
MHST 519: Jazz Outside the United States 
Week 2 Reading Guide: Jazz Cosmopolitalism in Accra 

 
 
For Wednesday, focus on reading the first two chapters of the Feld book: “The Shape of 
Jazz to Come” and “Acoustemology in Accra”. Skim the third chapter, “Guy 
Warren/Ghanaba” if you have time. We’ll focus on the first two chapters in the lecture on 
Wednesday, and spend some time investigating Ghanaba’s “postcolonial re-imagining of 
Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus”. We’ll watch a video of the performance Feld describes, 
and tie it into themes from the Atkins reading I distributed last week. 
 
 
Background on Ghana 
 
Historical Overview 
Source: BBC News Africa 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13433790 
 
Ghana was the first place in sub-Saharan Africa where Europeans arrived to trade - first 
in gold, later in slaves. It was also the first black African nation in the region to achieve 
independence from a colonial power, in this instance Britain. Despite being rich in 
mineral resources, and endowed with a good education system and efficient civil service, 
Ghana fell victim to corruption and mismanagement soon after independence in 1957. 
 
In 1966 its first president and pan-African hero, Kwame Nkrumah, was deposed in a 
coup, heralding years of mostly-military rule. In 1981 Flight Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings 
staged his second coup. The country began to move towards economic stability and 
democracy … A well-administered country by regional standards, Ghana is often seen as 
a model for political and economic reform in Africa. 
 
 
Facts and Figures 
Source: New York Times 
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/ghana/index.html 
 
Official Name: Republic of Ghana  
Capital: Accra (Current local time)  
Government Type: Constitutional Democracy  
Population: 22.93 million  
Area: 92,100 square miles; about the size of Indiana and Illinois combined  
Languages: Asante, Ewe, Fante, Boron, Dagomba, Dangme, Dagarte, Akyem, Ga, 
Akuapem, and English (official)  
Literacy: Total Population: [58%] Male: [66%]; Female: [50%]  
Year of Independence: 1957  
Web site: ghana.gov.gh  
 



 
Feld: Key Terms and Concepts 

 
Pay attention to Feld’s discussion on pages 6-7, where he writes that he means to “clear 
space to talk about cosmopolitanism from below”. What precisely is unconventional 
about Feld’s approach? What does he mean when he describes cosmopolitanism as 
“embodied, lived, uneven, complicated, and not just some heady abstraction” (7)? What 
does he intend to do in this work? 
 
Why are storytelling and conversation so central to Feld’s approach? (8) What does he 
mean by “honest” when he writes, “the only honest thing to do was to shape the book 
even more directly as a memoir of encounters”? (9) 
 
Intervocality (7) actually has a pretty simple meaning -- it stands for the relationship 
between two or more peoples' voices, and honors the subjectivity (personal aspects) of 
each person’s experience. So rather than Feld speaking "for" his musician friends in 
Accra, he speaks with them and seeks to represent this "withness" when he writes about 
them. 
 
Acoustemology stands for something that I think we can readily understand -- the way 
that sound embodies a specific sense of place. For example, the sound of the 3rd floor of 
Jordan Hall, with all the practice rooms, evokes a very specific sense of place, both in the 
obvious sense (that you're in Jordan Hall) but also in lots of less obvious ways (you might 
feel certain emotions related to your history in the school, your hopes for your musical 
life, feel the familiar pull of the compulsion to always practice more…). Now imagine 
returning to Jordan Hall years after graduation: the sound of the hallway will also pull 
you back into who you were when you were a student there. That's what Feld means 
when he says that acoustemology stands for "a sonic way of knowing place". 
 
The Pan-African movement (16) is dedicated to cultivating unity among black people 
throughout the world, and to establishing independence for African nations. It has its 
roots in the beginning of the 1900s. This movement has held special significance for 
many African-American jazz musicians in the 1960s and onward, when jazz, political 
consciousness, and African cultural roots become closely intertwined. 
 
The late sixties avant-garde in African-American music is exemplified by the work of 
Ornette Coleman. Watch these two brief excepts from Ken Burns’ documentary Jazz for 
some context on the advent of free jazz:  
 
Part 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y8V6gW6_RLQ 
 
Part 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=swJ-BZyCIh8 
 
 


