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EUROPE – Eastern

Prior to the geographic partitioning that took place at the close of World War II, many countries in Eastern Europe had vibrant jazz scenes.  With a primarily western musical tradition being taught in the conservatories, jazz enjoyed a popularity equal to the west.  

However, with partitioning, all things pertaining to western culture became illegal in the east.  Jazz, in particular was thought to be decadent and therefore dangerous.  Whether jazz gained in popularity as a result of its new forbidden status, or because it had already been firmly established varied by country.  But during the approximately 45 year period of cultural repression, more than one new generation of jazz musicians and enthusiasts found creative, and sometimes covert ways to cultivate their art.   One example of this dedication is that of internationally known jazz pianist Mircea Tiberian, who tells the story of spending an hour per day during the early 70’s in the subway stations of Bucharest in the hopes of hearing an occasional Frank Sinatra recording on the PA system.  Other musicians would look for opportunities to perform at foreign embassies where they might also have the chance to speak with persons from outside their countries about jazz.

One of the biggest influences in the development and continuity of interest in jazz in Eastern Europe was the nightly Voice of America jazz program hosted by Willis Conover.  Conover (1920-1996), broadcasted from VOA studios in Washington D.C. from 1955 – 1995.  Although not well known in the U.S., at the height of the Cold War, Conover’s audience was estimated at 20 to 30 million listeners worldwide.

One of the major problems for Eastern European jazz musicians today is economics.  Jazz musicians in Eastern Europe can only earn a fraction of what their counterparts in the West do, and cannot work nearly as consistently. Although democracy has improved life for most, the disparity of income levels has made regular travel and immigration difficult.  Thus, many who have an opportunity to leave, whether for education, or a gig, do not return.  The net result is a cultural vacuum left by the departure of so many talented musicians.  The remaining exceptions are those who are older and who may have already achieved status prior to the fall of communism, or those who chose to stay and are able to support themselves in other ways.   An excellent example of each can be found in Romanian jazzmen Johnny Radacanu and Ion Baciu Jr.
Radacanu (b. 1929), was originally a bassist, but switched to piano in the 1960’s after some of his contemporaries died.  Seeking to emulate the stage persona and musical mannerisms of American jazz players who had toured the region via the State Department, Radacanu quickly became the toast of diplomatic circles and was able to achieve a status well above his colleagues.   Sustained by sponsors from the west to this day, Radacanu enjoys a legendary stature in his country.

Similarly, Ion Baciu Jr.,(b. 1960), is arguably one of Romania’s most talented jazz musicians.  The son of one of the country’s leading orchestra conductors, Baciu used his father’s influence in order to obtain a first class education in Sweden the early 1980’s.  After living and working for a time in London and even New York, he returned to his homeland as a world-class player.  His dual citizenship (Romania and Sweden), and an industrial import company he owns, allow him to live in relative comfort without having to depend on his playing to earn a living.   Baciu was the pianist for trumpeter Tim Hagan’s Norbotten big Band in Sweden, and performs regularly at jazz festivals throughout Europe.

Among the many other noteworthy Eastern European jazz musicians are Ukranian born saxophonist Anatoly Vapirov, and Polish trumpeter Tomasz Stanko.
Anatoly Vapirov  (b. 1949), has lived and worked in the Black Sea resort of Varna, Bulgaria since 1985.  In 1992 he became musical director of the Varna Jazz Festival, one of Eastern Europe’s most successful festivals.  Vapirov’s contemporary, aggressive style, with liberal amounts of free playing is extremely popular, and his numerous third-stream compositional projects have made an artist of importance throughout the region.

Tomasz Stanko  (b.1942), has similarly taken his Eastern European roots, philosophical eclecticism, and creative versatility to become a world renown innovator in jazz styles.  His career began in the early 60’s when he formed his first group and successfully emulated the style of Ornette Coleman.  His multiple collaborations with other well known artists have produced projects ranging from jazz-rock to straight-ahead and folk influenced.  He has also written numerous film scores and several projects for the ECM label.  At the top of his form, Stanko continues to tour internationally and garner critical acclaim.

One of the most successful jazz musicians to emerge in post communist Russia is saxophonist and band leader, Igor Butman.  Born in 1961, Butman became the most well known Russian jazz musician, winning numerous polls and critical praise before moving to New York where he lived from 1987 – 1993.   Upon returning to Moscow, he formed his own big band and combo, both of which have toured extensively.  He has also performed and toured with the likes of Lionel Hampton, Monty Alexander, John Abercrombe and Eddie Gomez.  

Artist Discographies.

· Anatoly Vapirov  

· Tomasz Stanko  

· Igor Butman.  

Eastern European Jazz Links:  

· Jazz Jamboree – Eastern Europe’s oldest jazz festival dating to 1958   

· Jazz in Russia -  Popular Russian jazz website (in English) 

· Jazz Festival Survey Article by Cyril Moshkow reviewing several Eastern European jazz festivals  

· Jazzkaar – Estonian Jazz Festival

· Vilnius Jazz Festival – Lithuania  

· Polish Jazz Network  Maintained by Cezary Lerski, with artists, festivals, radio links, etc. 

Questions for Review

1. What was the primary reason that Jazz went underground in Eastern Europe?

2. Google “Voice of America” and “Willis Conover.  Explore the influence of this program on the development of Jazz in Eastern Europe.

3. What part does economics play in the development of Jazz in Eastern Europe.  Are these issues relevant today?

4. What effect did the fall of the Iron Curtain have on Jazz in Eastern Europe?

5. Explore the careers of two Eastern European Jazz musicians. Look for ways they overcame the repression of the Soviet regime in order to pursue their art form.

Eastern Europe

1

