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Jazz On Campus 

VCU Jazz Students, Faculty Members Connect  
With South African Counterparts From UKZN
When Antonio García saw the words “University of 
KwaZulu-Natal” (UKZN) on the list of sister schools to his own Virginia 
Commonwealth University (VCU), his heartbeat quickened. The potential 
for collaboration with the jazz program founded by Darius Brubeck that had 
shown the way for breaking the color barrier in South Africa in the 1980s was 
too good an opportunity to resist.

“While I was serving as editor of the IAJE Jazz Educators Journal in the late 
’90s, Dr. Michael Rossi had submitted a terrific article about jazz at what was 
then the University of Natal [UND],” explained trombonist García, now 
VCU’s director of jazz studies. “I’d heard its integrated student jazz combo, the 
Jazzanians, was fascinated by South African interest in jazz, befriended both 
Mike and Darius, and then twice hosted one of UND’s most acclaimed alum-
ni, saxophonist Zim Ngqawana. So I knew first-hand how special this South 
African jazz connection was.”

Fast-forward more than a decade later to 2010, when García was reading 
the announcement that VCU’s Global Education Office would welcome grant 
applications for up to $50,000 toward a year-long collaborative effort with any 
one of its sister institutions. He immediately contacted UKZN to gain its ini-
tial interest, then waited a year while securing a matching commitment of 
$50,000 from VCU’s top-ranked School of the Arts if his GEO grant propos-
al were accepted. Finally, in June 2012, he received word that the full $100,000 
was at his disposal; a mere five weeks later, García and a handpicked combo of 
VCU students—Trey Sorrells (alto sax), Brendan Schnabel (tenor sax), Victor 
Haskins (trumpet), Chris Ryan (guitar), Justin Esposito (bass) and C.J. Wolfe 
(drums)—were on a plane to Durban, South Africa.

In September 2012, Professor Neil Gonsalves, a pianist and the director of 
the UKZN Centre for Jazz and Popular Music, led six UKZN students to 
Richmond, Va.: Linda Sikhakhane (tenor saxophone), Sakhile Simani (trum-
pet), Sebastian Goldswain (guitar), Lungelo Ngcobo (piano), Ildo Nandja 
(bass) and Sphelelo Mazibuko (drums). Additional weeklong exchanges fol-
lowed in March 2013, along with four commissioned works (two from Durban, 
two from Richmond), several new arrangements, rehearsals shared over the 
Internet, and collaborations with South African music legend Madala Kunene 
and Richmond-based saxophonist-educator Plunky Branch. Other activities 
included concert performances, sessions with guest clinicians, visits to jazz 
advocates in Washington D.C., and trips to the KwaMuhle Museum in Durban 
and to Richmond’s Black History Museum and American Civil War Center.

García and Gonsalves had made the study of racism and segregation in the 
history of these two cities an integral part of the experience for students and fac-
ulty alike. “Music comes from people, and people come from a culture and a his-
tory,” offered García. “Richmond is the former Confederate capital, and ‘The 
Durban System’ had been the basis for what later became the policy of apart-
heid throughout South Africa. But out of oppression on both continents came 
music that spoke for freedom. This teaches the next generation of jazz musicians 
that you don’t find your musical voice merely to express Gm7–C7; you seek it to 
express what you feel.”

“South African jazz has its own swagger, rooted in the many kinds of urban 
music that are part and parcel of a migrant culture,” said Gonsalves. “Through 
the gift of this educational exchange, we can proudly say that local South African 
music forms and styles such as mbaqanga, maskanda and marabi have taken 
their place alongside the blues, standard tunes and bebop as platforms for musi-
cal dialogue between our respective ensembles. This dialogue is rooted at least 
partially in our common Southern heritage of migration from serfdom to global 
citizenry, and we acknowledge the effectiveness of this jazz bridge that we’ve built 
towards developing greater understanding.”

The students resonated with that same feeling. “Reading and playing music 
weren’t the only purposes of the exchange,” said Sikhakhane. “This involved a lot 
of spiritualism through sound and cultural experience. All the influences of our 
forefathers came to action. And the best part of this was sharing all our under-
standings through jazz music of this caliber.” 

Schnabel agreed. “Physical distance and cultural differences cannot blur our 
universal humanity,” he said. “I can think of no better way to express this revela-
tion than through the joy of music.”

At press time a joint CD from live concert tracks, Leap Of Faith (VCU Jazz), 
was slated for release in late September on both continents. The CD features the 
students and faculty; guests Kunene and Branch; the commissions by García and 
VCU student Victor Haskins and by UKZN’s Professor Sazi Dlamini and alum-
nus Stephan le Roux; plus other originals and arrangements. 

Plans are afoot to continue the partnership of these two jazz programs. “As 
marvelous as the musical output has been,” enthused García, “it still cannot com-
pare to the knowledge we have all learned and especially the friendships we have 
all made.” � —Antonio García & Neil Gonsalves
More info: wp.vcu.edu/vcujazz;  jazz.vcu.edu; 
music.ukzn.ac.za/Academic-Programmes/Jazz-Studies.aspx

Saxophonist-educator Plunky Branch (right) rehearses with the combined students of VCU and UKZN in March.
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Blindfold Test   By dan ouellette

The “Blindfold Test” is a listening test that challenges the featured artist to discuss and identify 
the music and musicians who performed on selected recordings. The artist is then asked to rate 
each tune using a 5-star system. No information is given to the artist prior to the test.

Branford Marsalis
A t the North Sea Jazz Festival in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, on July 

14, Branford Marsalis took the Blindfold Test in the Jazz Café venue 
before a full house. Earlier in the day, he performed at the fest with 

his quartet, including pianist Joey Calderazzo, bassist Eric Revis and drum-
mer Justin Faulkner. Before Marsalis had heard any tracks for his fourth 
Blindfold Test, he commented on the star-rating system: “All of them get a 5 
because it’s hard to do. Even when you suck at it, it’s still hard to do.”

Dexter Gordon
“Cheese Cake” (Go, Blue Note, 1999, rec’d 1962) Gordon, tenor saxophone; Sonny Clark, 
piano; Butch Warren, bass; Billy Higgins, drums.

Right off, it’s Dexter Gordon. If you don’t know Dexter, buy this album. Then 
put on a John Coltrane record from 1957, and you’ll realize that Trane is 
playing Dexter’s licks, except his tone is different. Most musicians don’t hear 
specificity; they hear generally. But listen to the actual notes Trane was play-
ing. He stole them from Dexter, who interestingly sounded like Lester Young 
on his first album. Like a twin. Dexter learned Lester and Charlie Parker, and 
his voice came from that. It’s weird how Dexter isn’t talked about as much as 
he should be.

Ravi Coltrane
“Who Wants Ice Cream” (Spirit Fiction, Blue Note, 2012) Coltrane, tenor saxophone; 
Ralph Alessi, trumpet; Geri Allen, piano; James Genus, bass; Eric Harland, drums.

I don’t know who this is. A lot of guys today play this way. I didn’t like it. I’m 
not a fan of small sounds, and everyone sounded small. The room they 
recorded in is very small. The drums hit and the sound just dies. I understand 
the economic reality of recording like that, but I like to hear music recorded 
in rooms that reflect the actual sound of the people playing. 

On this track, they don’t sound like they know how to play together. The 
tenor and trumpeter are playing their versions of the same licks. So there’s a 
clash. If they had spent a little more time listening to traditional New Orleans 
groups, they’d hear how the trumpeter plays a straight line and the clarinet 
plays arpeggios. That way the two don’t step on each other. 

The tenor player can play the horn, but whenever I hear something like 
this, it’s like everyone starts out slow, then they go into playing 16th notes. 
That’s the new rule. But then you get a lot of information coming out at you 
at the same time, which, for a non-jazz listener, is problematic. After a while, 
it just starts sounding the same. [after] It’s Ravi? OK, but I didn’t hear a lot of 
communication in the band. Everyone sounds like it was a recording session, 
like it was work. If I’d be doing a session like this, I’d pick something simple 
to play, so everyone can have fun and sound fun on the recording.

Dave Liebman/Michael Stephans
“Here, There And Everywhere” (Lineage: Rock And Pop Classics Revisited, Whaling City 
Sound, 2013) Liebman, tenor saxophone; Stephans, drums; Bobby Avey, piano; Vic Ju-
ris, guitar; Evan Gregor, bass.

The solo was cool. I dig the voice. The tone was thin. I prefer a more robust 
tone, but it was imaginative. I could get into that. But the song? The Beatles 
are much better at it. It reminds me of how a musician friend changed all the 
chords of a popular song, but it wasn’t successful. I said the person who wrote 
the song didn’t use those chords, and the tune sounded better that way. What 
confuses me is, who is this for? The people who I know who like jazz don’t 
want to hear a Nirvana song, and the people who like Nirvana don’t want to 
hear a song that’s been reharmonized to the point where they don’t recognize 
the song. So, I wonder, like here, what is the purpose? It’s like what one of my 
music teachers told me when I would reharmonize something: Why does a 
dog lick his balls? Because he can. What makes Beatles songs so successful 
is their simplicity. This isn’t one of my favorite Beatles songs, so I wouldn’t 
have chosen to do this. It still comes down to the question, what is the pur-
pose of the song?

David “Fathead” Newman
“Blues For Ball” (Back To Basics, Milestone, 1991, rec’d 1977) Newman, tenor saxophone; 
Pat Rebillot, keyboards; Jay Graydon, guitar; Abraham Laboriel, bass; Idris Muhammad, 
drums; Bill Summers, percussion.

I don’t know who this is, but nobody in the band is a jazz musician. It’s more 
like smooth-jazz guys. The sax player is playing two scales consistently: the 
blues and the pentatonic. He’s playing the same licks over and over again. 
Now Stanley Turrentine was a swing musician who was also a bebopper. 
When he started getting into funk, he tied it all together. But not this guy. 
[after] It’s Fathead Newman? Well, he’s not a jazz musician. He grew up lis-
tening to swing music, which is why his solos with Ray Charles always sound-
ed so good. But he was never a real jazz guy. I like the sound of his instru-
ment. It has a fat sound, which is something rare these days. But the solo? It’s 
not based on a melody, which doesn’t seem to exist here. [after] It’s McCoy’s 
“Blues For Ball”? I don’t hear any Cannonball [Adderley] in here at all.

S.O.S.
“News” (Looking For The Next One, Cuneiform, 2013, rec’d 1977) John Surman, soprano 
saxophone, synthesizers.

I’ll guess. John Zorn? No, then it might be John Surman. Yeah, it’s that 
anti-establishment movement, which I find amusing because none of the 
players could play establishment material. When a guy says the establish-
ment sucks, but he can’t play it anyway, I wonder, does it suck because it actu-
ally sucks or does it suck out of necessity? Here, I’m betting the latter. This 
piece is not something I’d listen to, but it’s cool. I like the way he uses a digital 
delay the way a guitarist uses it. It’s actually more a guitar piece than a saxo-
phone number. I like the sound effects, but the repetitions bore me. It’s why I 
stopped playing r&b. My brain got bored, but it did feel good. This has repe-
titions but it doesn’t feel so good.  

David Murray Infinity Quartet
“Stressology” (Be My Monster Love, Motéma, 2013) Murray, tenor saxophone; Marc 
Cary, keyboards; Nasheet Waits, drums; Jaribu Shahid, bass.

It’s David Murray—I’ve heard him a lot. He plays those swinging phrases the 
way some cats played in the ’30s. He plays the hell out of his horn. He’s got 
a fine sound, which a lot of people don’t have today. He scratches out all the 
younger guys. The tune is not my thing. We have our ideological differenc-
es. He’s into the avant-garde. He invited me to record with him once, which 
I enjoyed. After I finished, he said, “I’ll call you.” Well, he fired me off the 
record and didn’t use my parts.�DB
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