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Interpreting the Life and Work of West Germany’s “Jazz Pope”

Neither composer nor performer, Joachim-Ernst
Berendt (1922-2000) may nonetheless have been be the
most influential German in the history of jazz. Berendt’s
Jazz Book, which first appeared as a Fischer paperback in
1953, became standard reading for a generation of bud-
ding jazz enthusiasts in the young Federal Republic. Yet
the reach of The Jazz Book extended well beyond this his-
torical moment, and beyond even the lifetime of its au-
thor. Published in numerous editions and translations
worldwide, the book remains one of the most widely
read introductions to jazz. The most recent English-
language edition appeared in the United States in 2009.[1]
But Berendt accomplished much more. His articles ap-
peared in a broad spectrum of publications—not only in
music journals, but also in popular magazines like Twen
and Stern as well as the more highbrow Frankfurter Hefte
and Merkur. He served as in-house jazz specialist at
the SA%dwestfunk (SWF) radio network. He produced
concerts and coordinated festivals, including the annual
Berlin Jazz Days, which attracted worldwide talent and
bolstered the city’s image as a Cold War cultural show-

case. What’s more, he might be seen as “one of the pi-
oneers of jazz’s globalization” (p. xii). Berendt advised
the Goethe Institute on its overseas jazz programming,
and his own Jazz Meets the World record series linked
European jazz with Indonesian gamelan music, Brazilian
bossa nova, and other non-western idioms. Berendt’s in-
fluence reached a pinnacle in the mid-1960s, when the au-
thor, impresario, and record producer had his hand in an
astonishing array of jazz initiatives throughout the Fed-
eral Republic and abroad.

Despite-or perhaps because of-the long shadow cast
by Berendt over the German jazz community, a new
study by Australian scholar Andrew Wright Hurley is the
first comprehensive look at the life and work of the so-
called Jazz Pope. In The Return of Jazz: Joachim-Ernst
Berendt and West German Cultural Change, Hurley uses
“the central figure of Berendt as a new prism though
which to take a view of the West German jazz scene”
(p. 3). Part biography, part social history, Hurley’s book
fills an important gap in the historiography of jazz and
twentieth-century Germany.
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Surprisingly little has been written about the devel-
opment of jazz in the Federal Republic, given the idiom’s
role—as captured by Hurley’s title—in the process of “West
German cultural change”[2] To the ears of most Germans
in 1949, jazz was aesthetically (and perhaps even racially)
suspect; even among fans, its image was lowbrow. Four
decades later, jazz performance in the Federal Republic
had shifted almost completely from dance halls to con-
cert stages. Jazz became a diverse and sophisticated art
form associated with cross-cultural understanding, cre-
ative experimentation, free expression, and other ide-
als central to the cultural identity of the mature Federal
Republic. This transformation occurred in part through
the stylistic evolution of jazz itself, but Hurley suggests
that broader changes in West German society and culture
were also a contributing factor.

Perhaps more than any other individual, Joachim-
Ernst Berendt played a key role in jazz’s transformation,
as depicted by Hurley in the three sections of his study.
In part 1, Hurley “sketches the contours of the West Ger-
man jazz scene” (p. 9) in the 1940s and 50s, emphasiz-
ing Berendt’s multi-pronged efforts to promote jazz and
encourage its acceptance as serious art. In collaboration
with Heinrich Strobel, Berendt helped to introduce jazz
at the Donaueschingen Music Days, a stronghold of the
postwar avant-garde. He also emphasized jazz’s affinities
with older, Baroque-era music. Berendt acquired his first
taste of “jazz diplomacy” in this era, making small contri-
butions to Voice of America jazz programming and, more
significantly, accompanying West German musicians to a
landmark Polish jazz festival in 1957. The section’s main
themes include jazz’s mobilization in the Cold War ri-
valry between East and West, as well as its role in reflect-
ing and defining West German attitudes toward racial dif-
ference in the post-Nazi era. Much of this section’s mate-
rial will seem familiar to readers of Uta Poiger’s work on
jazz and German “respectability” Hurley’s chief contri-
bution is to frame changing attitudes toward jazz in the
1950s within the context of contemporary debates about
the nature of (and distinctions between) art and enter-
tainment.

By the 1960s, the existential question facing the West
German jazz community was no longer whether jazz was
art, but rather, how this community could make jazz its
own. Again, Berendt assumed an outsized role in the dis-
cussion, which Hurley adopts as the focus of his book’s
second section. In the 1960s and 70s, Berendt bore the
greatest influence as a concert and record producer. He
produced numerous records for the independent label
Saba (later, Musik Produktion Schwarzwald), which gave

voice to European artists who might otherwise have been
overlooked by larger record labels. Among the most sig-
nificant of these productions was the debut album of the
Globe Unity Orchestra, widely regarded as a milestone in
the “emancipation” of European free jazz from American
models.

Hurley demonstrates how European jazzmen of this
era turned not only to free jazz, but also to folkloric tradi-
tions, for inspiration in their music. Yet Berendt and his
West German colleagues avoided engagement with Ger-
man folk music, feeling that its sounds were too freighted
by the recent National Socialist past. Instead, Berendt
incorporated a wide array of other national and ethnic
traditions into his festivals and recordings, arguing for
the notion of a “global folklore” that, in Hurley’s words,
“became a suitable ideological bedfellow for jazz, which
Berendt had sought to establish during the 1950s as the
universal music par excellence” (p. 98).

Part 3 (“Jazz Meets the Other”) focuses explicitly on
Berendt’s engagement with world musics in the 1960s
and 70s. In addition to overseeing his numerous pro-
fessional obligations in Europe, Berendt traveled widely
throughout Asia, South America, and the Caribbean. His
interactions with non-western musicians and traditions
informed numerous radio specials and articles, and he be-
came an enthusiastic “engineer of intercultural encoun-
ters,” both in live performance and on record (p. 157).
Hurley argues that Berendt’s and his West German col-
leagues’ “interest in the musical Other was-like the in-
terest in jazz before it—partly driven by a flight from
Germanness,” and thus “the presentation and reception
of world musics was not infrequently romanticized” (p.
229). Berendt idealized the virtues of Balinese and other
Asian cultures. His writings from this era tended to
highlight these cultures’ exoticism and inner nobility—
similarly to his earlier portrayals of black America—while
assuming their peaceable integration within his univer-
salistic, “one world under jazz” philosophy. Berendt was
deeply opposed to the separatist Black music ideology
that influenced a growing number of African and African
American jazzmen at this time, and he drew a clear link
between the cultural dangers of Afrocentrism and Na-
tional Socialism.

Berendt’s fascination with world musics ultimately
sent his career in a new direction. By the end of the 1970s,
he had largely withdrawn from the European jazz scene.
Berendt exchanged his passion for jazz for a newer, tran-
scendental notion of Weltmusik, which aspired to inte-
grate the world’s musical cultures into a greater, utopian
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whole. His book, Nada Brahma (1983), provided “so-
lace to those concerned about rationalized, (post)modern
Western society, and searching for a heightened con-
sciousness and a more meaningful existence” (p. 221). It
became a cult bestseller of the New Age movement, and
(like The Jazz Book) remains in print today.

The last years of Berendt’s career are among the most
intriguing, but they also draw attention to the limits
of Hurley’s study. Berendt provides the most effective
“prism” for viewing and interpreting the West German
jazz scene in the 1950s and through the mid-1960s. At the
height of his reign as “Jazz Pope,” Berendt exerted a defin-
ing influence throughout this scene. Chiefly active as au-
thor and critic, he reflected constantly on jazz’s status
within the Federal Republic. This state of affairs changed
by the end of the 1960s. Berendt himself shifted his en-
ergies to record and concert production, and a younger
generation of jazz critics and musicians came to the fore
and rebelled against his authority. In a sense, Berendt
was a victim of his own success; the acceptance and ex-
pansion of jazz in West Germany meant that he no longer
dominated its development. Thus, Hurley’s well-rounded
portrait of the early West German jazz scene becomes
more diffuse and idiosyncratic after 1968. His detailed
analysis of the Jazz Meets the World series is fascinat-
ing, and clearly appropriate for any study of Berendt’s
life and work-yet the specific focus creates a kind of im-
balance with earlier chapters of the book, overshadowing
the broader story of jazz’s changing role in West German
culture.

Likewise, The Return of Jazz feels incomplete as a bio-
graphical study of Berendt. Hurley states that his book is,
“in part, a critical biography of Berendt” (p. 3). The em-
phasis is Hurley’s, presumably signaling that the book’s
focus will be on the professional, rather than personal, as-
pects of Berendt’s life. Yet the two aspects cannot always
be separated, as is evident when the author argues that
Berendt’s “egocentric, authoritarian style and (mis)use of
power to promote his own productions” ultimately con-
tributed to his diminished influence within the jazz com-
munity (p. 134). Berendt appears to have been a compli-
cated, intensely driven individual, but Hurley is reluctant
to explore the jazzman’s personality in greater depth.
Happily, a brief epilogue by Wolfram Knauer, director of
the Jazzinstitut Darmstadt and a personal acquaintance
of Berendt’s, provides readers with additional insights.

The book occasionally hints that personality traits
can be central to understanding its subject’s activities and
achievements. Hurley relegates Berendt’s four wives, lit-

erally, to a footnote, without suggesting if or how these
women might have influenced his development. Even so,
he does acknowledge that Berendt’s love for foreign cul-
tures was not merely academic; the jazzman engaged reg-
ularly in extramarital affairs during his travels overseas.
Moreover, he writes that “Berendt’s cultural theories of-
ten had a sexualized dimension, which cannot be easily
removed from his personal libertinism” (p. 63). These
brief observations beg for more thorough exploration.
The West German jazz scene shepherded by Berendt was
by no means gender-neutral. The serious “jazzmen” de-
picted throughout Hurley’s narrative are indeed, with-
out exception, men. At the Berlin Music Days and in the
Jazz Meets the World records, female performers received
attention primarily as an “exotic” highlight, as demon-
strated by the prominent placement of Japanese “koto
girls” on the Sakura Sakura album cover, as well that of
Brazilian dancer Marly Tavares on the cover of Folklore
e Bossa Nova do Brasil. Hurley himself draws attention
to these representations, so he is certainly aware of their
implications.

To be fair: thoroughly investigating the role of gen-
der in the West German jazz scene, or formulating a com-
prehensive social history of jazz after 1968 would be im-
possible within the scope of a single monograph. In The
Return of Jazz, Andrew Wright Hurley has admirably
demonstrated Berendt’s influence upon the emerging
jazz scene of the early Federal Republic. Hurley shows
how Cold War politics and rejection of the National So-
cialist past heightened Berendt’s sense of mission. For
Berendt, jazz was more than an avocation; it was a pro-
gram for social and cultural reform. It is to Hurley’s
credit that he raises so many important issues surround-
ing jazz’s development in the second half of the twenti-
eth century. Indeed, the questions left unanswered here
point the way for future scholarship in the fields of jazz
and German cultural history.

Notes

[1]. Joachim-Ernst Berendt and GAY%nther Hues-
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[2]. The jazz scene of the late 1940s and 50s has
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Alternative Culture: Jazz in West Germany after the Sec- West German jazz can be found in Klaus Wolbert et al.,
ond World War,” Australian Journal of Politics and History eds., That’s Jazz: Der Sound des 20. Jahrhunderts (Frank-
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