-in-law recently handed me a box from the family archive which
belonged to her uncle Wilkie Davison. Wilkie was a professional musician who
developed a successful career as a multi-instrumentalist from the 1920s

onwards.

Opening the box, I was interested to see a number of letters where Wilkie
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had clearly acted as an intermediary between different promoters and musicians,
negotiating fees and logistics for groups he was associated with. The box also
included some correspondence about the booking of Stephane Grappelli — one
of Wilkie’s friends and contacts — for engagements in and around London, as
well as general publicity, signed festival programmes and artist’s photographs
where renowned musicians had written a note of thanks or friendship. As part of
the materials, I also came across some publicity photos of groups that Wilkie
had been a member of, including this photograph of the Shanghai Five (Figure 1)
dating from c.1928.

Figure 1 The Shanghai Five

Now, as far as I’'m aware, this group did not have a significant presence in
the British dance band scene of the 1920s and 1930s. Within this context,
Shanghai could be seen as a simple novelty signifier of the exotic, a marketing
gimmick to appeal to British cafe society. However, in an era where the

American jazz age was at its peak, Shanghai would have meant something to
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British audiences. The Chinese city would appeal to British dance band society
as a symbol of the internationalisation of the music, the performers, and
Britain’s connections with one of the world’s largest cities. As Catherine
Tackley has pointed out, British dance bands in the mid 1920s, such as the
Savoy Orpheans, promoted themselves as “international orchestras” and the
activities of American musicians in Britain were increasingly opposed during
this time®. Indeed, British dance band culture was undergoing a transformation
whilst the relationship to America was being renegotiated. In this context,
Shanghai performs as a useful signifier of the exotic oriental “other” and as a
marker of the internationalisation, industrialisation, cultural hybridity and
immigration identified by Atkins as crucial to the jazz age. Furthermore, the
group could also reinforce Parsonage’s theories of British dance band music at
this time as being simultaneously modern, novelty based, and striving for a

distinctiveness that sets it apart from America.’

So what does Bill Clinton have to do with this narrative? Something
tangential but important all the same. As a musician, Wilkie went on to become
one of the founding partners of the internationally successful Berg Larsen
mouthpiece company in 1945, a company that, over its history, has boasted an
array of iconic devotees from Jan Garbarek to Sonny Rollins. On the Berg
Larsen website today, Bill Clinton is listed as a major advocate of the
company’s classic mouthpieces. Whilst Bill Clinton does not have any further
part to play in this story beyond an endorsement on a company website, I would
suggest that this multi-faceted story — from Wilkie to Shanghai, Berg Larsen to
Bill Clinton — provides us with an example of how a local musician’s activities
and entrepreneurial activities engaged with, reflected, and supported the
international spread of jazz culture. Both Shanghai’s and Bill Clinton’s
involvement in the story of Wilkie might only be superficial but their
involvement in this narrative points to a more layered and sophisticated reading
of the networks, influences, and transnational workings of the jazz world that

must form part of our quest for cosmopolitan understanding. When we discuss

& Parsonage 2005:172.
’  Parsonage 2005:173.
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cosmopolitanism in this symposium, therefore, I would invite us to move
beyond the well-trodden idea of the cosmopolitan as being simply a “citizen of
the world” towards an examination of the discourses that are bound up with
global networks that exist outside the confines of the nation state. Jazz
cosmopolitanism inevitably involves a desire to interrogate and understand a
sense of multi-local belonging through music, as well as Feld’s idea of
“genealogies of listening” — how people discover music and perform and
imagine a connectedness through listening — and the “agency of desire for

enlarged spatial participation”"

. When we think about jazz cosmopolitanism,
we also need to be mindful of, and sensitive to, the dominant African American
narrative and the American exceptionalist discourse of jazz but also be open to
other histories, networks and transnational practices that shape the meanings of
the music around the world. This need is neatly summarised by Kwame Anthony

Appiah:

The connection people feel to cultural objects that are symbolically theirs,
because they were produced from within a world of meaning created by
their ancestors — the connection of art through identity — is powerful. It
should be acknowledged. The cosmopolitan, though, wants to remind us

.l
of other connections

Looking through the archival materials presented to me by my
mother-in-law, I thought about the inter-relationship between the dominant jazz
narrative and other cosmopolitan connections; in Wilkie, there was someone
who was engaged with the transnational realities of jazz, someone who was
immediately “other”, who drew on and existed outside the official narrative of
jazz history but, in his own way, contributed to that dominant history through
the work of Berg Larsen. Finally, I thought about how this one box of materials
illustrated the ecologies of jazz through the life of a musician; Wilkie’s story
points both to the need to unearth “other” stories — histories that don’t always

form part of official narratives but which can breathe new life into an

10" Feld 2012:49.
""" Appiah 2006:134-5.
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established discourse — and to think about relationships and connections
between individuals and collectives, the past and the present, East and West, and
the local and the global. Wilkie’s story — as with other stories around the world
— can enable us to start a conversation about the realities of the jazz world, the
connectedness of people in different cultural settings and the development of
the music worldwide. If we think about the ecologies of jazz in this way, we can
begin to realise the UNESCO vision, developing a meaningful conversation -
about jazz’s power to promote cultural understanding and to serve as a genuine

tool for social change.
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