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A jozz composer makes music for the African Burial Ground. by Peter McElhinney

mid a wave of musicians
building the future of the Rich-
mond music scene, composer
Ashby Anderson is looking to
the past. :

His 22-piece African Arkestra is part
of a vanishing art form: a big band per-
forming original, un-adapted work. His
latest commission, “‘Undertones,” draws
" on Richmond’s darker history. The work

was performed this month during an
_Aural Memorial for the African Burial
Grounds on Good Friday, April 3, at the
site that inspired it. .
Once lying beneath a parking lot, the

slave graveyard is now a grassy field at
15th and East Broad streets. There isn't
much to see there yet, but like the Anne
Frank house in Amsterdam, a haunting
resonance resides in a mixture of the
evocative and the everyday.
Anderson’s Muse Creative Work-
space is, just a few blocks away. A
7,000-square-foot, cinderblock ware-
house with concrete floors, natural light
through an expansive grid of windows,

‘and a high, wood-beamed ceiling, it is

at once industrial and intimate. ;
The evening before the performance,

~ the band works through the fourth move-

ment of Anderson’s “Undertones.” The
players are a mix of veterans from the lo-
cal jazz scene and young musicians from
Anderson’s Richmond Youth Jazz Guild.
“They’re just excellent,” Anderson
says. “They are all great musicians
from the start. And I called a lot of
people [ haven't had a chance to play
with before” -

" There are alot of familiar faces: Rick
Rieger, leader of the RVA Big Band,
which plays Balliceaux every Monday;
trombonist Pete Anderson; Kelli- Straw-
bridge from the Mekong Express and

. the Big Payback; Kevin Simpson from




Butterbean; and Mark Ingraham from
the D.J. Williams Projekt, Bio Ritmo
and Beast Wellington. It's an impressive
group.

“Tlove playing Ashby’s music,” Ingra-
hamsays. “But it’s so hard.”

The composition alternates between
tightly composed ensemble sections
and freewheeling solos. The scored parts.
are multilayered, with contrapuntal lines
soaring and colliding over a foundation
of African rhythms complemented, aug-
mented and deconstructed by Straw-
bridge’s propulsive drumming. The solos
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appreciative crowd. While the pieces
unfold, narration is provided by poet
and contemporary griot Sekso Shaba-
- ka. Its pride-raising, Egypt-invoking, Af-
rocentric text becomes specific to time
- and place when it calls for the departed
icons of racial injustice — from John
- Brown of Harper's Ferry to Ferguson,
- Missouri’s Michael Brown — to rise up
and continue the advance.

Among the names Shabaka calls out
is 1800 slave rebellion leader Gabriel,
who most likely was hanged at the Rich-
mond gallows on the burial ground site.

“This place is important,” Anderson
says. ‘It has a certain energy. There is a
lot of music in it.”

“Undertones” continues a musical
journey that the composer has followed
for more than a decade. In 2004’s “His-
toric Richmond Jazz Suite,” he touched
on the city’s slavery legacy with its Dev-
ils Half Acre section, while including a
celebration of Second Street, “the Har-
lem of the South,” and the buried train
sealed inside Church Hill.

The music comes from a deep sense
of place. . 4

“It has a certain character. There is a
lot that is not yet marked off,” Anderson
says. “You have the freedom to walk
around and find things for yourself.” :

He's talking about the Richmond
Slave Trail, but he could just as well be
talking about his musical explorations
of Richmond’s neglected history.

The next performance - 'of “Under-
tones” is set for Saturday, June 20, for the
Elegba Folklore Society at Ancarrow’s
Landing.



