
MHST 519: Jazz Outside the United States 
Transcription Assignment 

 
Overview 
 
I have randomly assigned the class members to five trios. You will collaborate to agree on a 
musical selection, learn it by ear (aural transcription), and prepare a for an in-class performance 
on November 6. Since the members of this class come from different musical backgrounds, this 
is also an exercise in negotiating cultural and musical difference. Use one another’s strengths to 
best advantage and collaborate closely to make this a rewarding musical experience. 
 
Musical Selections 
 
Choose a specific, brief selection that illustrates American jazz in contact with another musical 
culture. You selection should reflect one of these two criteria: 
 

(a) Jazz’s adoption of, or adoption into, another musical tradition. Your performance 
should make the difference clear. Examples: Afro-Cuban jazz, Brazilian bossa nova, 
‘Ethio-jazz’ from Ethiopia, popular songs from the Chinese ‘jazz age’, manouche 
influences in “Gypsy Jazz”. 

(b) A crucial stylistic development that impacted jazz internationally, but that 
comes from outside the United States and outside the standard history of jazz. 
Examples: the English improvisation scene starting in the 1970s (Derek Baily, John 
Surman, Evan Parker); the “ECM sound” (Egberto Gismonti, Jan Garbarek, L. 
Shankar), ‘Indo-Jazz Fusion’ (Mahavishnu Orchestra, John Mayer/Joe Harriot, 
Shakti, some works of Vijay Iyer and Rudresh Mahanthappa), various examples of 
Africa’s influence on African-American jazz, e.g. Hugh Masakela (South Africa), 
Randy Weston (US/Jamaica), Antibalas (Brooklyn), Le Super Biton National de 
Ségou (Mali). 

 
In most cases, the section of the musical work you transcribe shouldn’t be longer than 1-2 
minutes. You may choose to adapt the material for a longer class performance (up to 5 minutes) 
incorporating improvisation, but the original source material should be performed as closely to 
the original as possible. That said, I’m most interested in hearing how you meet the challenge of 
working together to encounter another sonic reality. This may require a good deal of individual 
and group practice, so please plan your time accordingly. 
 
Notes on Aural Transcription 
 
Aural transcription means learning music without notation. For this exercise, I request that you 
use your ear exclusively to learn the music. Aural transcription means going beyond Western-
centric notions of pitch and rhythm to penetrate all aspects of the music under consideration. 
This might mean any of the following (and likely all): timbre, microtonality, time feel, 
interlocking pulse, vocal timbre (nasal tone, throat singing, etc.), complex rhythms, modal 
organization of pitches, methods of signaling movement from one section to another, 
improvisation, drones, non-linear organization of time, etc. You will have to negotiate 



translations of non-Western concepts to both your individual instruments and to the ensemble 
performance.  
 
Groups 
 
Group 1: Isaac Wilson, Joseph Ricard, Irineo Cabreros 
Group 2: Wyatt Palmer, Simon Willson, Linden Wu 
Group 3: Max Light, Travis Bliss, Sonny Lalchandani 
Group 4: Alan Toda-Ambaras, Kody Glazer, Gabe Terracciano 
Group 5: Aaron Bahr, Marisa Waller, Robin Lohrey 
 


