
PANEL: Jazz, Improvisation, and Transcultural Understanding  
  
Chaired by Charity Chan (Princeton University)  
  
Panelists:  
  
Kevin McNeilly  
  
Bio  
Kevin McNeilly teaches cultural studies and contemporary poetry and poetics in 
the Department of English at the University of British Columbia. He has 
published essays on John Zorn, Robert Creeley, P. K. Page, Charles Mingus, 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Battlestar Galactica, among others. He's currently 
at work on a book-length study of poetry and improvisation.  
  
Abstract  
“Improvising Diaspora: Fred Ho, John Coltrane and the Music of Radical  
Respect”  
  
Words and music interlace in Fred Ho’s art. As a composer and improviser, Ho   
has pursued remarkable and effective fusions of Asian heritage and folk forms  
with African-American avant-garde jazz, and many of his ballets, operas and  
suites – as extended idioms adapted from their “legit” Eurocentric counterparts  
and re-imaged as culturally porous, collaborative events – have been realized 
in complex, poly-dimensional, multi-media productions. These structural and 
conceptual pluralities have become hallmarks of Ho’s creative enmeshment in 
the unsettled and unsettling irresolutions of his diasporic cultural status, as an 
Asian-Pacific American. Difference and contrariety are, in Ho’s work, not 
problems to be resolved but constitutive elements through which liberation, 
both as a raising of consciousness and as tangible political transformation, 
might be sought. At the same time, Ho openly acknowledges his debt to the 
social polemics of Black Nationalism of the 1960s. His work as a writer 
(represented, for example, in his contributions to the anthology Legacy to 
Liberation, 2000) remains seemingly bound up in identity-politics and Marxist 
apologetics, an often fiercely uncompromising discourse that is stylistically and 
theoretically at odds with his radically destabilizing musical practices. His 
admiration for poets such as Amiri Baraka or Kalamu ya Salaam appears to 
have much more to do with the verbal directness of their political interventions, 
with their emphasis on declarative immediacy, than with their linguistic or 
formal innovations.  
  
Still, when Ho asks, in a recent artist’s statement, “how does music free us?” 
he draws attention to sonic texture and to poetic structure as inherently, 
crucially political, focusing our ears on the how rather than simply the what. 
Ho’s apparently naïve preference for uninterrogated declamation – what some 
critics have dismissed as crude stridency – actually involves him, along with 



his listeners, in a difficult dialectic, a deeply rooted tension over the nature and  
practice of expression itself: of the interconnections between doing and saying.  
Paul Gilroy’s recent discussion of jazz and diaspora in Against Race – where 
he argues for “new possibilities and new pleasures” enabled by the 
fundamental dislocations of diasporic non-identities – provides a starting point 
for re-thinking Ho’s indebtedness to racial nationalisms, and for a more careful 
and attentive reading of his mesh of sounds and words. His recording of John 
Coltrane’s “Naima” (1998) – with lyrics by poet and journalist Andrea M. Lockett 
– offers listeners an opportunity to address Ho’s deliberately conflicted 
relationship to the radical sixties, and also suggests how a dynamic critical 
relationship between Ho’s work and his multiple cultural and musical 
heritages – what he names a practice of radical respect – has the potential to 
enact a model for new and liberated human communities, an arduous and 
challenging idealism he calls, following Sun Ra, embracing the impossible.  
  
Alain Derbez  
  
Bio  
Alain Derbez is a sax player, historian, and radio producer and writer. He is the  
author, among other titles, of the book El jazz en Mexico, datos para una 
historia (Fondo de Cultura Economica), that was presented in the Guelph Jazz 
Festival in 2002 as well as the performer of the jazz poetry concert, “Everything 
can be heard in Silence” in that edition. In 2005, once again in Guelph, he 
presented the recital: “Jazz will set you Free”. Recently, he published his poetry 
book El jazz según don Juan (Jazz according to don Juan). He is a member of 
the Jazz Journalists Association and a collaborator with the Spanish magazine 
Cuadernos de Jazz. A selection of Alain’s CDs include “Las cosas por algo 
son”, “Ya son horas con Sonora Onosón”, “Eze ozo jazzea azi con Emiliano 
Marentes”, and “Privado-Público con El Codigo Postal”. A selection of his 
writings on music includes, Todo se escucha en el silencio (blues and jazz in 
Hispanoamerican literature), Lossesenta cumplen treinta (the 60s as seen in 
the next generation) and Hasta donde nos de el tiempo (an informal history 
from blues to free-jazz). He is also the author of Desnudo con la idea de 
encontrarte (poems), Cuentos de la Región del Polvo y de la Región del Moho 
(short stories), Ya no nos imaginamos la vida sin la radio (a history of 
indigenous radio in Mexico) and Amar en baños pùblicos (poems).  
  
Abstract  
“Mexico: Steps Against Desmemory”  
  
How can jazz be dead when it is being born again and again in, at least, my  
country? How can we explain this birth and rebirth as a continuous 
phenomena? We have to talk about different issues in order to answer this 
question. First of all: the cultural memory, something that has been a public 
enemy not only in Mexico but in all the Third World countries. Cultural workers 
are fighting daily against the agent of desmemory: those who have the power 



and the money to decide that any form of art is dispensable, especially any 
form of popular art. It is easy to understand that all artists have to carry with 
them their presentation card, because they are always appearing for the first 
time. Jazz has existed in Mexico as long as it has existed in some other places 
in the world. Let us remember those Mexican musicians that played original 
music in the 1920s with their Danzoneras-jazz bands. They even published 
scores of this music in magazines and papers, but they suffered the charge of 
desmemory and nationalism and they decided to go and play some other kind 
of "more commercial music" in order to survive. Jazz history in Mexico started to 
be a "curiosity" until, in the ‘30s and ‘40s, jazz got into the radio and the dancing 
parlors. But, once again, nobody acknowledged the fact.  
  
In the ‘60s there was an evolution: jazz musicians started to believe in 
themselves not only as reproducers of the music that they knew was being 
played elsewhere, but as composers who – as happened in the twenties – had 
their own popular music to mix with jazz mainstreams. So folklorical music 
from different regions – Veracruz, Chiapas, San Luis Potosí – started to nourish  
jazzists’ imaginations. But something has happened once again, and this is 
the lack of consciousness of the role that jazz musicians play in their society, in 
their history. How has jazz in Mexico coloured the chroma of Mexican social  
movements? Has it been relevant? This is now the situation, now that 
something promising starts to appear and documents such as my book of 
history in jazz – the one I presented in Guelph five years ago – and some other 
books that have appeared later about the Mexican Jazz reality. A lot of new 
audio documents unparalleled to any other period in jazz history in our country, 
weekly jazz articles in different newspapers and some radio shows and also 
some TV programs can make us believe that something is, once again, 
happening here.  
  
How do we open the door for new and younger audiences for jazz in Mexico, for  
contemporary jazz in Mexico? How do we prepare against the violent attacks of  
desmemory? We now have schools of jazz, we have Mexican jazz players out of  
Mexico that have been recognized not only as curiosities, and we have jazz  
musicians that are working to create, with a Mexican sound, jazz for the world.  
Popular music as jarocho son, huapangos huastecos, etc., base their quid in  
improvisation as well as jazz; how do we deal with both? The answers, the  
questions, and the history of this all will be studied in my paper in Guelph this  
year.  
  
Daniel Schnee  
  
Bio  
Daniel Schnee is a Toronto based saxophonist who has performed 
internationally with a number of Juno, American Music, and Grammy award 
winning musicians. He has also studied and performed with several world 
renowned South Indian and Arabic musicians, and is a former student of jazz 



legend Ornette Coleman. After several years of composing extensively for 
theater and dance in Western Japan, Daniel became the saxophone / clarinet 
and jazz history instructor at the Edward Said National Conservatory of Music in 
Jerusalem before returning to Canada to begin his Ph. D in Ethnomusicology, 
focusing on Arabic music. He is also currently working on an advanced 
saxophone technique book, based on his original 'Chromatic Axis Concept' for 
improvisation.  
  
Abstract  
“Middle Eastern Swing: What Arabic Music can Offer the Future of Jazz”  
  
With so much emphasis on the supposed death of jazz, it would seem that jazz  
itself is not dead…rather that 'jazz is dead' is alive! The polemic on whether jazz  
is a cultural legacy or a lived art will not be resolved anytime soon, nor should it  
necessarily be. And with the advent of the Internet, globalization, and the rapid  
advance of technology, this debate has ceased to be strictly Western. For if jazz  
was born in New Orleans, and grew up in New York, surely it can raise children  
in Reykjavik. And indeed we are seeing increased involvement in jazz by 
Canadians who come from non-Anglo or Francophone backgrounds (Sundar  
Viswanathan, Suba Sankaran, Avesta Nakhaei). Faced with multiple  
uncertainties in the creation and distribution of jazz music, the ability of jazz  
music to investigate and include multiple ethnicities within the continuity of jazz  
heritage may be the key to its artistic survival and continuing relevance in this  
age of globalization and cultural exchange, regardless of the vicissitudes of the  
marketplace or the realm of public taste.  
  
Certainly jazz music is not the first to come into this crisis. Though rapid (and in  
many cases often violent) changes in geo-politics and technology have 
occurred throughout history, many musical traditions have not only survived but 
thrived. Whether it was a total ban on music, a total ban on the traditional music 
of a certain ethnicity, or in the case of Nazi Germany, a ban on certain musical  
dynamics and syncopation, musical traditions have weathered much in the 
past. And in the case of Arab music, it has survived all of these forms of 
repression without losing its scope and its roots.  
  
So what can Arabic music offer the future of jazz? I will look at three areas that 
address both the artistic and social evolution of jazz music:  
  
1. Apprenticeship: through a more holistic approach to pedagogy, Arabic music  
study was/is a lifestyle, much like the "school of the street" was for young jazz  
musicians of the past. This type of training can be implemented, and I will 
show how.  
  
2. The study of Arab music at the academic and private level, which is now 
more increasingly available. Beyond private study of a melody or a rhythm  
instrument, Arabic music has a history of inter-instrumental study, a tradition  



that once occurred, but is seemingly lost in jazz. By studying the Arabic model,  
we can reestablish this important site for innovation back into jazz study.  
  
3. The study and implementation of key devices contained within Arabic music  
that are compatible with jazz expression, and create new modes of activity 
within jazz that would encourage increased participation by Arab-Canadians, 
and others interested in non-Western modes of expression. These would 
include the Arabic modes, thematic progression, and a particular manner of 
ornamentation key to creating what might be called the 'blues' feeling in Arabic 
music. 


