
1 
 

JAZZ AND MULTICULTURAL MUSIC 

by John Clare* 

__________________________________________________________ 

[This piece was first published in the Apr/May 2000, edition of JazzChord.] 
 

t is a weird, harsh and contrary climate in which economic globalism is deemed not only 
inevitable but a good thing all round, while multiculturalism is seen as a pollution that 
should be stamped out. In fact there is no contradiction. Globalism is monoculture and 

an unstoppable juggernaut. So what does this writer think of multiculturalism? It depends 
what you mean by it. My example would be Malaysia. Not the Moslem fundamentalist 
regions down the East Coast, but the major cities - particularly Penang, which is a very nice 
place. 
 
Here, everyone is subject to the same civil laws but widely diverse cultural and religious 
expression is open and conspicuous. Everyone speaks at least two languages, usually more. It 
is exciting, visually, sonically and gastronomically. The only snag is that I am not keen on 
some of Malaysia’s laws. 
 
I enjoy multiculture, but monocultures have their fascinations too, and that carries into the 
arts. Most of the modern arts in the West have alternated a dominant monoculturalism with 
periods of multiculture. Sometimes both are conspicuous at the same time. Jazz is no 
exception. In fact, jazz was perhaps the first 20th Century form to dramatically exemplify 
these polarities, and it has continued to display them. A characteristic of the 20th century 
has been the mutual curiosity of East and West (beginning in the late 19th Century). They  
 

 
 
Ravel, a jazz pianist, said that jazz was the most important strand of modern music and he 
was amazed to find that in America very few agreed with him… 
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have studied each other’s philosophies and arts, and this has been counterpointed by a study 
of the Primitive. Limiting ourselves here to music, we can point to Debussy, Ravel, Bartok 
and Stravinsky, who all drew elements of the Oriental and the Primitive into the ambit of  
Western art music. An influence on all of them was jazz, in which so many elements were 
already curiously combined. 
 
Before we go on, I should point out that many of the major ‘classical’ composers have not 
seen jazz simply as a folk-like element that can be tapped for useful additions to art music 
but as an important part of art music itself. Ravel, a jazz pianist, said that jazz was the most 
important strand of modern music, and he was amazed to find that in America very few 
agreed with him. 
 
Among the most striking elements of jazz were its use of polyrhythms, its alternations of 
smooth and clashing textures, its easy integration of improvised and predetermined 
elements - going far beyond the improvised cadenza that itself was disappearing from art 
music - and the blues tonality that stood somewhat aside from the harmonic advances of the 
art composers and allowed jazz players to slip notes drawn from early ‘natural’ scales into a 
Western ‘tempered’ language. The most important influence here almost certainly came from 
the descendants of African slaves, but in New Orleans — the quintessential jazz city - 
musicians from African, Irish, Italian, Jewish and French backgrounds all heard each other 
and sometimes played together. Furthermore, the professional ‘jazz musician’, then as now, 
played in many contexts, from funerals to hep cat dances to functions in the homes of the 
rich. Many Europeans heard their first jazz musicians as members of travelling minstrel 
shows and cabaret. 
 
Also, Mexico and Latin America were not so far away. As Jelly Roll Morton insisted, jazz was 
not authentic without the ‘Spanish tinge’. From all these influences various fully integrated 
jazz styles had evolved by the 1920s, the main ones being identified with New Orleans and 
Chicago. While popular artists like Louis Armstrong performed a range of material, 
including The Peanut Vendor from south of the border and La Vie En Rose from the popular 
French repertoire (he also recorded Blue Yodel Number Nine with the great country singer  
 

 
 
The great country singer Jimmie Rodgers: Louis Armstrong recorded Blue Yodel Number 
Nine with him… 
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Jimmie Rodgers and of course incorporated blues guitarist Lonnie Johnson on some of his 
Hot Seven tracks), many jazz musicians and composers sought to find their own voice within 
very specialised jazz idioms. They sought to develop those idioms from within, as it were, 
and to sublimate outside influences. This is the monocultural side of jazz. 
 
The next movement, Swing, could also be seen in this light, despite the intermittent Latin 
influence and such novelties as trumpeter Ziggy Elman’s occasional bursts of exciting Jewish 
dance music. Nevertheless, it is interesting that Duke Ellington, the greatest master of the 
jazz idiom, was also happy to display exotic influences conspicuously in such compositions as 
Caravan, Conga Brava and Pyramid (all collaborations with his Puerto Rican trombonist 
Juan Tizol). 
 

 
 
Dizzy Gillespie: his Afro Cuban masterpieces mixed modern jazz with exotic elements… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
With the advent of so-called modern jazz the languages of the three main forms - Bop, New 
York Cool and West Coast Cool - seemed at a cursory hearing to be as specialised and 
exclusive as the geometrical abstraction of the painter Mondrian. Further, although some of 
my favourite modern jazz was played by the big bands of Dizzy Gillespie, Stan Kenton and 
Gil Evans, the predominant instrumentation was  the quintet of trumpet, saxophone, piano, 
bass and drums. Some highly interesting contrapuntal music was played, but in the main, 
unison theme statements were followed by solo improvisations and a reprise of the theme. 
Like Mondrian, they had set themselves the challenge of limited means. In the great modern 
jazz era from the 1940s to the mid 1960s, this challenge produced, paradoxically, a fantastic 
expansion of rhythmic possibilities and - in the increasingly polyrhythmic accompaniment to 
the solos – a new level of free improvised exchange. 
 
At the same time, of course, multicultural curiosity burgeoned. Sometimes the very people 
who were the leading masters of pure modernism created a parallel repertoire in which they 
mixed modern jazz with exotic elements. Obviously I am referring above all to Dizzy 
Gillespie and his Afro Cuban masterpieces, in which he collaborated or was inspired by 
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Cuban drummer Chano Pozo, trumpeter Mario Bauza and bandleaders such as Machito. 
Gillespie was very quickly followed in this direction by Stan Kenton and others. 
 

 
 
Art Blakey is one of the most African-sounding of all jazz drummers… 
 
But all through the modern period jazz musicians travelled in various geographical as well as 
musical directions. Drummer Art Blakey spoke of a trip he made to Africa in the very late 
1940s or early 1950s to study drumming. Some friends and colleagues have cast doubt on 
this mysterious sojourn, but the fact is that Blakey is one of the  most African-sounding of all  
jazz drummers. I have a 1956 Columbia album, now also issued on CD, called Drum Suite. 
On one side Blakey’s Jazz Messengers - one of my favourite editions with Jackie McLean and 
Bill Hardman – play quintessential hard bop. On the other, Blakey is joined by drummers Jo 
Jones, Candido Fabre, Sabu Martinez and Charles Wright in a remarkably authentic drum 
suite, which includes a Swahili chant. 
 
 

 
 
John Coltrane embarked on his great study of the world’s scales, drawing from Indian and 
African music… PHOTO CREDIT TROPICALJON.BLOGS 
 
During this period the clarinetist Tony Scott made the album Music For Zen Meditation with 
Japanese musicians, Paul Horn recorded in the Taj Mahal among other exotic projects, Chico 
Hamilton led what must have been the first World Music ensemble (in the late 1950s), 
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Jimmy Guiffre made the folk/jazz masterpiece The Train And The River, ex-West Indian 
British saxophonist Joe Harriott collaborated with John Mayer in the Indo-Jazz Fusions and 
Dizzy Gillespie and then Stan Getz took the Bossa Nova to North America. John Coltrane 
embarked on his great study of the world’s scales, drawing from Indian and African music 
among others as well as jazz and classical music. Sometimes he sublimated this vast 
knowledge in a language of his own, which sounded like jazz and nothing else; sometimes the 
multicultural elements were conspicuous, as in Africa Brass, Om, Ole and Kule Se Mama. 
These are all remarkable recordings, of huge vividness and energy. 
 

 
 
Lester Bowie and members of the association from which the Art Ensemble of Chicago 
sprang had actually begun to use the term World Music… 
 
By the time the modern era had probably run its course in terms of possible new 
developments of major significance, Lester Bowie and members of the association from 
which the Art Ensemble of Chicago sprang had actually begun to use the term World Music - 
more than a decade before it appeared in general music articles. Don Cherry had also begun 
his extraordinary musical globetrotting. 
 

 
 
The trombonist James Greening: after hearing his recording No Job Too Small the 
Canadian magazine Coda asked John Clare to write a piece on Australian contemporary 
jazz.. PHOTO CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
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In Australia, in the modern period, John Sangster, Bruce Clarke and Don Burrows all 
showed themselves open to exotic influences. The most immediately striking and powerful 
manifestation was Charles Munro’s 1967 album Eastern Horizons, with which I have startled 
more than one international guest. Steve Lacy was deeply intrigued and impressed when 
Adrian Jackson played it to him. 
 
Recently we have heard international representatives of the two poles of current jazz, in 
Joshua Redman and multiculturalist Jan Garbarek. Most listeners were terrifically 
impressed by both. Here in Australia the multicultural side of jazz is one of several strands, 
but it is a powerful one. After hearing James Greening’s recording No Job Too Small (Rufus), 
the Canadian magazine Coda recently asked me to write a piece on Australian contemporary 
jazz. Here, the playing experience of the musicians - from Latin bands to bop to Bulgarian 
music to funk - gives rise to a relaxed, natural fusion. 
 

 
 
Niko Schauble (right): his projects are one of the mainstays in the multicultural approach 
in Australian jazz today. Schauble is pictured here in 1988 with Jex Saarelaht (left) and 
bassist Philip Rex (centre)… 
 
The multicultural approach is central to a good deal of the most exciting, colourful Australian 
jazz today. The mainstays I would point to immediately are the bands Wanderlust, Mara, and 
The catholics, plus the various projects organized by drummer Niko Schauble; but the 
Australian Art Orchestra, Ten Part Invention, the Chris Cody Coalition and a number of 
others can move effectively in exotic directions. I like it both ways. 
 


