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Oliver Mtukudzi 
KEY TO THE PROMISED LAND • By Sid W helan

reacted with consternation and accusations of “witchcraft,” attempts at
“spirit possession” and such. It’s difficult for Americans to understand that,
but most American fans of African music are at least aware of the fact that
music in Africa has a lot more power than it does here, as does the belief in
witchcraft, sorcery, magic and the paranormal/supernatural/spirit world. 

Having not heard any live Zimbabwean music between Mapfumo’s 1990
Corruption tour and this year’s Mtukudzi and the Black Spirits tour, I was
struck for the first time by what those late- ’70s Harare audiences were
responding to. When Mtukudzi and the Black Spirits hit the stage at Celebrate
Brooklyn after several hours of workaday Afropop warmup acts, the emotion-
al and spiritual power of the mbira-based “tuku music” was nothing short of
awesome. It became clear in that moment how someone unwilling to confront
his relationship to a maligned pre-European past would be horrified by the
oceanic force of that sound—the traditional ensemble of two mbira dzavadz-
imu, hosho and voices writ large with drums, guitars, keyboards and 10,000
watts of electricity behind it. 

After more than 20 years of winning over the initially reluctant masses to
his message that “no one culture is superior to another,” Oliver Mtukudzi has
proven to be somewhat of a Moses figure, even though he, with characteristic
modesty, would deny having achieved anything other than to have written a
body of songs that huge numbers of people love. Says Mtukudzi, “I’m glad
because I’m able to travel to further lands, you know. I’m glad of all the sup-
port I’m getting from my fans and fellow artists. They’ve always encouraged
me. But being a statesman, that’s a bit more than what I am.” From his begin-
nings as a revolutionary musician who pushed people to confront the value of
the past they preferred to forget, he has become a visionary who presents his
countrymen with lessons they need to learn in order to reach a future in which
they’d prefer to live. There’s no doubt that they are listening, though to what
extent they’ve taken his messages to heart is still an open question.

The core of Mtukudzi’s message is his solid base in Christian beliefs and the
teachings of Jesus. “My music has got a Gospel aspect. The ideology behind
my music also promotes Christianity, really.” For American intellectuals
fatigued by the outrageous behavior of televangelists and the anti-constitu-
tional militancy of right-wing fundamentalists, the very term “Christian” has
sadly become a bad word. But Mtukudzi is no false prophet. His ability to stand
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with the courage of his convictions,
while also turning out beautifully crafted
songs that call for justice in human relations,
is no doubt a huge factor in his success:

YYoouu  bbeeaatt  yyoouurr  cchheesstt//FFeeeelliinngg  aallll  yyoouurr  iimmppoorrttaannccee
HHooww  wwiillll  iitt  aallll  eenndd??
YYoouu  llooookk  ddoowwnn  uuppoonn  ootthheerrss,,  ddeessppiissiinngg//aass  iiff  tthheeyy  aarree  nnoott  hhuummaann
bbeeiinnggss
HHooww  wwiillll  iitt  aallll  eenndd??
YYoouu  ddoonn’’tt  rreessppeecctt  GGoodd//WWhhaatt  wwiillll  bbee  tthhee  eenndd??
HHooww  wwiillll  iitt  aallll  eenndd??
YYoouu  mmaayy  hhaavvee  ppoowweerr,,  mmuucchh  ppoowweerr//aanndd  yyoouu  oopppprreessss  tthhoossee  wwhhoo  aarree  wweeaakk
HHooww  wwiillll  iitt  aallll  eenndd??
DDoo  wwhhaatteevveerr  yyoouu  ddoo  iinn  aa  ccuullttuurreedd  wwaayy
SSooffttllyy,,  ssooffttllyy  iinn  aa  ddiiggnniiffiieedd  wwaayy..

—“Magumo,” on Vhunze Moto (Putumayo)

It is in fact very important to Tuku’s career that he be a credible preacher and
a man of integrity, because he takes the risky position of promoting traditional
Shona and Ndebele culture in songs like “Tsika Dzedu” while also taking aim at
traditions—and current dysfunctional social behaviors—which undermine the
kind of progress that he so firmly believes is possible in Zimbawbe. For instance,
songs like “Neria” confront the traditional second-tier status of women, while
“Ndima Ndapedza” takes on a traditional Shona method of displaying success
and leadership through competitive braggadocio and suggests a new, more
modest and helpful way of being a leader. Given the specific problems of gover-
nance in Africa—leaders turning entire nations and economies into personal fief-
doms—that’s a higher-stakes suggestion than it might immediately seem.
“Ngoromera” takes on the culture of war with an ironic and contrarian comment
on a Shona tradition aimed at winning fistfights. “Tapera,” “Todii,” and

“Mabasa”
anguish over the

AIDS pandemic with
occasional blunt messages of

personal responsibility. And the serious messages continue coming, confronting
child abuse, alcoholism, societal short-sightedness and onward. 

The synopses of his songs really do look more like a summary of a year’s
worth of high-quality sermons than the output of one of Africa’s most success-
ful hitmakers. That a musician can be as well-loved as Tuku, while delivering un-
compromising, complex, subtle and often difficult messages is quite miraculous.
And it isn’t hype. The ecstatic welcome of Tuku and his band by the Zimbabweans
at Celebrate Brooklyn was well beyond anything mere nostalgia could have pro-
duced. Says Mtukudzi of that phenomenon, simply: “We take them home when
we play for them.” But since he sings of home as it was, as it is and as it ought
to be, it’s no surprise that his audience identifies with his music at a deeper lev-
el than they would if its only attribute were that it sounds great.

The musical foundation of Oliver Mtukudzi’s sound is first and foremost the
mbira. When asked, he said: “No, I don’t play mbira, but I love mbira. I was just
not exposed to it. [meaning how to play it]. I did not have an mbira instrument itself,
until lately my wife bought me one. In my music I sort of adapt the style of mbira, the
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way the mbira is played, I adapt the similar thing to a guitar but actually create my
own song out of that style. I’ve never really taken a harmony of a traditional song, but
the style of doing it, there is a fusion of different styles of Zimbabwe music in my
music.” So really it’s the sound aesthetic of mbira and other types of Zimbabwean
roots music that inspired Mtukudzi to participate in creating what was once called
chimurenga and has now—in his case—evolved into a style known as tuku music. 

f you’ve ever heard mbira performed live, it’s a bit surprising how quiet, mellow
and intimate it is, and therefore how few people it can reach. Step out of the
backyard where it’s being played and you won’t hear it anymore. Close-miked re-

cordings reproduced on the home stereo don’t really give the feeling of it. By con-
trast it’s quite a revelation to stand in front of Oliver Mtukudzi and the Black Spirits
and hear mbira music come at you with a roar. So what Tuku (along with Mapfumo and
Stella Chiweshe) has done is take a rural tradition and adapted it wholesale to the
volume and scale of modern urban life, making it possible for the power of that tra-
dition to reach the population of the concrete jungle. And why use this tradition at
all, instead of a more pop-sounding style? Says Tuku: “It’s like I can’t run away from
myself. Though I was born in Harare, every school holiday I would go to the rural
areas where we originally come from, which is the northern part of Zimbabwe. Every
weekend my dad would bring his friends and sing different types of music, different
styles of rhythm: mbira, jiti and so on. So I was always exposed to traditional music.”

Of course, foreign music has had its influence. “We had our first radio station
starting in 1958, I was six years old then. The only recorded music which was
available was from the West, which was country music, soul music, pop music.
We started being exposed to that, though we didn’t have radios in our homes.
We’d find one radio the whole community would use. I remember there was a
period when we used to go to the shopping center ’cause one of the business-
men was the only one with a radio. So we used to go there to listen. By six
o’clock when our parents would come home from work they would chase us away
because they wanted to listen to news. In my family we got a radio quite late,

because my father couldn’t afford it. We started having a radio in the early ’70s.” 
More important even than American sounds was the music of South Africa, which

has had a tremendous influence on the entire region. There are several reasons for
this. In the early 19th century the coalescence of Zulu power, nationalism and imperi-
alism drove groups such as the Ndebele, unwilling to assimilate into the new Zulu
nation, northward and outward. Around the turn of the century all of Southern Africa
began to form one massive migrant labor market, one massive mineral mining indus-
try, and one massive railroad network—and all three have been dominated by South
Africa now for many generations. Those demographic, economic and infrastructure
factors created a pan-Southern African musical culture that is particularly strong be-
tween South Africa and Zimbabwe. 

In addition there have been specific inroads into Harare’s popular music industry
by producers like West Nkosi and later, Steve Dyer. Dyer is a white South African musi-
cian who fled his home country during the apartheid years and allied himself with the
interests of black liberation in places like Botswana and Zimbabwe. Roughly six years
ago Dyer (back again in his home country) and Mtukudzi hooked up and began a
tremendously fruitful musical relationship that has resulted in the four cds available
in the States on Putumayo: Paivepo, Tuku Music, Vhunze Moto and The Tuku Years. All
together it’s a remarkable body of work and considering that Tuku has something in
the order of 40 discs under his belt, it’s impressive that his latest work shows him to
be at the top of his game in terms of quality songwriting and performance.

Tuku’s entire family is musical: “My parents were musicians. My late younger
brother was my keyboard player until his death. My sister is also a musician. All my
children are musicians.” He has three daughters and one son, all “playing in their
own groups.” Asked about the musical interests of the young, he had this to say:
“More and more youngsters are into a rap music, hip-hop kind of thing, though
doing it in Shona. Quite a few are playing tuku music now. There are a very few doing
traditional music and so on. They don’t mix the two; either they’re doing tradition-
al music or pop.” Some things haven’t changed though. Anyone familiar with the
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FROM HIS BEGINNINGS AS A REVOLUTIONARY
MUSICIAN WHO PUSHED PEOPLE TO CONFRONT THE VALUE OF THE

PAST THEY PREFERRED TO FORGET, ZIMBABWEAN  ICON OLIVER MTUKUDZI HAS BECOME A VISIONARY WHO 
PRESENTS HIS COUNTRYMEN WITH LESSONS THEY NEED TO LEARN IN ORDER TO REACH A FUTURE IN WHICH THEY’D PREFER TO LIVE.
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