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1983 was yet another year of violence for South Africa. The conflict in Angola continued and
within the country’s borders Umkhonto we Sizwe bombings were met with heavy state
retaliation. Perhaps the most intense moment was on the 20th of May when a car bomb in
Pretoria killed nineteen people. Within days the SAAF struck back at ANC installations in
Maputo.

1983 was also when recently married Darius and Catherine Brubeck came to South Africa
from the United States. Though born in England, Catherine was raised in South Africa, and
Darius had visited the county in 1976 as a member of the New Brubeck Quartet, four Brubecks
under the leadership of Dave. On that trip he had met and worked with a number of South
Africa’s eminent jazz performers. In Darius’s own words, on the “mission” of 1983: “We [Darius
and Catherine] went together...to establish a Jazz Studies degree programme at what was then
the University of Natal and later it became a model for many South African universities with
music departments” (pp. 3-4). This remarkable book relates the story of their quarter-century of
devotion to that task. The passages of narrative alternate between the two narrators, both of
whom are expressive and moving writers. “We went together...” is the essence of the couple’s
achievement. Darius is the musician and academic, and Catherine “initiated and managed tours
for professional and student musicians, raised funds and organised special jazz projects and
events” (p. 3). Catherine on occasion also fed, housed, and clothed students and sometimes
found them instruments.

The background of armed violence in South Africa went together with the society’s race-
based structural violence. For many of the Brubecks’” musically talented students, the school
education which would have admitted them formally to the university was beyond their reach.
This meant delicate negotiation with academic administrators and the formulation of new
conditions of admission to “non-degree study.” The Centre for Jazz and Popular Music became
in itself a kind of locus of an alternative South Africa, the society that other movements, like the
UDF, were looking forward to at the time.

The introduction of Jazz Studies at what soon became the University of KwaZulu-Natal
had been at the initiative and inspiration of Professor Christopher Ballantine, head of the
Department (later Discipline) of Music, who contributes an eloquent Foreword to the book. The
appointment of Darius Brubeck extended the unit’s already impressive range and contributed
strongly to the University’s community spirit. Jazz studies transformed music education itself,
and the new students enlivened the Durban musical scene at local music venues. Darius
continued his own studies and in due course achieved promotion to professor and director. The
University’s Jazz Band has taken various forms over the years and at least since the Jazzanians
travelled to the US in 1988, UKZN jazz has helped to promote South African music around the
world. The process has been reciprocal: many international musicians and teachers have visited
South Africa at the invitation of the Durban centre.

The “changes” in the title— Playing the Changes —are the chords originally written to sustain
the melody of a song. As this structural sequence moves, at its own pace and beat, the jazz
musician spontaneously composes, improvises, a melodic line that clicks with the composed
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chord sequence. It would be hard to imagine a more apt image for the transformation the
Brubecks, their colleagues, students, patrons, and supporters achieved. On the one hand there
was a grand plan, on the other they had to respond to and deal with details of academic
procedure and with the violence and the red tape of the apartheid state. Darius and Catherine’s
decades of work helped to make the South Africa they left in 2005 a very different place. It is
fair to say that improvization has triumphed.

The book’s production values are of a high standard and include helpful appendices,
discography, notes, bibliography, and index. The authors’ joint narrative is interspersed with
their individual recollections, which makes for a lively and detailed account. Perhaps because I
lived for some years in Durban, Darius’s description of the city struck a chord. He has an artist’s
eye for the city’s distinctive topography and gives a convincing sense of both his discovery of
the place as a newcomer and the familiarity he developed as a resident. Darius committed
himself immediately to Durban’s musical life: by April 1983 the Darius Brubeck Quartet (with
Barney Rachabane, Marc Duby, Nelson Magwaza) were giving concerts at the Little Abbey
Theatre, the Executive Hotel in Umlazi and at the Mangosuthu Technikon. After performing in
Zululand, the group, occasionally joined by Ronnie Madonsela and Gabriel Thobejane and
Sandile Shange, released a maxi single, “Tugela Rail.” The title track, Darius writes, is “as close
as I've ever come to a hit” (p. 37). That Dave Brubeck’s “Take Five” was on the flip side gives
the recording an emblematic status. No wonder it “resonated with a large black audience” (p.
37).

While Catherine and Darius are the primary narrators, they both remember and quote
individual colleagues and students in a way that brings the story vividly to life. For example,
early in 1983 the S.A. Police—“armed and dangerous” —broke up a concert on the University’s
rugby field, the Brubecks invited the musicians to the small staff cottage that was still their
temporary accommodation:

Darius...an earnest and enthusiastic fledgling jazz teacher, hoping to encourage

a few enrolments...held forth at length on the greatness of Bill Evans...at the end of this

impassioned tutorial, Darius encouraged questions. After a longish silence, Nelson

Magwaza asked, “Did Bill Evans have a nice house?”...Darius said, “Yes. He did.” A

humbling lesson for the teacher on this day of confusion and South African drama (pp.

51-2).

So much of this engaging book is worth quoting at length. The writers, partners in an
admirable enterprise, keep before us all the way through their narrative the high purpose of
their endeavour: educational, cultural, artistic, humane, social, and inevitably, political. In their
“Coda” Catherine asks whom they are addressing and for what purposes: “We have replied by
paying tribute to the musician and students—and the university —that made our efforts
meaningful” (p. 272).

We have learned the detail of what their efforts achieved: the enrolment of students, the
raising of funds, the collection of learning resources, the recruitment of teaching staff, the
establishment of a musical discipline new to South Africa. When Darius and Catherine retired
in 2005, they moved to England. Now musicians who have graduated from the UKZN
programme are at the forefront of South African jazz, the (new) Darius Brubeck Quartet is still
making beautiful music, and the Centre for Jazz and Popular Music at UKZN is flourishing. Its
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work has contributed to a new sense of the history and integrity of South African jazz. These are
reasons for the hope that we need: after a return visit to South Africa in 2022, Darius writes that
“the political news isn’t about upliftment, but factional struggles and corruption within the
ruling party...Ino longer see those democratic dreams we all worked for” (p. 49).

Note: The writer thanks Professor Christopher Ballantine and Professor Brian Pearce for their help with
this review.

Tony Voss, Nelson Mandela University
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