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by Sarah Scott
Labeled the largest music-industry event in the United States, 

South by Southwest (SXSW®) Music and Media Conference 
celebrated its 25th Anniversary. This year, Austin, Texas’ premier 
reggae venue, Flamingo Cantina, hosted the official International 
Reggae Showcase on the Saturday night of the conference, March 
19. It featured St. Lucia’s Taj Weekes & Adowa, Bermuda’s Collie 
Buddz, South Africa’s Tidal Waves, Spain’s Black Gandhi; and 
U.S.-based bands Lynval Golding and Contra Coup from Seattle, 
and Mau Mau Chaplains from Austin. 

What does this mean for proponents of reggae music? Is 
reggae rising within the mainstream music industry, as evidenced 
by greater recognition of the genre at what has been historically 
a rock-oriented event? 

The all-reggae showcase heartens many who have worked 
hard to keep reggae growing as a genre. Angela Tharp, owner 
of Flamingo Cantina, says, “This year’s lineup is outstanding and 

I am pleased to have more of a reggae presence at SXSW. In 
years past, the genre hasn’t had as much participation from 
strictly reggae artists and I feel that can be improved upon.”

St. Lucian artist Taj Weekes comments, “It’s great to see other 
reggae artists in this showcase from distant places. It shows the 
worldwide appeal of reggae as a genre and it’s inspiring to see 
what other cultures bring to the mix.”

Despite the optimism, others are questioning the significance. 
“Most people will never dig deeper than Marley for whatever 
reason, which is such a shame. It’s like stopping at The Beatles 
when digging in to rock music,” says Selector J, host of When 
Roots Attack on Austin’s KVRX. 

Some may point out a direct correlation to the rise of reggae 
at SXSW and its increasing acceptance as a viable genre of music 
made by serious musicians all around the world. Showcasing artist 
Jacob “Boogie Zakes” Wulana of South Africa’s Tidal Waves 
remarks, “We think that reggae has a place in the mainstream 
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music industry, without having to lose its 
integrity as a unique musical expression. 
The good news is that the reggae 
category has just been reinstated at the 
South African Music Awards (SAMAs), 
which we are very pleased about.”

The six reggae bands coming from 
three different continents can count 
on exposure to professionals involved 
in every aspect of the music industry: 
agents, managers, record labels, 
manufacturers, media giants, publishers, 

writers, bloggers and fans. On top 
of that, there are also two other 
conferences happening side-by-
side with the Music and Media 
Conference: SXSW Interactive 
[emerging technology] and SXSW 
Film. Registrants who purchase a 
Platinum Pass have access to all 
three conferences.

“SXSW is a world marketplace. 
It’s a melting pot for the music 
industry. It’s a place where you 
can meet like-minded music 
professionals from around the 
world, learn about the business 
and hear some great music.” 

“The number of reggae 
acts goes up and down but is 
never totally big. As SXSW is a 
promotional event, it’s sometimes 
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hard to get the artists from other countries to come to the 
festival. But we have hosted many greats including Lee 
’Scratch’ Perry, Easy Star All-Stars, and more. Generally 
the labels are not willing to support getting the artists to 
SXSW because it is not seen as a reggae-specific event. 
But most who have come have enjoyed it and found 
benefits from being here,” says Matt Sonzala, SXSW 
Music Festival Coordinator. 

 One question that comes to mind is whether or not 
being part of a genre-specific showcase is a plus at 

SXSW? There is no doubt that the audience is there. The 
count of showcasing bands numbers into the thousands, 
with performances on over 80 stages in downtown Austin. 
Conference registrations are in the tens-of-thousands with 
several thousand being members of the international music 
media. “We have acts from 55 countries represented at 
SXSW this year. And we try to grow that every year as 
well,” remarks Sonzala. 

What will this melting pot of music offered up by SXSW do for 
reggae? It just may be one of the factors slowly helping audiences 
realize that there is exceptional reggae music being produced 
all over the world, having already broken down not only the 
geographic boundaries, but those of a strictly defined genre as well. 

The perspective of this year’s reggae showcase artists seems 
to be aligned with this cross-cultural exchange. Weekes contends, 
“Reggae is music that can’t be contained in one geographical 
area as it’s written from the heart, from issues that speak to 
you. I always compare reggae to a mango tree whose roots 
originated in Jamaica but the branches have grown wide and 
strong, dropping fruits into many other territories. The freedom of 
expression found through reggae is universal.”

Wulana adds, “Growing up in the township, we were 
surrounded by a range of languages, cultures and music – Zulu, 
Xhosa, Setswana, Tshivenda, Afrikaans – as well as by the music 
of Bob Marley, Sly and Robbie, and Curtis Mayfield. Our culturally 
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rich reality continues 
to shape our distinctive 
take on reggae, an 
approach steeped 
in South African sen-
sibility and sounds.”

JB from Spain’s 
Black Gandhi ex-

plains, “The Barcelona and 
Spanish scene is filled with 
what they call ‘Mestizaje’ 
which is a mix of reggae, 
Latin, rumba, African and 
Balkan music. So in a way 
everybody hears reggae.” 
Tharp adds, “With so many 
artists incorporating reggae into their music, I think it will become 
more difficult to pigeonhole artists into one specific category … 
which keeps the genre growing.”

Tharp observes, “Our audience [Flamingo Cantina and 
Austin Reggae Festival] has grown as reggae becomes more 
mainstream. The cool thing about our shows is that you may have 
folks in the audience who are in their 20s, spanning all the way 
into their 70s … they all are there for the music. People from 
all walks love reggae music and our crowd tends to be very 
diverse.” Sonzala agrees, “I think reggae is the type of music that 
any real music lover can get into. I know people from all across 
the spectrum who love reggae. And the sound has gone off into 
so many directions that there’s something for everyone.”

 Despite this legacy and the changing economics in the 
industry, reggae continues to grow as it benefits from direct 
connection with fans through social media and the Internet and, 
perhaps most importantly, a new generation of reggae groups 
hailing from around the world. Weekes notes, “The Internet has 

made it more of an open playing field where we all 
can throw something in the pot and see what bubbles 
to the top. It allows for greater individuality and really 
interesting blends of cultural influences.” 

Reggae’s worldwide influences allow it to cross social, 
national and cultural boundaries. The reggae showcase 
at SXSW reflects reggae’s growing popularity nationally 
and globally, as well as the growth of reggae’s reach into 
other musical genres. As Moe Monsarrat of Mau Mau 
Chaplains (and Stop The Truck, their country-western 
band alter-ego) concludes, “I am deeply involved in both 
the country and reggae music scenes here in Austin and 
can truly say that diversity is alive and well here. One 
love & ya’ll come back now, ya heah?”   

Sarah Scott is the Director of Marketing, Media and Artist Relations for 
Jatta Records, founded by St. Lucian roots reggae artist Taj Weekes. 
Aside from the rare freelance pieces, her other credits include two 
esoteric screenplays set in far-flung lands and a new book project is 
in the works. Sarah dreams of writing meaningful children’s stories in 
the vein of her favorite childhood book, Lion Blue by Fleur Cowles.


