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ABSTRACT:
Music, ‘Movement and Displacement’: Black Musical Innovations, 1920s-1960s, is an
investigation of the emergence of music genres and performance styles in urban Black South
Africa from the 1920s to the 1960s. The research uses Veit Erlmann’s concept of “movement
and displacement” in examining how urban music and performance styles were shaped in a
rapidly changing urban environment such as Johannesburg. Furthermore, the research also
focuses on the creation of an urban consciousness which was shaped by the cultural
heterogeneity of Black townships, which in turn both shaped music and was shaped by music,
among other factors. This urban consciousness was also the outcome of “movement and
displacement” as a result of internal migrations, especially rural to urban, as well as intellectual
and cultural exchanges between the urban Black community and international cultural and
intellectual currents, particularly from the United States. The dissertation argues that urban
Black culture, music, and performance styles of the period, 1920s to 1960s were significantly

shaped by movement and displacement both within South Africa and outside.
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Chapter 1: Introduction:

Veit Erlmann, a German musicologist, and anthropologist, in his book Music, Modernity and
the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, looks at the role of music in the context of
the “global imagination”. For Erlmann, the “global imagination” is constituted by the dialectic
between individual and group (local and transnational) consciousness of symbolic
representations of knowledge, style, and expression. It is, therefore, representative of how
people change under different contexts and how this reflects their personal experiences.
Erlmann argues that music is a more reliable source to use in relation to examining the “global
imagination” as music is reflective of a “collective consciousness” with regards to groups of
people. Music is dynamic and musical genres and performance styles are constantly shifting

and hybridizing with increasing global connections.!

By relating music to globalization, Erlmann tries to separate his work from other scholarly
works which attempt to root music as a personal cultural experience. Erlmann instead roots
music into the “global consciousness” which in turn is characterised by movement and
displacement. Movement and displacement, therefore, accounts for the fact that culture is often
shaped by social interaction whereby different groups of people come into contact with one
another. In relation to Africa, Erlmann argues that “global consciousness” is further shaped by
the complex relationship between Africa and the West as a result of nineteenth-century
imperialism. Furthermore, music, he argues, often contains ambiguities with regards to
imperialistic tropes that concern race, nationhood, and personal identity because, in a more
globalised context, the consumption of music is no longer limited to one place and one cultural
group.? Therefore, music, as a cultural product and personal experience, is itself subject to

constant movement and displacement.

This research engages critically with Erlmann’s argument by looking at the impact of
urbanisation on Black South African music during the decades 1920 to 1960. Furthermore, the
research aims to investigate other factors besides movement and displacement that shaped new
genres of music, performance culture and subjectivities in this period. These decades are
significant because they can be divided into two phases of movement and displacement. The

first phase comprises of the decades 1920 to the late 1940s. During these decades the Union of

'V. Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 3-10
2 V. Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 3-10
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South Africa (formed in 1910) was subject to increased industrial development resulting from
the discovery of gold in 1886 and later the First World War (hereafter WWI) in 1914. The
increase in industrial development was accompanied by a further rise in rural to urban
migration where Black South African men moved into the cities to work on the mines.® This
increased during the decades 1920 to the late 1940s as more Black South Africans moved into
the cities. In urban centres, Black rural migrants were forced into segregated communities
frequently located on the peripheries of ‘White’ South Africa. Therefore, Black South Africans
who moved into the cities during the 1920s were able to assimilate into already existent Black
communities. This increased rural to urban migration also impacted traditional performing arts.
Traditional performance culture became more hybridised, with an increase in urban performing

arts and performance culture.*

The second period of movement and displacement spans the decades 1948 till the late 1960s.
A distinct urban Black culture was discernible during these decades, but the urban Black
population was now subject to new legislation introduced under the newly established
apartheid state from the late 1940s. As a result of this, music during this period adopted a new
form of political consciousness which was rooted in a more militant resistance to apartheid,
while music in the prior decades appeared to be less confrontational and more reflective of the
personal experiences of musicians under colonisation.” This reflects music’s dialectical
relationship with context, thus underscoring Erlmann’s conceptual framework of movement
and displacement. Movement in time, heralded a political change from segregation to
formalised apartheid, while movement and displacement in space introduced new legislation

that impacted expression, performance, and thus shaped meaning.

The domestic influences shaping South African Black urban culture and music is further
complicated by transnational cultural and political flows. For instance, Christopher Ballantine
points out that Black urban music during these decades was influenced by events such as the
Second World War as well as the Civil Rights Movement in the United States.® This was further
impacted by the movement and displacement of Black South African musicians who went into

exile during the 1960s. These global connections, which in the later decades reflect more

3 C. van Onselen, New Babylon New Nineveh: Everyday Life on the Witwatersrand 1886 — 1914, pp. xvii — xix.
4 D. Coplan, In Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, p.8.

5D. Coplan, In Township Tonight! South Afiica’s Black City Music and Theatre, p.8.

¢ C. Ballantine, Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’, and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, p.7.
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diasporic connections, again signify the notion of movement and displacement as argued by

Erlmann.”

Research Objective:
The primary aim of this research is an exploration and analysis of emerging genres of music
and performance style shaped by the movement and displacement of Black South Africans
from the 1920s to the 1960s. The research will also investigate additional factors that impacted
new genres and performance cultures. For the purposes of this research movement and
displacement is applied very specifically to transnational and rural-urban migration of Black
South Africans, specifically to the city of Johannesburg. Based on the primary research
objective, this research also focuses on the creation of an urban consciousness which was
shaped by the cultural heterogeneity of Black townships, which in turn both shaped music and
was shaped by music. The music that emerged during this study period will therefore be
analysed in relation to the broader social, political, and cultural context in which it was created

and how it was received by society.

Research Questions:

1. How and to what degree did movement and displacement in the form of migration,
especially rural to urban migration for labour purposes, shape and impact an emerging
Black urban consciousness and culture, as expressed in music, in the period 1920-1960?

2. How did the broader urban context, social, political, economic, and cultural, impact and
shape Black urban culture and music?

3. How did Black urban culture and music reflect lived experiences of Black South
Africans in urban, ‘White’ South Africa?

4. How was this music received by the community? And how was this reflected in

performance, recordings, and media dissemination?

Research Rationale:
Social cultural histories of South Africa for the period 1920s to 1960s which focus on Black
urban experiences have tended to emphasise Black urban experiences from a largely political
and economic perspective. This study uses music, and culture more broadly, as a lens to study
urban Black history. Significantly also, where music as the primary unit of analysis has been

used, this has been again largely from within the disciplinary field of music and ethno-

7V. Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 3-10.
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musicology rather than historical studies. And where historians have focused on music this has
been for later periods such as the 1980s during which music was deeply rooted in the anti-
apartheid struggle. The period of study selected is significant as it is not as fully researched as
later decades such as the 1980s. This research thus fills an important gap in the historiography

of Black urban experiences and cultural expressions.

Literature Review:

One of the most significant books that has shaped ideas for this research is Veit Erlmann’s
book Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West. Erlmann’s
main argument concerning movement and displacement is that it results in the formation of
different cultural dynamics due to the interaction between different peoples. When applying
this to music, movement and displacement therefore also results in the formation of new
musical genres. Erlmann takes an ethnographical approach which looks at the interaction of
different cultural groups in different ‘spaces’ and how these spaces have been subject to
nineteenth-century imperialism. The spaces which Erlmann focuses on are South Africa, the
United States, and the United Kingdom during the nineteenth century.® The first half of Music,
Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, therefore, focuses on the
role of music in the lives of Black South Africans during the nineteenth century by using the
example of a South African choir which travelled to the United States and the United Kingdom
during the 1890s.°

By using the example of a South African choir’s experiences that travelled to the United
Kingdom and the United States, Erlmann demonstrates that movement and displacement during
this time frame are rooted in the ideologies of imperialism. Firstly, the choir’s main purpose
for the tour was to raise funding for an industrial school for Africans. The choir felt that by
establishing an industrial school for Africans they would be able to teach African students an
understanding of the importance of industry and capitalism. This linked to the ideologies of
imperialism as rapid industrialism was believed to be economically beneficial and therefore if
Africans had a better understanding of industrialism they could integrate into the imperial

economy.!?

In the United States members of the choir were offered hospitality by Ministers of the African
Methodist Episcopal Church in Ohio. As a result of this, the distinguished members of the choir

8 V. Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 30-31.
° V. Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 3-10.
10V, Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 13-14.
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were exposed to the contemporary expressions of Black modernity which aligned with the
choir’s objectives. What resulted from this was not only an exchange of world views but also
an exchange of music. Following this early cultural interaction, choral performances of South
African choirs began to include African American spirituals as well as Christian hymns which
were sung in both African vernacular and English.!! This example of the choir’s visit to the US
is therefore demonstrative of how movement and displacement influenced the adoption of

different genres through the interaction of different cultural groups.

The second half of Erlmann’s book focuses on music in the post-colonial world. In this section
Erlmann analyses Paul Simon’s Graceland, an album which was released in 1986. Just as in
the previous section, Erlmann uses Graceland as an example of how movement and
displacement led to social interaction. Graceland features the South African isicathamiya
group Ladysmith Black Mambazo, and it is a commentary on apartheid South Africa. Critics
of the album state that it appropriates Black South African cultural identity, which is best
reflected in its music, to benefit the White man, or in this case Paul Simon. Further criticism
states that Graceland capitalizes on the musical heritage of South Africans who were struggling
for their freedom. This being said, Graceland has also been praised for its musical hybridity
during a time of a global, including American, cultural boycott of South Africa and the

apartheid regime.'?

Erlmann’s analysis of Graceland highlights the ambiguities that music creates through its
consumption. Graceland also demonstrates music’s ability to transcend racial and cultural
boundaries as well as the binary between the West and the rest, in this case, Africa.!® This
second section is also demonstrative of the euphoria that is often applied to South African
music of the 1980s. However, the heavy focus of historians on the 1980s ignores the musical
achievements of prior decades as Christopher Ballantine states in his book Marabi Nights: Jazz,
‘Race’ and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa. Ballantine argues that the early decades
of apartheid are just as significant as they too reflected Black South African identity and
musical hybridity during a time of repression and should not be ignored.!* Therefore this
research uses Erlmann’s theory of movement and displacement and applies it to South Africa

during the period of the 1920s to the 1960s to investigate the degree to which movement and

11V, Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 13-14.
12V, Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Afvica and the West, pp. 169- 172.
13V, Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 169- 172.
14 C. Ballantine, Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’, and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, pp. 1- 15.
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displacement for labour, and later as a part of political exile, helped to shape and impact an

emerging Black urban society.

In addition to Erlmann’s work, the book Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’ and Society in Early
Apartheid South Africa by Christopher Ballantine also makes a significant contribution to the
study of music in relation to movement and displacement. Ballantine’s book focuses on the
South African jazzing tradition and how it was influenced by the creation of an urban Black
consciousness during the decades 1920 to 1950. The jazzing tradition focuses on the influence
of jazz music on both South African music and the shaping of urban Black identity during the
early years of apartheid. The book adopts a socio-historical lens of analysis in which Ballantine
stresses the importance of the influences of economy, class, gender, and power. In this way the
book focuses on the interactions between different ethnic groups, but also on further class
divisions within urban Black society. Ballantine’s focus on the jazzing tradition demonstrates
that music during the decades 1920 to 1960 in South Africa also had transatlantic connections
with the United States.!> By linking the two countries during these decades Ballantine’s work
will therefore further demonstrate the impact of movement and displacement in shaping an

urban Black consciousness during the specified period.

Multiple chapters in Marabi Nights are useful for this research. In a chapter titled “Concert and
Dance: The Foundations of Black Jazz between the 1920s and the Early 1940s” Ballantine
elaborates on what musical elements constituted the origins of the jazzing tradition. According
to Ballantine, some of the early origins of the jazzing tradition are rooted in rural to urban
migration. Urban Black South Africans who migrated from the rural areas to work on the mines
would sing while working and the elements of these traditional songs later began to reflect in
the music of the jazzing tradition largely through a genre known as marabi. Marabi music took
elements of traditional music and combined them with American jazz music. The exposure of
migrant workers to jazz music on radio and in American films was a major factor popularising
jazz among urban Africans. It is doubtful whether this would have been possible in a rural
setting as the relatively slower pace of exchanges with rural areas might not have exposed the
Black community to American influences as quickly as was possible in an urban setting.
Marabi further drew elements of choral works which were heard in westernized churches. The

exposure to these works was a result of missionaries who had started churches in both the rural

15 C. Ballantine, Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’ and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, pp. 13-15.
10
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and urban areas. The integration of all these styles came to represent one aspect of urban Black

society. !¢

Ballantine states that in order to use music as a source for historical analysis, the subjective
nature of music, especially with regards to the lyrics, cannot be ignored. To counterbalance this
Ballantine suggests that the structure of music must be included in the analysis to identify
different musical influences. He further states that the instrumentation of songs can often
highlight the influence of foreign musical genres. This can be coupled with the lyrics as some
songs contained English lyrics as a result of exposure to Western genres.!” Ballantine’s
methodological approach is essential to this research as it shows that in order to identify the

extent of movement and displacement in music a comprehensive analysis is essential.

An example of this methodology can be found in the chapter “Concert and Dance: The
Foundations of Black Jazz between the 1920s and the early 1940s”. Ballantine states that to
understand how marabi music was compiled one must know that marabi was distinctive from
other jazz music as it incorporated aspects of different African music styles such as the
traditional songs sung on the mines. Sometimes marabi songs had a traditional African rhythm
and drew tonal elements such as pitch, melody, and harmonies, from American jazz music.
These tones were not always solely based on American blues as the stylistic approach could
also be linked to the hymnal tradition, thus demonstrating the hybrid nature of marabi music.
Marabi came to represent a neo-traditional form of music which was learnt in the rural areas
as it focused on repeating patterns and rhythms which are similar to the call and response style
of traditional African music.!® Marabi was representative of the working class and was
especially disliked by the African urban petit bourgeoisie who saw it as a “lower class”. This
demonstrates that music was entering classed distinctions and the African bourgeoisie were

highly discriminatory against what they considered to be low culture.

In the same chapter Ballantine also makes the point that marabi, as a fusion of different
traditional African music styles, emerged in the context of different linguistic and ethnic groups
mixing in urban centres. For instance, certain melodies and rhythms within marabi music can
be accredited to the popular songs of Xhosa mineworkers who sang songs such as Tula n’divile

(shut up and forget) while working at the mines. The lyrics of this song were later translated

16 C. Ballantine, ‘Concert and Dance: The Foundations of Black Jazz between the 1920s and the Early 7940s 'in
C. Ballantine (ed.), Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’ and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, p. 16.

17 C. Ballantine, Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’ and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, pp. 13-15.

13 C. Ballantine, ‘Concert and Dance: The Foundations of Black Jazz between the 1920s and the Early 7940s 'in
C. Ballantine (ed.), Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’ and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, pp. 34-36.
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into Zulu and sung by Zulu migrant workers in the Rand. This sort of adaptation would not
have been possible in rural areas where ethnicities were not as mixed and, therefore, came to
represent the melting pot of ethnicities which were common in towns and cities. During the
1930s these musical styles were performed in shebeens (illegal drinking houses) and later
attracted the attention of the recording industry. When performed in shebeens the
instrumentation of the songs included the saxophone and trumpet as well as the piano therefore
demonstrating the further influence of American jazz on traditional African styles of music in
relation to instrumentation. Marabi, therefore, became reflective of a new subculture which

had not existed in the rural areas.!’

Ballantine’s article titled “Gender, Migrancy, and South African Popular Music in the late
1940s and the 1950s”, focuses on marabi music’s continued popularity during the early stages
of apartheid. Marabi during this time flourished in melting-pot places such as Sophiatown, an
urban mixed residential area. Marabi during these decades also reflected broader social
changes with women vocalists headlining marabi performances. Female lead singers were not
as prominent in the prior decades, which Ballantine credits to the growth of female autonomy

which emerged in urban areas.?’

Lastly, Ballantine’s article “A Brief History of South African Popular Music”, argues that the
1960s witnessed extraordinary state repression of Black people. Musically, this was reflected
through ethnically based radio services which the apartheid government created. The South
African Broadcasting Station (hereafter SABC) controlled these radio services and rather than
play music such as marabi the SABC played music of a more religious nature which was

deemed to be morally acceptable by the National Party.?!

To understand the reception of music by the urban Black community and how this was reflected
in performance and recordings, this research uses the works of David Coplan. In his article
“The African Musician and the Development of the Johannesburg Entertainment Industry,
1900-1960”, Coplan states that the development of urban centres from 1923 played a
significant role in the development of urban Black society. While living in urban areas Black
South Africans began to establish closer ties with local churches and organizations. It was at

these establishments that urban performances began to thrive. In addition to these formal

19C. Ballantine, ‘Concert and Dance: The Foundations of Black Jazz between the 1920s and the Early 1940s ’in C.
Ballantine (ed.), Marabi Nights: Jazz, ‘Race’ and Society in Early Apartheid South Africa, pp. 34-36.

20C Ballantine, ‘Gender, Migrancy, and South African Popular Music in the late 1940s and the 1950s’,
Ethnomusicology, 44(3), 2000, pp.376-407.

2IC. Ballantine, ‘A Brief History of South African Popular Music’, Popular Music 8(3), 1989, pp.305-310.
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associations, informal shebeens emerged. Music performances, which were usually singing
performances with an instrumental accompaniment, as well as dancing, occurred at both types
of establishments and with this came social and cultural exchanges due to attendees coming
from different ethnic backgrounds.?? Urban centres thus came to represent a more homogenous

culture between different ethnicities during the specified time.

Coplan’s book In Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, helps to
demonstrate how the broader urban context impacted and shaped Black urban society and
music. Coplan, similarly to Ballantine, notes that class divisions began to lead to different
responses to urban Black music. The class division during this time consisted of working-class
Black South Africans and the mission school-educated African bourgeoisie (hereafter African
elite).? In the chapter “Black Performance Culture between the World Wars: The Situations”,
Coplan writes that instability characterised the changing lifestyles of working class Black
South Africans. Men were not earning enough wages to support their families in the rural areas
and as a result women began to migrate to the cities to seek employment. Some women began
to work as domestic workers for White South Africans, but others entered the cities illegally
and opened up drinking houses (shebeens). Traditionally, women utilized this skill when they
brewed beer for the men working on the mines in the cities. As a result, shebeen culture, which
is similar to bar culture, emerged and became an escape for working-class Black South Africans

whose lives were affected by rigid segregation policy and economic insecurity.?*

Shebeens were reflective of the change in traditional culture as women ran the illegal drinking
houses which bestowed them with a degree of autonomy they would not necessarily have had
in the rural areas. Another shift from traditional culture was the music which was played in
shebeens. Shebeen customers grew to enjoy more urban “modern” forms of entertainment as
well as new forms of music such as marabi. While this was accepted in the working-class

community Coplan explains that not all Black South Africans approved of marabi.®

To the African elite, marabi was perceived to be a threat to the Black South African
community. They argued that marabi posed a threat to traditional family life as was taught to

them by mission schools. Furthermore, the African elite believed that marabi promoted the

22 D. Coplan, ‘The African Musician and the Development of the Johannesburg Entertainment Industry, 1900-
1960°, Journal of Southern African Studies 5(2), 1979, pp. 135-164.

2 D. Coplan, In Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, p. 135.

24 D. Coplan, ‘Black Performance Culture between the World Wars: The ‘Situations’” in D. Coplan, (ed.) In
Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, pp. 135-166.

% D. Coplan, ‘Black Performance Culture between the World Wars: The ‘Situations Black™ in D. Coplan, (ed.)
In Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, pp. 135-166.
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establishment of youth gangs. Lastly, the fact that marabi was played in illegal shebeens which
were run by women did not align with the African elite’s ideals of morality and they, therefore,
attempted to distance themselves from the genre. To do this the African elite called for a return
to traditionalism which was in turn supported by the emergence of the South African music

industry.?¢

Although the African elite stigmatized marabi and the shebeens, they did acknowledge that the
development of cinema during the 1920s and 1930s led to an increase in the popularity of jazz
music. Due to the nature of segregation during these decades the African elite were not
distinguished from the Black working class and therefore they were treated no differently
despite their mission school education or their pretentions to a higher-class status. While the
African elite looked down on marabi they were not discriminatory against American Jazz
because jazz represented the African American struggle for equality, something that they could
identify with. Coplan points out that the African elite were slightly contradictory as they
supported musicians who played African American jazz so long as it was not marabi. To
further the influence of African performers, the elite would hold performances in concert halls
which attracted both Black, and at times, White audiences. These concerts would feature jazz
pieces, as well as African American spirituals, western choral works, and traditional South

African songs. This was an attempt by the African elite to further stigmatize marabi.?’

In the chapter “Sophiatown: culture and community, 1940-1960”, Coplan notes that the wide
appeal of American jazz among both the African working class and bourgeoise proved to be
beneficial as during the decades 1920 to 1930 the recording industry began to record urban
Black artists who could play jazz or sing traditional music. By 1939, this changed as the first
marabi track was recorded and marabi began to be more commercialized. Marabi’s reputation
among the African elite as being immoral and debauched began to fade away as a result of the

recording industry’s acceptance and subsequent popularisation of the genre.??

Coplan, in his article “Third Way: Identity and the African Renaissance in Contemporary South
African Popular Traditional Music”, argues that the implementation of apartheid and its impact

on life in the townships led to the creation of a music genre known as mbaganga (which is a

26D. Coplan, ‘Black Performance Culture between the World Wars: The ‘Situations ‘Black’ in D. Coplan, (ed.)
In Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, pp. 135-166.

27D. Coplan, ‘Black Performance Culture between the World Wars: The ‘Situations ‘Black’ in D. Coplan, (ed.)
In Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, pp. 135-166.

28 D. Coplan, ‘Black Performance Culture between the World Wars: The ‘Situations” in D. Coplan, (ed.) In
Township Tonight! South Africa’s Black City Music and Theatre, pp. 135-166.
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Zulu word for cornmeal porridge or cornbread). Mbaqganga was different from marabi as it
began to include different instrumentation which consisted of amplified electric guitars as
opposed to the saxophone and other brass instruments used in marabi. This was due to the
influence of rock-n-roll as well as kwela music which became more prominent in popular

music.?’

Coplan also argues that with regards to commercial accessibly mbaganga recordings were
easier to acquire during the later 1950s and 1960s. This was because mbaganga was labelled
as more “appropriate” in terms of what the apartheid system expected of the urban Black
community. However, the themes reflected in mbaganga music contained ambiguity as the
apartheid government thought it encouraged the urban Black community to return to their tribal
roots, when in fact the themes of mbaganga actually commented on the urban Black
cosmopolitan identity that the Black community had established throughout the 1920s to the
1950s. By the 1960s the urban Black centres where marabi and kwela music thrived were
eradicated and therefore mbaganga recordings represented the identity of: “uprooted African
proletarians who were not allowed to put down roots in the city but could not sustain themselves
in the country” as it fused elements of both marabi and kwela.>® Therefore, the apartheid
government thought that mbaganga encouraged rural Black life, but instead it mourned the

inability of the urban Black community to express their cosmopolitan identity.

Coplan elaborates that mbaganga also achieved international notoriety during the 1960s, as is
discussed in the fourth chapter of this dissertation. This is because mbaganga was easier to
record than other genres as it didn’t necessarily rely on improvisational performances like
marabi music did. Artists such as Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela performed some
mbaqganga songs when they built themselves international careers in the United States. Coplan
further explains that mbaganga was also influential in South Africa because it was performed
in musical variety shows that were sometimes shown on television and the genre was played
on the radio. Performers in the variety shows often wore traditional attire, such as Zulu animal
skins, which seemed to align with the apartheid government’s perception that the genre
supported a return to ruralism. The attire and music were also coupled with elaborate
choreography routines that drew in large crowds and highlighted the multitude of talents that

mbaganga performers had. Some of the choreography included contortionists, comedy skits

2D.B. Coplan, ‘Sounds of the “Third Way””: Identity and the African Renaissance in Contemporary South African
Popular Traditional Music’, Black Music Research Journal, 21(1), 2001, p. 109.

30D.B. Coplan, ‘Sounds of the “Third Way””: Identity and the African Renaissance in Contemporary South African
Popular Traditional Music’, Black Music Research Journal, 21(1), 2001, pp.107-124.
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and burlesque dancing, but this was a reinvention of the traditional performance style as these
dance styles were first founded in Europe, thus demonstrating further hybridity within

mbaqanga performances by combining Western influences with traditional elements.>!

Christopher Ballantine also comments on the variety shows featuring mbaganga performances
in Marabi Nights, but he stresses the role of female performers in the genre, and how shows
featured snake dancers during the late 1950s as well as beauty queens. This links to the points
made above regarding the inclusion of female performers in urban Black music and
demonstrates that mbaganga reflected Black urbanism as the music supported female
autonomy which had developed more in urban Black culture.’? Ballantine’s argument also
draws light to the popularity of mbaganga recordings, thus supporting Coplan’s point that
mbaganga recordings achieved more commercial success and his argument regarding female
performers’ inclusion in the variety shows furthers the point that mbaganga performances were
reflective of the urban Black identity established during earlier decades rather than the return

to traditionalism that the apartheid government thought mbaganga represented.

To provide a historical overview of the research the works of social historians must be
consulted to understand the broader urban context of South Africa during the specified time.
Charles van Onselen’s book, New Babylon, New Nineveh: Everyday Life on the Witwatersrand
1886-1914, elaborates on the struggles of people living on the Witwatersrand (referred to as
the Rand in this research) as a result of increased industrialism. Van Onselen’s analysis of the
shift from agriculturalism to industrialism and its impact on the South African economy is
imperative when analysing the development of urban Black society. In his analysis, van
Onselen speaks of the origins of the formation of urban Black communities and the
characteristics of these communities. For instance, van Onselen points out that the first urban
Black communities lived in slums where poverty was rife. Due to this, the youth within the
slums formed gangs.*® The significance of this is that gangsters later took control of music
venues during the 1940s. Van Onselen also highlights the development of the working class
alongside the illicit liquor trade. Alcohol was sold to working-class Africans to generate profits

for White liquor traders, this, in turn, created a dependency on alcohol and led to the formation

31 D.B. Coplan, ‘Sounds of the “Third Way””: Identity and the African Renaissance in Contemporary South African
Popular Traditional Music’, Black Music Research Journal, 21(1), 2001, p. 109.

32C Ballantine, ‘Gender, Migrancy, and South African Popular Music in the late 1940s and the 1950s’,
Ethnomusicology, 44(3), 2000, pp. 376-407.

33C. van Onselen, New Babylon New Nineveh: Everyday Life on the Witwatersrand 1886 — 1914, pp. xvii — xix.
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of illegal drinking houses.** This is significant as during the 1920s shebeens played a large role
in the development of music genres and were an accompaniment to musical performances as

an important element of leisure.

One of the main points that van Onselen makes in New Babylon, New Nineveh is that the
industrialisation of towns contributed to the formation of a new social structure within the
urban areas. This social structure consisted of urban Black South Africans who resided mainly
in the mining compounds and city slums, and missionary educated Africans who also migrated
to the cities and resided in the slums.>> Although van Onselen’s work does not strictly fall
within the specified period for purposes of this research, it is still imperative to the

understanding of how urban Black society came to be structured in the decades 1920 to 1960.

Leslie Bank in his book Home Spaces, Street Styles: Contesting Power and Identity in a South
African City writes about the creation of urban Black identity which follows from van
Onselen’s analysis. Bank argues that the shift from traditionalism in the rural areas to Western
modernism in the cities led to cultural shifts as a result of exposure to urban modernity. This
new urban culture entailed a shift in social dynamics, such as the one mentioned above by
Coplan, whereby women migrated into the cities from the rural areas and had a newfound
autonomy. There was also an increase in religious conversion as some urban Black South
Africans converted to Christianity. This began to reflect in men and women’s clothing as they
started to dress in ways that were deemed more appropriate in the cities.’® These aspects of
society would also feature in performances as musicians adopted contemporary fashion trends

in order to be appealing to their audiences.

Bank also argues that many academic works often argue that the creation of urban Black society
entailed complete conformity to Western culture. This analysis is not entirely accurate as some
migrant workers still practised and held onto traditions brought from the rural areas.” This is
reflected in marabi music, and later mbaganga music, as there was not an abandonment of
traditional African songs completely, but rather an adaptation of it. For Bank, the creation of
urban Black society was therefore a shift from traditionalism and the creation of a new
“modernist” identity in the urban areas. He states that one cannot think of urban Black culture

as a complete abandonment of traditional beliefs, but rather a search for a new identity which

34 C. van Onselen, New Babylon New Nineveh: Everyday Life on the Witwatersrand 1886 — 1914, p. 7.
35 C. van Onselen, New Babylon New Nineveh: Everyday Life on the Witwatersrand 1886 — 1914, p. 2.
36 L. Bank, Home Spaces, Street Styles: Contesting Power and Identity in a South African City, pp. 1-35.
37 L. Bank, Home Spaces, Street Styles: Contesting Power and Identity in a South African City, pp. 1-35.
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was not quintessentially European, but also not completely traditional. It should rather be

examined as an adaptation of old beliefs in the search of a new cosmopolitan identity.>®

The book, Composing Apartheid: Music for and against Apartheid, by Grant Olwage is an
important source for purposes of this research. Olwage argues that “culture” played a
significant role during the consolidation years of apartheid as it was utilized by the South
African government to justify racial segregation. Many scholarly works which focus on the
role of music during the decades 1920 to 1960 are prone to a simplistically binary argument
which states that White music was always in support of apartheid while Black music was

t.32 Olwage’s book is a demonstration of how these notions are not

always politically resistan
always necessarily true. Just as Erlmann argues that music can reflect ambiguities which
contradict colonial tropes of racial superiority, Olwage argues that this point can be applied to
music during the height of apartheid. Olwage’s analysis draws on genres such as kwela which
demonstrates an overlap between urban Black music and genres which were classified to be
solely White music. The apartheid government utilised “culture” to prevent this from
happening in music and although this was successful in some instances, genres such as kwela
which draw on the styles of both traditional African music and White music, such as rock-n-
roll and boeremusiek, which were specified by the apartheid government to be “solely white

genres”, counter the government’s aim.*® Olwage’s analysis therefore further contributes to the

idea that urban Black society was a result of a mixing-pot of ethnicities.

Olwage also supports the argument made by Coplan with regards to the African elite and their
call for a return to traditionalism and the recording industry. Olwage states that the emergence
of the music industry during the 1930s prioritised the recording of Black choral works and
traditional music which came from the rural areas. Olwage further argues that the recording
industry neglected to record the works of marabi artists as they prioritised works which were

deemed as quintessentially “African” and aligned themselves with the segregationist policy.*!

38 L. Bank, Home Spaces, Street Styles: Contesting Power and Identity in a South African City, pp. 1-35.

39 See also: P.R. Kirby, ‘African Music’ in E. Hellman (ed), Handbook on Race Relations in South Africa pp. 616-
627 & J, Sharp, ‘Ethnic Group and Nation: The Apartheid Vision in South Africa’ in E. Boonzaier & J. Sharp
(eds), South African Keywords: The Uses and Abuses of Political Concepts pp. 79-99 & R. Radano & P.V.
Bohlman, ‘Preface’ in R. Radano & P.V. Bohlman (eds), Music and the Racial Imagination pp. xii-xv & L. Allen,
‘Kwela’s white audiences: the politics of pleasure and identification in the early apartheid period’, in G. Olwage
(ed.), Composing Apartheid: Music for and Against apartheid pp. 89-93.

40 G. Olwage, Composing Apartheid: Music for and Against Apartheid, p. 9.

41 G. Olwage, Composing Apartheid: Music for and Against Apartheid, p. 47.
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One chapter in Composing Apartheid which is of particular importance is the chapter titled
“Apartheid’s musical signs: reflections on Black choralism, modernity, and race-ethnicity in
the segregation era”. In this chapter, Olwage states that the music industry during apartheid
had strong ties to imperialism and capitalism. He argues that the music industry commodified
racism during the 1950s to the 1960s by only producing works which showed ethnicities as
separate. This followed the apartheid government’s notion of “self-governing” states. Music,
which was produced during these decades, therefore, had to align itself with the government’s
policies of “separate development”.*? The idea of music being ethnically segregated is
significant as it is, therefore, representative of the broader social and political context which

helped shape urban Black music.

The work of Lara Allen and her perspective on the music which emerged during the early years
of apartheid is also imperative to the research. In her article “‘Drumbeats, Pennywhistles and
All that Jazz’: The Relationship between Urban South African Musical Styles and Musical
Meaning”, Allen makes the point that during the 1950s the urban Black class searched for a
new form of identity through which they could relate their experiences under the apartheid
regime. Musically, this was reflected in vocal jive which is a genre of music in which the lyrics
spoke of the harshness of segregation during apartheid. Allen’s analysis pays specific attention
to Dorothy Masuka who was a Zimbabwean singer who utilized vocal jive as a commentary on

the oppressive nature of apartheid legislation.*

Allen’s article “Kwela’s White audiences: the Politics of Pleasure and Identification in the
Early Apartheid Period”, furthers the argument made by Coplan regarding the influence of
mbaqganga by stating that it was influenced by American rock-n-roll. Allen states that rock-n-
roll’s inclusion in mbaganga extended the genre’s influence on not only Black audiences, but
also English- and Afrikaans-speaking South Africans. Mbaganga, therefore, is demonstrative
of elements of musical hybridity which emerged during the apartheid years. The mixed

audiences who listened to mbaganga came to be known as kwela audiences.**

Allen further states that to urban Black South Africans, kwela was relatable because it utilized

the pennywhistle. The pennywhistle during these decades was considered to be an African

42 G. Olwage, ‘Apartheid’s Musical Signs: Reflections on Black Choralism, Modernity and Race-ethnicity in the
Segregation Era’ in G. Olwage (ed), Composing apartheid: music for and against apartheid p. 39.

4 L. Allen, ‘““Drumbeats, Pennywhistles and All that Jazz”: The Relationship between Urban South African
Musical Styles and Musical Meaning’, African Music, 7(3), 1996, pp. 52-59.

44 L. Allen, ‘Kwela’s White Audiences: The Politics of Pleasure and Identification in the Early Apartheid Period’,
in G. Olwage (ed.), Composing Apartheid: Music for and Against apartheid p. 88.
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man’s instrument because they could not afford western instruments. This speaks to issues of
class and the effects of rural to urban migration which was similar to the themes that marabi
music covered. Later, kwela also drew from elements of African American jazz which
combatted previous conceptions of the use of the pennywhistle which characterized it as a

‘tribal’ or ‘rural’ instrument.*’

To understand whether and how music reflected the lived experiences of Black South Africans
in urban “White” South Africa the research must give attention to the changing nature of music
during the later decades of 1950 to 1960. Ingrid Byerly in her article “Mirror, Mediator and
Prophet: The Music Indaba of Late-Apartheid South Africa” argues that urban Black society
during the 1960s was characterized by resistance to apartheid. With regards to music, it began
to reflect themes which refused to conform to the social and political norms of apartheid and
instead called for mass mobilisation in protest to racial oppression. Due to the apartheid
government’s efforts to restrict urban Black music to what was being played on the radio, this
decade saw a return of more traditional styles of music such as maskanda, which was a Zulu
style of music, as well as Sefela which was a Sotho style of music.*® The forced return to
traditionalism reflected the stricter imposition of segregationist policy onto urban Black South

Africans.

Byerly further states that during the 1960s there was a resurgence of choir music. Choral music,
being more religious, reflected a more “ethnic” image according to the National Party which
utilised radio to further its segregationist policies. However, Byerly argues that most Black
choir conductors were trained under European choral principles, meaning that it was not as

“authentically African” or “ethnic” as the National Party claimed it to be.*’

With regards to music styles which showed hybridity, Lindelwa Dalamba in her article “A
Sideman on the Frontlines: Gwigwi Mrwebi and South African Jazz History” states that genres
such as marabi and mbaganga were still able to maintain their popularity despite the
disapproval of the apartheid government. This was made possible through performance culture
overseas. There was a decline in the popularity of jazz during the 1960s due to the exodus of

jazz musicians from South Africa mainly due to being exiled. Musicians who were exiled, or

4 1. Allen, ” Drumbeats, Pennywhistles and All that Jazz”: The Relationship between Urban South African
Musical Styles and Musical Meaning’, African Music, 7(3), 1996, pp. 52-59.

“[B. Byerly, ‘Mirror, Mediator and Prophet: The Music Indaba of Late-Apartheid South Africa’,
Ethnomusicology, 42(1), 1998, pp. 1-44.

47 1.B. Byerly, ‘Mirror, Mediator and Prophet: The Music Indaba of Late-Apartheid South Africa’,
Ethnomusicology, 42(1), 1998, pp. 1-44.
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who chose exile, often moved to the United States or the United Kingdom and the impact of
this on urban Black music was that genres such as mbaganga became more commercialized as
opposed to being unique to urban Black society in South Africa. Regardless of this, the genres
were still influential as the musicians in exile performed pieces which spoke about the struggles

of Black South Africans under apartheid.*®

The work of Colette Guldimann provides insightful information on the role of media in shaping
popular culture, including music. Guldimann’s dissertation, “A Symbol of the New African:
Drum magazine, popular culture and the formation of Black urban subjectivity in 1950s South
Africa”, focuses on the origins of Drum magazine in the context of urbanization and the
struggle for new forms of Black identity during the apartheid era. The importance of
Guldimann’s work is that it draws parallels between Black urban society and African American
identity. She focuses on how Drum magazine’s writing often utilized forms of American

literary genres as a means for the creation of an urban Black identity.*’

Guldimann argues that the use of American genres in Drum magazine should not be seen as
imitation, as the writers of Drum utilized these genres and appropriated them into a South
African context. She argues that Drum magazine’s use of American culture was therefore a
response to local traditions which related to the urban Black population. The parallel between
South Africa and America in this instance could be used to support Erlmann’s idea of movement
and displacement. This is reflected in the fact that Drum magazine readers adapted American
cultural forms and transformed them to the extent that they were no longer American, but rather
indigenous as they applied to urban Black society in South Africa.>® This is comparable to how
Ballantine and Coplan argue that marabi music was adapted from American jazz, but that it

was not an exact duplicate due to its incorporation of local musical elements.

One thing that must be noted in Guldimann’s work is that the writers of Drum magazine formed
part of the African elite during the 1950s and later decades. In the third chapter of her
dissertation, “Re-framing the Politics of the Popular: Drum magazine and American Popular

Culture”, Guldimann traces how the writers of Drum magazine used American genres to

48 L. Dalamba, ‘A Sideman on the Frontlines: Gwigwi Mrwebi and South African Jazz History’, The World of
Music 5(2), 2016, pp. 67-809.

4 C. Guldimann. ‘A Symbol of the New African: Drum Magazine, Popular Culture and the Formation of Black
Urban Subjectivity in 1950s South Africa’. 2003, Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) thesis, University of London pp.
6-43.

50°C. Guldmann. ‘A Symbol of the New African: Drum Magazine, Popular Culture and the Formation of Black
Urban Subjectivity in 1950s South Africa Black’. 2003, Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) thesis, University of London
pp. 6-43.
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perpetuate the development of Black modern identity which rooted itself in urbanisation. This
contradicts the arguments made above by Olwage and Coplan which state that the African elite
called for a return to traditionalism. The stories in Drum magazine propagated “detribalization”
and focused on a cultural transition into an urban Black society.>! This demonstrates a lack of
homogeneity among the African elite where Drum writers were actively attempting to foster
global linkages while the more conservative elements of the African elite were looking inward

and arguing for a return to tribalism.

Therefore, this research evaluates Erlmann’s argument for movement and displacement in
relation to the arguments made by these scholars discussed above. The arguments made by the
scholars reflect that there is significance in evaluating the way in which segregation, and later
apartheid, shaped the consumption of music genres as well as the perceptions of genres such
as marabi, kwela and mbaganga were received. The works of the scholars mentioned above
also provide insight into the reach of movement and displacement as the inclusion of European
and American elements of music show that urban Black South African music is shaped not

only at the local level, but at a global level.

Methodology:
Both primary and secondary sources are utilized in this research in order to substantiate the
arguments presented, therefore, the research uses a qualitative methodology in order to present
its argument. The majority of primary material used in the research consists of newspaper and
magazine articles which are used to discuss and analyse the reception of the music from the
1920s to the 1960s. These media sources also provide useful contextual information. These
sources are primarily from the Rand Daily Mail which is available on the Newsbank platform
via the University of Pretoria. The research also uses documentaries available on YouTube in
order to understand the reception of music genres as well as to understand the personal
experiences of musicians as they elucidate these experiences in the documentaries. Secondary
sources detail the scholarly terrain of music studies, in particular ethnomusicology. South
African historiography provides information about the historical context of the time 1920 to

1960.

51 C. Guldmann. ‘A Symbol of the New African: Drum Magazine, Popular Culture and the Formation of Black
Urban Subjectivity in 1950s South Africa Black’. 2003, Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) thesis, University of London
pp. 160-210.
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Chapter Outline:

1. Chapter 1 presents the background and rationale of the study, research objectives,
guiding research objectives and related questions, followed by a literature review and
the methodological approach utilised.

2. Chapter 2 examines the Rand during the decades 1920 to 1940 in a context of increased
industrial development. The chapter concentrates on how increased industrialism
contributed to the establishment of an ethnically diverse “melting-pot” of cultures
which in turn, led to the creation of new cultural practices in the urban Black community
as well as the formation of new music genres and performance styles.

3. Chapter 3 analyses the Rand from the late 1940s to the 1960s. The chapter concentrates
on how apartheid shaped and impacted the established cultural practices of the prior
decades. The chapter also explains how music and musical performances subverted the
goals of the apartheid state.

4. Chapter 4 focuses on the way in which a more confident apartheid state tried to entrench
apartheid through both legislative and repressive measures during the 1960s. The
chapter is divided into two parts. The first part comments on how musicians who chose
to remain in South Africa dealt with the entrenchment and intensified repression of
apartheid while the second half comments on musicians’ experiences in exile and how
exile impacted their performance styles and music in general to appeal to overseas
audiences.

5. Chapter 5 draws together the arguments of the dissertation and presents several

conclusions in respect of this research.

Research Ethics:
This research does not involve any human participants. Oral testimonies will not be sourced

from interviews as this is a literary study.
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Chapter 2: Urban Centres, Black Migrants and Segregation on the
Peripheries of ‘White’ South Africa:

This chapter focuses on Johannesburg during the decades 1920 to 1940, which witnessed
increased industrial development resulting from the earlier discovery of gold in 1886, and then
later World War 1. This chapter therefore roots itself in a “space”, as Veit Erlmann has argued,
as an ethnographical area that was subject to nineteenth-century imperialism and an
intensifying Afrikaner nationalism.’? The chapter focuses specifically on how increased
industrialism contributed to the establishment of an ethnically diverse “melting-pot” which in
turn, shaped a new urban sensibility among different Black communities. This in turn

influenced traditional performing arts and music and more broadly an urban cultural identity.

The chapter first outlines the process of urbanisation followed by a discussion of the
establishment of cultural hybridity resulting from urban settlement. The settled urban Black
communities thus comprised a “melting-pot” of cultures, which, with reference to music,
shaped a hybridisation of traditional music forms which drew from the rural-urban binary that
was prominent during these decades. Movement and displacement in the chapter therefore is
firstly, applied to the rural-urban migration and because of this, cultural connections, and
contacts, which in turn shaped the larger cultural lived experiences of urban Black communities

on the peripheries of ‘White” South Africa.

The decades 1920 to 1940 were marked by the First and Second World Wars as well as the
Great Depression which affected the global economy. With these global shifts, labour trends
shifted as well. The demand for labourers in the mines increased to keep up with the newly
founded capitalist and industrial economy. Therefore, Black men, who had previously worked
in the agricultural labour sphere, began to work in the mines, and Black women replaced the
men as domestic labourers. The culture of the working class, therefore, was influenced by the
material conditions of urban life and shaped by capitalist development. What is significant is
that this development affected the different spheres of the urban Black community in different

ways.>3

According to Charles van Onselen, the struggles of the urban Black community living in

Johannesburg during the Union of South Africa were characterized by the economic shift from

52'V. Erlmann, Music, Modernity, and the Global Imagination: South Africa and the West, pp. 30-31.
53 E, Koch. ‘Doornfontein and its African Working Class, 1914 to 1935: A Study of Popular Culture in
Johannesburg’. 1983, Master of Arts (MA), University of the Witwatersrand pp. 42-242.

24

© University of Pretoria



&

ﬂ UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
"/ UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
et ¥

UNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

agriculturalism to industrialism. Contrary to Erlmann’s analysis of globalisation and the
emergence of a “global consciousness”, Van Onselen places more emphasis on the importance
of rural culture, and the mixing in urban Johannesburg of different ethnicities giving rise to a
culturally hybrid urban consciousness, that in turn, contributed to the formation of a new urban
culture. In the logic of van Onselen’s argument, cultural hybridisation, was a result of contact
and connection between rural and urban, and between members of different ethnic groups who
all converged in the urban centre.>* The rural-urban migration argument acknowledges a two-
way flow of migration as migrant workers periodically returned to the rural areas. The
implication of this is that rural and urban spaces entered a dialectical relationship of cultural
exchange. This blurring of the rural-urban divide contributes to the creation of urban Black

culture during the decades 1920 to the late 1940s.

Leslie Bank further argues for the blurring of the rural-urban divide by stating that when
migrant workers moved to the urban areas, they did not completely abandon their traditional
roots. Bank argues this based on the formation of a new identity that was a hybridisation of
their traditional identity with a cosmopolitan one.> For the purposes of this chapter, Bank’s
argument for hybridisation and Van Onselen’s cautionary point about the blurring of the rural-

urban divide are critical in understanding the rise of new music genres such as marabi.

The urban Black community was heterogeneous, characterised by social divisions within the
community which had become more entrenched during the period of colonialisation of the
previous centuries. According to Austin Okigbo