
Anikki Maswanganye was the first female drummer in South Africa, performing 
since the early 1970s. She’s also a band leader, a talent scout, an entrepreneur 
and advocate for women in jazz. 

Anikki was only 9 years old when she had a vision of having an all-female band. 
Her vision came to fruition in 1998, when she founded the all-female jazz band 
Ladies in Jazz. Anikki grew up within a musical family in Soshanguve, a township 
north of Pretoria. She was the youngest of ten children, six of whom were girls and 
four boys, Anikki found her footing in music when she played in her brothers’ band. 
She was the only sister to perform with the brothers and would be the only child 
in her family to pursue a career in music. While her siblings have not been able to 
pursue music further, she carries the musical torch for the family. Her siblings are 
inspired by her musical expression.

What led to her vision at nine years was that Anniki fell in love with the drums at 
first acquaintance with them. They really spoke to her and, with the encouragement 
of her brothers, she took to drumming. Anniki started by learning a few paradiddles. 
As her love for the drums intensified, in 1972, one of her brothers bought her a 
white Tama. So, she began to craft and perfect her skill, growing to understand the 
quiet power of her instrument.

To some, drummers are not as recognisable as vocalists, pianists or 
guitarists. They see drummers as musicians placed in the back to support the 
frontmen. Of course, it was never so for Anikki. To her, the drums are the central 
command, uniting the different instruments in the way they speak to the vocalists, 
the guitarists, the saxophonists and so forth. The drums set the pace and are, 
essentially, the heartbeat of the band. Anniki acknowledges that. She believes that 
the drums can be inconspicuous only in that you don’t have to see the drummer to 
know that the drummer is there. Drums are the magic behind the song. 

When her brothers initially taught her, they realised that Anikki had a sharp ear. 
She could listen to a song and follow it easily. She started as an all-rounder, playing 
pop music and other genres. As she became older, she found herself being drawn 
to jazz. She would go on to define herself as a jazz artist as an adult. 

The language of jazz and the improvisation is what appealed to Anniki. It 
provided the platform where she would explore her creativity fully. The more she 
found her spirit in jazz, the more Anniki was drawn to explore indigenous jazz forms 
as well. She has led and performed with leading jazz musicians, counting among 
her highlights the Women in Song Legacy Tour, where Anniki worked alongside 
mama Dorothy Masuka and mama Abigail Kubeka.
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Branding and Mentorship in the Industry

From a young age, Anikki knew she would pursue a career in music and wanted 
to change the landscape for women in the industry. Even today jazz remains a 
male dominated space. It’s a space where women tend to be vocalists more often 
than instrumentalists. It is also a space where the entire field is dominated by 
men. From audiences to band leaders, promotors to booking agents, club owners, 
A&R managers, record label proprietors, music compilers, reviewers and writers 
in the media, everywhere men occupy most of the general and decision-making 
positions. 

One way that Anikki feels she can break barriers for women in jazz is through 
Ladies in Jazz. Ladies in Jazz is a dynamic group of women who want to provide 
a platform on which other women jazz artists can start their careers. The strategy 
is two-pronged. The first aspect of the strategy is to perform as an all-women 
band. Such performances would give other women artists an opportunity to gain 
experience as musicians and to find those gigs more easily than they might have 
been able to do so otherwise. The second aspect is to prepare women artists 
enough for them to venture out and launch their own careers. For this reason, 
many women artists have passed through the Ladies in Jazz band and it actively 
encourages young women jazz artists to join up with it until they feel confident 
enough to go on their own.

Ladies in Jazz has managed to do this successfully over the years through 
brand positioning and mentorship. It hasn’t been an easy journey but the band 
remains consistent and tenacious in pursuing its goal of creating platforms for 
women jazz artists. 

Now for some exercises:

1. Anikki started playing drums by learning paradiddles. One key to becoming
a great drummer is building efficiency of your hand movements. To build that
efficiency, drummers learn and practice a wide array of drum rudiments that
form the basis of their playing. One essential rudiment, used by drummers of all
genres, is the paradiddle.

 - How many types of paradiddles exist?
 - There are 5 ways to play paradiddles. Identify those and their uses.

Activity: Let’s try out a few paradiddles

Paradiddles require strong independent control of both your right and your left
hand. When you start a paradiddle with your right, you’ll begin with a single
stroke of the right hand, then a single stroke of the left hand, and then a double
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stroke of the right hand. This is followed by a single left, a single right, and then
a double left. The pattern is abbreviated as RLRR LRLL. 

 
- Learn different types of paradiddles and practice them with a metronome. 
- Turn up the speed as you build precision, confidence and muscle
memory.

2. To Anikki, the drums are the heartbeat of the band. 

- What do you think of this statement? 
- How do you see your instrument in relation to other instruments? 

Activity: 

Let’s perform a piece with the drums and then again without them. Select the
piece and then consider the following:

 - What do you notice about the role/significance of the drums when
played with and without?
 - How does performing this exercise influence how you feel/think about
the drums and their contribution to song.

3. What do you understand by Anikki’s statement, “the language of jazz and
improvisation”? In jazz, improvisation is the process of spontaneously creating
fresh melodies over the continuously repeating cycle of chord changes of a
tune. It’s not making up stuff. As Wynton Marsalis says: “Jazz, like any
language, has its own grammar and vocabulary. There’s no right or wrong, just
some choices that are better than others.”

Activity: Identifying language in performance.

Step 1
Select a few pieces to listen to. 

- What do you notice about the language in each piece? 
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- How are they different? 
- Can you identify elements of improvisation in the pieces? 
- What do those improvisations do to form part of the artists language?

Step 2
Based on what you have noticed in Step 1, perform a piece that represents your
language and then improvise.

Written exercise

What would an equitable jazz sector be?

- How many female instrumentalists can you name off by heart? 
- How might the industry be experienced differently by female
instrumentalists, as opposed to male instrumentalists? 
- Describe how the culture (ways of the industry) can improve, so that
artists of all walks of life could find it a space in which all can partake? 
- Can you think of practical ways in which you can make your contribution
to a more equitable jazz sector? 
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