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Q&A with Raul Rothblatt, Co-Founder of Jumbie Records 
Q:
What is happening with world music?

A:
 Not long ago, world music was about “drumming from Senegal” or a “Flamenco guitar festival” or “Gamelan music of Bali”—musical styles that we believed should be preserved and left distinct.  But today there’s an incredible cross-pollination of different musical traditions and artists from around the world.  We founded Jumbie Records to reflect this evolution in world music.
Q:
What kinds of “cross-pollination” can you hear on Jumbie Records?

In my band, Dallam-Dougou, you can hear Hungarian folk music and the balafon from Guinea with musicians from all over the world.  Other artists on Jumbie Records are combining West African talking drums with Appalachian fiddling and jazz. We have a master drummer from Ghana who is composing new forms of concert music for his native African xylophone, the gyil.  It all comes together.
Q:
Why do you think this change is happening in world music?
A:
One reason is immigration.  In the last 20 years, we have reached a critical mass of musicians from all around the world living in cities like New York.  It’s now possible to work with some of the best West African balafon players without going to a village in Guinea—because they’re now living right here in Brooklyn.  I actually formed my first Hungarian folk ensemble with leading Hungarian musicians living in the U.S.

Q:  Aren’t other labels already recording these cross-cultural collaborations?  There seem to be a lot of rock stars inviting African drummers to jam with them on stage these days.
A:
If you put a bunch of great musicians together doing their own thing, it may be kind of interesting what you come out with, but it’s not an integrated sound.  The artists on Jumbie Records are not just saying “Oh let’s take an urhu Chinese fiddle, an Australian aboriginal didgeridoo, a saxophone, and a tuba and throw them together.” 
All our artists have integrated the musical vocabularies—melody, rhythm, harmony—of these different traditions to create something that’s new, but also seamless.   One of the highest compliments I ever received was from a listener who said that my music is “not sandwich music.”

Q:
But how do you achieve that?  How do you get beyond the “sandwich” sound?
I like to immerse myself and really get to know a tradition.  I’ve been to Guinea and I’ve been playing with Guinean musicians for 8 years now.  And I’ve been playing Hungarian folk music with Hungarian fiddle players for a decade at dance festivals and concerts all over North America.  
David Rogers has spent years in Ghana studying the African gyil xylophone, among other things.  So when he writes a piece for gyil, he really knows the tradition.  He also understands the non-Western tuning of the instrument and how to approximate it on a string instrument if he wants to add a violin or bass.

Q:
I’m curious about what your music sounds like. Any one of these traditions might be difficult for a new listener.  Wouldn’t combining them make the sound that much more challenging?
A:
Not at all.  It’s very lyrical.   I like to say I combine the lush lyricism of West African music with the driving rhythm of European fiddle.  When you talk about African music, everyone thinks “oh it’s the drumming and the rhythm,” but to Africans it’s really the melodies that are important.  I’m a cellist, so I like a lush string sound.  But the instrumentations can be really varied – cello and flute and balafon; sax and talking drum and fiddle.
Q:
Is there any music on your recordings that Westerners might already be familiar with?
A:
Absolutely.  Jumbie Records artists are drawing on bebop, on Cuban music, bluegrass, even chamber music. I started my musical career playing classical piano and later cello, so Baroque music has always been very important to me.  There is a lot audiences will find familiar, as well as some new discoveries.
Q:
What wouldn’t you record, then? What doesn’t fit under your rubric?  

A:
Jumbie Records is dedicated to “new traditions in world music.”  We don’t record purely traditional groups that are playing in the classic musical style of a culture or region—say, Dagbamba drumming of northern Ghana, or Kathak from India.  Nor would we record a Senegalese guitarist who is playing in pop style that doesn’t connect significantly to another tradition.  Our commitment is to innovators who are extending and evolving these traditions, and combining them in meaningful new ways.

Q:
What is Jumbie Records doing as a label to nurture this new music?
We are producing CD’s by our artists, and marketing and selling them online.  We hope to soon ben in stores.  And we will be distributing MP3’s through some of the major download sites, since that’s where consumers are going.  You can hear audio samples, and buy all our CD’s from our website:  JumbieRecords.com, as well as on a lot of world music websites and on Amazon.com. We’re also promoting concerts with our artists. 
And we are also giving back to the traditions that we are indebted to.  This includes sponsoring a local xylophone festival in northwest Ghana, and raising money to preserve the Sossa-Bala—an 800-year old instrument that is a national treasure in Guinea.  By raising money here, we hope to educate people about these cultural treasures and offer musicians some financial support.  
Q:
What’s happening to these older musical traditions, though, if your kind of synthesis becomes the new trend?  Will they be lost?
A:
No. We have the false idea that “traditional” music is somehow immutable and pure.  But the Hungarian folk musicians in the villages are always experimenting, getting new melodies and compositions—Glen Miller has been part of their repertoire for decades. There are quotations of “Big Ben” in classical Javanese gamelan music.
An outsider can’t always tell the old from the new.  The new popular music in Guinea may have a contemporary afro-pop sound which may sound a lot like Bob Marley, but its melodies often come from their folk traditions.  Likewise, we assume all Bach is pure Germanic music, but he was probably quoting French peasant songs, German drinking songs, ancient church music – we just don’t get the references.  

So, really what we’re doing is not at all new.  Musicians and composers have a long history of integrating new sources while drawing on older folk traditions and staying rooted to them.
Q:
How did the Jumbie artists find each other? 

One of my first friends in New York was Ayo Osinibi, who was selling CD’s on the street before his famous music store MultiKulti opened.  In 1996 we put together a performance with all sorts of musicians – David Soldier, an amazing violinist of experimental and world music; Abou Sylla, one of the greatest balafon players in the world; Sylvain Leroux, a French Canadian flutist who’s been playing African music for 20 years; and Karen Lanier, musical instrument collector and inventor of the term “virtual reality.”  We put on this crazy little event in a basement space on West 26th street, and I’ve been collaborating with Abou and Sylvain ever since.  I met David Rogers through Sylvain, and then Mark Stone.  We joined together to start Jumbie Records in 2003.
Q:
What drew you together?
A shared idea.  Our mission for Jumbie Records is to nurture innovative music that draws on our musical heritage from around the world.  We want to promote a true musical multiculturalism that recognizes the commonalities  in all the world’s music, and that encourages dialogue between cultures, musicians, and music lovers.  We believe that  musical traditions can change and evolve  without losing touch with their past. way too wordy for a last sentence. 
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