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Introduction

As we move from the twentieth century – the jazz century – the music that has been called ‘America’s only art form’ appears more multifaceted than ever. As a result, defining this now-venerable four-letter word is an ever more elusive enterprise, with any results destined to be as controversial as they have proven to be since the word jazz (or its early variant jass) first gained currency 90 years ago.






did you know?

What’s jazz? Fats Waller declared that if you have to ask, you’ll never know.







We surely cannot hope to return to the first jazz histories, written shortly before the Second World War, and find reliable guidance regarding what the music has become. Jazz has changed and – despite occasional creative troughs in which some have mourned its passing – is changing still.

So the language that we use to talk about jazz changes as well. The style that was originally played in New Orleans, which was jazz pure and simple during the 1920s (the ‘Jazz Age’), became traditional jazz about 20 years later, to distinguish it from modern jazz. Someone should have foreseen the problems such a term invited, since it was not long before ‘modern jazz’ denoted a historically specific style of the music. Indeed, present-day jazz is no longer called modern (is present-day anything called modern?), and only the most commercially palatable style of today’s jazz is called contemporary.

Yet the struggle to pin jazz down – to capture its essence – continues. The unabridged Random House Dictionary of the English Language touches the important bases in its primary definition, citing the music’s origins around 1900 in New Orleans and its propulsive rhythms, stress on improvisation, and increasingly complex harmonies as time passed. Other definitions remind us that the term has also entered the popular vernacular as a synonym for excitement (‘I’m all jazzed up’) and excrement (‘Don’t give me any of that jazz’), without alluding to jazz’s most notorious early usage as slang for sexual intercourse (as in ‘The Jazz Me Blues’). This last, figuratively four-letter usage has struck some who create the music as so indicative of society’s failure to honour both them and it that they have rejected the word jazz entirely.
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An early photograph of jazz musicians in performance.
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Pianist Jimmy Rowles said that ‘Jazz is a fleeting moment’.

Some practitioners have made their own attempts at definition. In an album title the pianist Jimmy Rowles called jazz a ‘fleeting moment’, complementing critic Whitney Balliet’s more famous conceit that jazz is the sound of surprise. These notions stress the improvisational aspect of jazz, but does this mean that all jazz is improvisational? When Count Basie declared that jazz was nothing more than swinging the blues, did he mean all jazz? There was no mention of blues in the dictionary definition cited above, and Basie himself recorded loads of music (including such signatures as ‘April in Paris’ and ‘L’il Darlin’’) that are not blues in structure or nuance. Basie’s band always played with a propulsive rhythm, though, so is swing the essence we seek? Not unless we redefine that term to include the more irregular and esoteric rhythmic terrain of the free improvisers, the clave of Afro-Cuban music that informs Latin jazz, the samba inflections adapted from Brazilian bossa nova, and other international beats that jazz musicians hear and apply from around the world.
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Pianist and bandleader Count Basie once offered that jazz is nothing more than ‘swinging the blues’.

Today, the formats of certain radio stations have led some listeners to believe that any popular music without vocals, and in some cases any popular vocal music with a saxophone solo, is jazz. Many people who consider themselves jazz fans would argue that the music these stations play, often designated as smooth jazz, is really anti-jazz. That’s the same basic position that some fans of the original New Orleans style adopted in the late 1930s when big bands became popular, or that many fans of the big bands took relating to bebop of the 1940s. And so it went in the early 1960s with the emergence of the avant-garde ‘free’ players and later in the decade when fusion appeared.






must know

The diverse musical styles that huddle under the descriptive umbrella jazz make it impossible to give a single, unqualified definition of this music.







All of this should teach us, if not the need to abandon all standards, at least a bit of humility. To say that some viewed big bands as the smooth jazz of the Depression era is not to argue that Benny Goodman and Kenny G have equal value, though it should signal that the phrase ‘jazz orthodoxy’ has been and remains an oxymoron.

A more interesting question might be why so many different approaches have each been considered jazz at one time or another. There is something going on in this music, something beyond the conjunction of notes, that speaks to the way we live and the way we aspire to live. It has seeped into the way we talk and dress and the way we view the world. The progress of the music, from the fringes of respectable society to the pinnacles of current culture, suggests the magnitude of the change that this music has wrought. This is why the music’s wider ramifications are an essential part of the jazz story and why two points that the dictionary definitions overlook must be kept in mind as we tell the jazz story.
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The popularity of clarinetist Benny Goodman in the 1930s led to early debates about jazz as art versus jazz as entertainment.

Jazz is not just improvised, but in most cases also collectively improvised. Spontaneity alone would not distinguish jazz from, say, Mozart’s piano concertos, which were originally performed with improvised cadenzas. Though unaccompanied solo performances have been created at all points in the jazz continuum, what really made jazz so audacious to its early audiences was the simultaneous invention heard when two or more musicians formed a jazz ensemble. The process is unmistakable in early performances such as those recorded by the King Oliver Creole Jazz Band, where cornets, clarinet and trombone spin variations collectively. Even after the individual soloist came to prominence in the recordings of Louis Armstrong’s Hot Five and Hot Seven, each player in the band maintained a certain leeway. Everyone is also improvising in the Charlie Parker Quintets of the 1940s and the Ornette Coleman Quartets of the 1960s; even the brass and reed sections of many big bands often worked without written arrangements and devised spontaneous background figures.
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King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band, one of the first great jazz ensembles to be recorded. Oliver; Louis Armstrong; seated, Lil Hardin Armstrong.
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Ornette Coleman saw his music as ‘the shape of jazz to come’ in 1959.

When a jazz group is inspired, each member makes maximum use of this creative freedom within the boundaries of his or her part in the ensemble, and as jazz has seen innovations arise, band members have found new ways to be free together. Mutual responsibility rather than anarchy is the result. The tenor saxophonist Joe Henderson said it as succinctly as possible when he titled one of his compositions and one of his albums Our Thing.

For Americans, there is another sense in which jazz is our thing. Many have claimed that, given its origins in the African American community and the predominance of African American innovators in its history, calling jazz American music gives too much credit to the majority culture. Yet drummer Art Blakey, one of the greatest and most African-inspired of the African American innovators, was fond of saying that he never heard indigenous music on his visits to Africa that met his definition of jazz. ‘No America, no jazz’ was something of a mantra for Blakey and indeed jazz may be the ultimate musical expression of the notion of America as melting pot. (This may also explain the tension between jazz as entertainment and jazz as art that is an ongoing theme in the music’s history.)






must know

Give-and-take is so much a part of jazz performances that even the music’s greatest individual geniuses haven’t been able to succeed without sympathetic contributions from their supporting players.







This view is consistent with the frequently expressed notion that jazz is a musical manifestation of democracy, with each player in a band contributing an essential part that creates a whole greater than its individual components. As the trumpeter Wynton Marsalis has been heard to argue most prominently in recent years, jazz may be the product of American culture that comes closest to realizing the country’s stated political ideals. Yet you do not have to be an American to play jazz. On the contrary, its enormous international appeal virtually from its inception has arguably made jazz the first and most inclusive example of ‘world’ music.






must know

In much of the world, jazz has come to symbolize America, and in societies ruled by forces of oppression it has been embraced as the sound-image of freedom.







To best capture these interweaving themes and because jazz’s evolution over the course of its history suggests that we score its development in scores of years, this book examines jazz in two-decade intervals. This approach is preferable to laying the basics out one instrument or one style at a time, while also giving emphasis to the various cometlike or extended careers of the major musicians that an alphabetical series of personal biographies can obscure. Jazz has not been a relay race, where one player or stylistic school rushes forward, only to halt after handing the evolutionary baton to the next generation. It is more accurate to view jazz as a tree, with established stylistic branches continuing to proliferate even as new offshoots emerge and flourish.
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Wynton Marsalis has argued that jazz is the ultimate realization of the American ideal.

Neither has jazz been driven by a constant trajectory of progress. It has seen peaks and valleys, surged and stayed in place, even looked backwards to reclaim missed opportunities. Jazz has also been inextricably tied to developments in technology, which have formed the historical archive by which we continue to reevaluate and revise the jazz story. Any number of musicians will argue that they, or those they revere, were never captured whole in recordings; yet recordings make it possible for us to continue to marvel at the genius of Louis Armstrong and Benny Goodman, Duke Ellington and Miles Davis and so many more.

But what if Fats Waller was correct and the need to enquire about jazz signals a basic lack of empathy? What if, as the cliché has it, you really do have to dig it to dig it? The alto saxophonist Julian ‘Cannonball’ Adderley may have been on to something when he remarked that being hip is a fact of life rather than a state of mind, since an analytical appreciation of jazz in the absence of a visceral response would be an incomplete appreciation indeed. Yet for many who find jazz intimidating, the problem may be more one of what you think you know, or perhaps what you think you don’t know. Great jazz, like great literature, can operate on more than one level. To return to another term with multiple meanings, the more you dig (know), the more you can dig (appreciate). So, even if jazz has yet to become a fact of your life, please read on.
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Julian ‘Cannonball’ Adderley suggested that an appreciation of jazz might be innate.
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Composer and pianist Jelly Roll Morton in a contemplative moment.






1 Blues and roots

(jazz before 1920)




The spread of jazz in the first two decades of the twentieth century is astounding, given the technological limits of the time. On the basis of a few phonograph recordings, some piano rolls and the wanderlust of early jazz musicians, a style of music that was spawned primarily in black communities of the American South had spread across the country and begun to make inroads around the world. Jazz was already starting to signify freedom and forward thinking, and it would soon lend its name to a euphoric period that saw other musical styles redefined by its feeling and beat.






Roots and routes

There were no audio recordings of jazz before 1917, so we have to turn to other forms of evidence to discover how jazz took shape before 1920 – what we could call the music’s prehistoric period.






must know

Jazz historians usually rely on sound recordings, but for the years prior to 1917 they have had to resort to other evidence, such as accounts passed down by those who heard the music firsthand.
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Jelly Roll Morton left piano rolls that offer suggestions of how early jazz sounded.

Even after the startling success of the Original Dixieland Jazz Band’s ‘Livery Stable Blues’ and ‘Dixieland One-Step’ – the first jazz 78 rpm recording and a million-seller upon its release in 1917 – recording companies remained more interested in classical artists and more polite dance orchestras.

The rolls of paper cut by seminal figures like Scott Joplin and Jelly Roll Morton for use in player pianos also provide only limited insight; they fail to capture nuances of touch and accent. Also, in a precursor to the overdubbing of later decades, piano rolls often contained added parts that made the resulting music almost impossible to play by a single pianist.

Morton and Joseph ‘King’ Oliver began to record in 1923, but jazz developed at such a rapid pace in this period that the music did not necessarily reflect what these and other artists sounded like 10 or 20 years earlier. Many witnesses who lived in New Orleans and were familiar with the music played there during the 1897–1917 heyday of the city’s infamous Storyville district insisted that the first recordings by Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band represent a significant evolution from his earlier style. Some even swore that the real sounds of Storyville were never captured on recordings.

In the soundbite version of jazz’s origins, rhythmic African music and harmonic European composition merge in the black and Creole neighborhoods of New Orleans, taking root there and then migrating north and east by riverboat just prior to the 1920s. But this capsule creation myth glosses over a far more complex and widespread history. When Morton, Oliver and their peers began to develop what the world came to know as jazz, they were able to draw upon nearly a century of African-influenced musical styles developed all over America and the Caribbean. And many of these innovators didn’t wait for the shutdown of New Orleans’s red light district, or the next paddle wheeler leaving from the local port, to take what they had learned on the road.
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Cornetist Joe ‘King’ Oliver was one of the first jazz pioneers to record his music – but not until 1923.

Africa

Africa was an essential source point for jazz music, inspiring such key jazz elements as rhythmic expression, improvisation, call-and-response and narrative techniques, and interactive spirituality.






did you know?

The banjo, a prominent instrument during jazz’s early years, originated in Africa.







In Africa, unlike Europe, rhythm served as the primary element of musical expression, and ensembles composed entirely of percussion instruments created extended polyrhythmic works. African music was not committed to paper; it was an oral (or more accurately an aural) tradition, learned by ear and therefore more naturally subject to spontaneous variation. Techniques such as call-and-response patterns, where a lead voice is answered by the surrounding ensemble, and narrative forms such as the insult-laden songs of allusion from West Africa would reappear as central components of the jazz style.
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Africa fed jazz with rhythmic and formal inspirations, and even with an instrument in the case of the banjo.

Religious music

The power of African musical ideas was felt in the Western Hemisphere long before 1900, and far beyond the confines of a single community. Africa influenced evolving styles of religious music, at first through the survival of vodun (voodoo) societies in Catholic portions of the New World, where European religious practices were less likely to be imposed upon the slaves than in the Protestant American South. This gave African religious music a foothold in New Orleans, where the slaves were allowed to dance and play instruments in Congo Square beginning in 1817, as well as in Cuba and Haiti.

Traces of African influence were also entering Christian religious practice. Camp meetings and revivals, popular in rural and frontier America during much of the nineteenth century, frequently featured black preachers who preached in a florid, interactive style that was at times similar to the trancelike states of the vodun societies and anticipated the congregational fervour of later gospel services.

A more formal merger of African and European musical influences led to circle dances or ‘ring shouts’, which were first described in the Civil War period. In these musical expressions, improvised variations on short, rhythmic melodies (later called ‘blue notes’) were created through call-and-response patterns. Concert performances of Negro spirituals, which became popular after the first tour of the Fisk Jubilee Singers in 1871, are another example of the African/European synthesis.

[image: ]

The influence of nineteenth-century minstrelsy and spiritual singing resonated into the following century.

Minstrel shows

American secular music was also showing the influence of Africa in a variety of ways. During the last half of the nineteenth century, minstrel shows were the most popular form of entertainment throughout the country. They presented a caricature of Negro life that lingered until the civil rights era of the 1960s. Minstrel shows mixed dramatic vignettes and vaudeville acts performed by Caucasians in blackface like the popular Thomas D. ‘Daddy Jim Crow’ Rice. They featured stylizations of black music by white composers like Stephen Foster. The shows were a two-edged sword, stereotyping and stigmatizing the manners of the former slaves while also spreading their culture and subtly mocking the mainstream.






did you know?

The cakewalk, a popular dance craze that formed the centerpiece of many minstrel shows, originated on plantations in the American South with slaves who mocked their masters’ behaviour.







Ragtime and blues

As more sophisticated, spontaneous – even revolutionary – styles of African American music arose, minstrel shows helped disseminate them to audiences around the country. Two such styles, which we can consider jazz’s siblings rather than its strict chronological precursors, were ragtime and blues.






did you know?

When Jelly Roll Morton made his invaluable Library of Congress recordings in 1938, he used Joplin’s ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ to illustrate how ragtime had generated – and then been superceded by – the new jazz approach.
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Scott Joplin’s ragtime compositions for solo piano created a phenomenon at the beginning of the twentieth century.







Ragtime

Ragtime was initially a midwestern phenomenon. The style initially became identified with St Louis, Missouri, where Scott Joplin and other itinerant pianists gained initial fame near the turn of the century, and it quickly turned into a popular fad with the rise of the cakewalk. The music is totally composed, with distinct sections usually of 16 bars that suggest a classical rondo. But ragtime’s defining characteristic is its staggered, ragged, syncopated melodies that place accents on unexpected beats and create a momentum anticipating what we now call ‘swing’. Popular entertainers and songwriters, including the composer Irving Berlin, who wrote the hit song ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ in 1911, quickly embraced the dramatic tension in such ragtime classics as Joplin’s ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ of 1899, with the pendulum steadiness of the left-hand figures working against the more unpredictable right-hand accents.

At the same time, ragtime was making an impression on pianists more inclined to depart from the music’s written scores and embellish performances with their own spontaneous variations. Pianists Luckey Roberts, Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith and James P. Johnson had begun to work their looser and more ornate variations on ragtime into what would be called ‘rent party’ or ‘stride piano’ before anything called ‘jazz’ had formally arrived in New York. And in New Orleans, Tony Jackson, Jelly Roll Morton and other pianists were playing with the forms, rhythms and breaks of ragtime in search of a more spontaneous approach.
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Pianist Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith, an early master of stride piano, with his trademark cigar but minus his equally familiar derby.

The blues

Both spirituals and ragtime compositions formed essential components in the repertoire of early jazz bands and jazz soloists. Given the secular and informal nature of America, though, it was unlikely that either sacred songs or rigorously notated piano scores could launch a revolutionary musical language. That role fell to the blues, a subject as rich at its core and hazy at its boundaries as jazz itself. Laments about oppressive living and working conditions provided early blues texts, though what we think of as the blues quickly took on more romantic subject matter that encompassed defiance and determination as well as the sorrow indicated when someone admits to ‘having the blues’.
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Many itinerant and undocumented blues singers disseminated what would become a basic form of jazz and other African American music.

The early years of the twentieth century saw the spread of what would become the blues’ most common and profound structure, a form both compact in its contours and inexhaustible in its implications. The twelve-bar, AAB blues presents a grid more compact than the sonnet yet potentially as vast as the epic. An initial four-bar stanza is first repeated and then resolved. There are basic modulations to the subdominant chord at bar five and the dominant chord at bar nine. The flatted third and seventh scale tones in a chord lend a distinctive feeling. Musicologists tell us that even the harmonic characteristics can be traced back to Africa rather than Europe, making the blues one of the purest products of the African American experience.






must know

The blues dates back to the work songs of plantation slaves, which carried over to the cries of itinerant street vendors at the turn of the century.












did you know?

Gertrude ‘Ma’ Rainey first heard the blues in 1902 when she was 16. Two years later she was singing them in a minstrel show – and was soon billed as the ‘Mother of the Blues’.
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W. C. Handy collected and published early blues songs, leaving the true paternity of the style in question.






must know

W. C. Handy earned the title ‘Father of the Blues’, but the true authorship of some of his songs is debatable.







While the earliest blues were performed by itinerant singers who accompanied themselves on guitar or piano, entertainers working in the more commercialized minstrel and vaudeville shows quickly picked up the style. W. C. Handy was a cornetist and bandleader who had already performed in minstrel show bands and vocal quartets when, in 1903, he heard a slide guitarist play and sing ‘The Yellow Dog Blues’ in Tutwiler, Mississippi. This inspired Handy to collect additional examples of the new song form, and ultimately to copyright his discoveries as original compositions.

The ‘father’ of the blues

It is beyond dispute, however, that Handy’s ‘Memphis Blues’, a 1912 reworking of the political campaign song ‘Mr. Crump’ that he penned three years earlier, was the first published blues. Two years later ‘St Louis Blues’ was an even bigger success and became the epitome of the genre. Dance orchestras were recording Handy’s compositions before the Original Dixieland Jazz Band (ODJB) made its first record, but it was the ODJB’s success that provided the opportunity for Handy’s Orchestra of Memphis to make its own recordings in 1917, including several blues as well as two rags. The stiff results indicate that Handy’s primary talent was as a composer
























































































































































	W. C. Handy
‘Memphis Blues’
‘St Louis Blues’

	Scott Joplin
‘Maple Leaf Rag’

	Original Dixieland
Jazz Band
‘At the Jazz Band Ball’
‘Clarinet Marmalade’
‘Dixieland One-Step’
‘Livery Stable Blues’
‘Tiger Rag’

	James Reese Europe
‘Jazz Baby’
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