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On paper it looks like a gimmick: a band in search of the commonalities between American jazz, West African percussion and Appalachian string band music—with a pinch of Cuban son. In practice, it’s anything but a joke: Imaginary Homeland’s Jump For George (Jumbie Records) not only works but makes the connections seem obvious. 

Imaginary Homeland is a quartet founded by worldly saxophonist David Rogers. Mark Stone provides the myriad percussive colorations, Marlene Rice the snazzy violin and Matt Pavolka the freewheeling acoustic bass. Rogers comes to the music, which sways easily from tightly composed to liberally improvised, confident with knowledge and experience. 

Although born in Missouri, he spent part of his childhood living in Southeast Asia and put in time in New York as well, absorbing the city’s cultural overload, particularly jazz. Rogers lived in Ghana during part of his college years, then returned for two years to study the talking drum with master drummer Dolsi-naa Abubakari Lunna, as well as the Ghanaian xylophone and one-stringed fiddle. Rogers formed Imaginary Homeland, as well as the Jumbie label—set up to promote music rooted in world traditions—upon his return to the U.S. 

 (Jumbie is also, says Rogers, “linking back to the traditions our artists draw on, by sponsoring a new music festival in rural Ghana, and raising money to preserve the 800-year-old Sossa Balla, the historic xylophone of African emperor Sundiata.”)

The synthesis of jazz and world music is nothing new, of course, but Imaginary Homeland, by granting equal love to both, smears the lines seamlessly and unconscientiously. Rogers’ pieces could only have been conjured via one thoroughly invested in the multiple traditions being considered—think Coltrane’s relationship to Indian music and its spiritual birthplace as a reference point.

Rogers is an inventive and charismatic saxist, and as a bandleader he’s savvy enough to make optimal use of what he’s got: that’s not a mere violin Rice is sawing in the opening track, “Kanawha Girl”; it’s bona fide crazy-ass African hillbilly fiddle. When Rogers and Stone duel it out on lunndogo talking drums in their “Travelogue,” you might as well be in the heart of an alternative African universe’s own Bonnaroo jam-band land. “The World Is Not Your Home,” the epic, 12-minute album-closer, is both showpiece and statement of purpose, a humble, much-needed reminder that we’re only visiting this unlikely existence.
- Global Rhythm Magazine
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"Imaginary Homeland brings together African xylophone, percussion, and talking drums with New York jazz and Appalachian fiddle in [a] seemingly impossible fusion.  But from the opening strains of ‘Kanawha Girl’ they had me hooked.  Here is an old-timey fiddle tune, the melody doubled on saxophone, given a wide-open swing by the acoustic bass, water-drum, frame drum, and body percussion.  It moves from the straight traditional tune to rolling improvisations worthy of the best jazz ensembles.  With praises to a dozen genres and fealty to none, this quartet is creating an original vocabulary that endorses both jazz and folk as equal partners in their own musical nation." 
- Dirty Linen Magazine
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"These four make music that combines the best of contemporary jazz techniques with West African instruments, melodies, and rhythms. Unlike some world music amalgams, Imaginary Homeland is made up of musicians steeped in both traditions, who delve into the deeper mysteries of these cultures. Rogers is a melodic tenor player who doubles easily on talking drum, and Rice slips easily from Western violin playing to West African fiddling. All this is done with an infectious, lilting passion.  The music makes you want to get up and dance, but you never want to stop listening!"
- Ann Arbor Observer
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"An original, yet somehow deeply rooted, musical sound. [They] have found the non-existent link between Appalachian string bands, Ghanaian percussion, downtown jazz and a host of other ideas that miraculously fit together as if they had the deepest of ethnomusical roots." 
- CDRoots
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"It's a wonderful sound that the group has; it combines African xylophone, talking drums with American strings and jazz. You're in good company with Debussy and many other great composers who were highly influenced by… music of other cultures." 
- George Preston, WNYC-FM 93.9
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 “Exciting musical explorers… Imaginary Homeland delves deep into various Ghanaian musical traditions and bursts forth with a fresh blend of American fiddling and jazz sax.”
- Afropop.org
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"The 'jazz' label fails to encompass the fresh spirit of this music. Like any cross-cultural collaboration, it may be spurned by purists. But there's a certain logic in combining the folk music of people on either side of the Atlantic. Imaginary Homeland is a nice place to visit; come listen for a while."
Spin the Globe, KAOS Radio
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"David Rogers'… saxophone hypnotized" 
- The New York Times 
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"Pick Of The Week!  Improvisational jazz inflected with African rhythms, talking drums and wrought-iron bells." 
- The New York Press
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 “In a time when it is easy to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of musical influences today's musicians confront, it is refreshing to hear approaches to synthesis which go beyond superficial skimming and actually involve a genuine assimilation and integration. In your music, African and jazz influences, among other things, are intertwined in a highly organic manner, generating unique and compelling hybrids.”
- Professor Ed Sarath, Chair of Jazz Studies, University of Michigan
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"Truly a highlight of this year's Professional Artists Series! The group performed with a high level of musicianship and outstanding ensemble work. This was new jazz as great chamber music. Your compositions offered our audience a rich and original kind of global music-combining counterpoint with improvisation, African instruments with Western strings." 
- Jackie Wiggins, Chair, Music Department, Oakland University
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"Imaginary Homeland dishes up a unique sonic meal which skillfully blends African musical influences with contemporary jazz. Bandleader Dave Rogers's dark, joyful compositions feature melodies that somersault across the barlines in unpredictable syncopations and enjambements. Rogers's peppery, motivic utterances on the saxophone provide a savory counterpoint to the soaring flow of Marlene Rice's violin. Percussionist Mark Stone's manic virtuosity--fusing Ghanaian, Ugandan, and American musical traditions--combines with Matt Pavolka's passionate bass lines to create an rich and varied polyrhythmic underpinning. It's an ensemble that speaks softly and carries a big groove." 
- Derek Bermel, composer, Guggenheim fellow, Rome Prize winner
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