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“Let the mythologizing begin.”

“Africa’s best new band.”

“Forward thinking.”

“A triumphant debut that’s reinventing the very embodiment
of rock’n’roll.”

“A hugely creative, expansive and forceful piece of work.”
4 stars

“Dynamic, mature and fully formed. Utterly Compelling.”
4 stars







My friend Niki once took my picture at a BLK JKS show without
telling me. The photo might have been shot during one of
Tshepang Ramoba’s crazy drum solos or while Lindani
Buthelezi was bansheeing into the mic. Besides the red glow of
the stage there isn’t much light, but you can still make out the
outline of my open mouth, eyes glued to the stage like a happy
zombie. If matching that level of live show mesmerization on
wax was ever a consideration, then After Robots stands up pret-
ty well. Hypnotic Brass Ensemble do much to beef up the sound
on tracks like “Banna Ba Modimo” but rabble-rousing aside, it’s
nice that moodier songs -- held together by Buthelezi’s
melancholy-- get their moment too. CN

BLK JKS After Robots (Secretly Canadian)



It may be no great novelty any more to hear alt-
rock bands taking on African influences (cf
Yeasayer, Vampire Weekend et al), but it’s still
uncommon to hear it happening in the other
direction. This terrific Johannesburg band are
one such, taking on the forms and functions of
proggy, left-field rock as a means of making
something new from the music they grew up with
- dub, jazz, afrobeat, South African mbaqanga.
The result is a dense, towering sound charac-
terised by wild, squalling guitars and galloping,
kaleidoscopic rhythms that hover compellingly
between frenetic tension and joyous release.
There’s something of the Mars Volta’s surging
maximalism in its sheer complexity and noisy
exuberance, but the swelling chants, booming
brass and overarching sense of melody could
only be the result of influences absorbed at
home. All context aside, After Robots just plain
rocks - a hugely creative, expansive and forceful
piece of work. -Tom Hughes

“Dynamic, mature and fully formed. Utterly Compelling.”
4 stars

As black South Africans playing guitar rock, Johannesburg/Soweto
four-piece BLK JKS (Black Jacks) have been feted by
DJ/mixer/producer Diplo, and produced by Secret Machines’
Brandon Curtis, they record at NYC’s Electric Ladyland and have a
branding deal with Edun, Mrs. Bono’s clothing company. The
music? Their debut, last year’s Mystery EP, was OK, if a bit
shoegazy. This first album, though, is fantastic: dynamic, mature
and fully formed. Opening-cuts Molalatladi and Banna Ba Modimo
merge cyclic pre-township mbaqanga-style guitar with a dense swirl
coloured in with brass. As intense as In Rainbows Radiohead,
melody always shines through this crashing, energised maelstrom.
Shot By Both Sides bubbles up from Mystery’s closing moments,
Discipline-era King Crimson is in there too. But those are signposts;
BLK JKS’ own voice is utterly compelling. -Kieron Tyler

Hard-hitting and beguiling mix of South Africa with
the progressive.

BLK JKS After Robots
BLK JKS, After Robots



After an EP attracted the attention of the indie label Secretly Canadian,
the four-piece band BLK JKS (pronounced “black jacks”) left its native
South Africa in January and headed for Bloomington, Ind., to record its
debut. The band says it put its Johannesburg roots front and center as it
crafted a collection of dub-based prog rock tracks. Following the success
of American acts influenced by African rhythms, such as Vampire
Weekend and Ra Ra Riot, “After Robots” marks the culmination of the
trend, with songs like “Lakeside” and “Molalatladi” offering spastic per-
cussion and multilingual vocal chants.

BLK JKS “After Robots”



BLK JKS are traffic-stopping rock’n’rollers
The South African four-piece talk to ARWA HAIDER about finding their own trippy way



Just a short time ago — in a last ditch effort to supply a borrowed van with wheels to make a
club gig — the four members of BLK JKS took turns hand-over-hand pushing a tire through
the darkened, kinetic streets of Johannesburg, South Africa’s Soweto township. For bandmates
Lindani Buthelezi, Mpumi Mcata, Molefi Makananise and Tshepang Ramoba it’s a simple and
tough philosophy: every gig, everything at stake. They have shared stages in North America and
Europe with artists as celebrated and disparate as Femi Kuti, Santigold, Dirty Projectors,
Michael Franti and Cody Chesnutt; they have played festivals like Sasquatch and Soweto Arts
Festival; and Ramoba has been celebrated by Billboard as “the best musician” at SXSW. It’s an
inspiring juxtapose from that day when a Jo-burg gig hung in the balance. But to witness the
frenetic energy and soaring celebration of a BLK JKS gig is to know that they have maintained
that same ideology.

It’s been too long since anyone was able to bring this much soul and heartblood to progressive
rock, a medium that has been left cold and dry by a misguided focus on technical show-offery.
But by entangling the music they love — township blues, fringe jazz and renegade dub — into
the DNA of prog, BLK JKS have provocatively pulled afro-futurism into a new century. After
Robots has all the ingredients of a party record — young, joyous musicians; surging, afro-
drumming; aggressive horn blasts (supplied by the cultishly famous HYPNOTIC BRASS
ENSEMBLE) — but this is not party music. It’s at times disorienting and overwhelming, but it
always maintaining a cool, alluring mystique. It’s in Mcata’s patient, complex and enviable jazz
chord vamping. It’s in Makananise’s from-the-pocket-to-the-stars bass approaches. It’s in
Buthelezi’s blues-inflected phrasing and searing guitar leads. It’s in Ramoba’s super-
polyrhythmic, flailing beats.

In January 2009, BLK JKS set foot on US soil for just the second time, holing up with Brandon
Curtis (SECRETMACHINES) in the quaint, spirited town of Bloomington, Indiana, to record
the music that would become After Robots, their first proper album. Ten-hour days turned into
fourteen as the band relentlessly exorcised their collective ideas and ideals about music. The
process was an overwhelming sensory experience in its own right. To discuss certain musical
passages for which there is no accurate English befit to describe, BLK JKS seamlessly shifted
from accented English to their differing tribal languages. Then —giving up on words altogether
— they’d dive back into a fine-tuned performance of a song. It is the band’s tendency to work
it out on the spot that is most impressive about their approach to recording and structure.

After Robots triumphs on its own strange set of genre-ending rules, and BLK JKS are undeniably
a band of our times, embodying the duality of our violent and hopeful new world, these days of
mystery and wonder.

Molalatladi
Banna Ba Modimo
Standby
Lakeside
Taxidermy
Kwa Nqingetje
Skeleton
Cursor
Tselane
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