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I. Why Search for Consensus? 
 

The first question we must ask ourselves, and answer, is the most basic of all. Why try 
to reconcile jazz and classical music? Can’t we just let them be what they are, and leave it at 
that? I believe the answer is that, despite outward appearances to the contrary, they never 
were as far apart as critics have always assumed—not even African American critics, from 
Langston Hughes to Stanley Crouch, who emphasize that jazz is an Afro-American art form, 
and that whites who play it are only invited guests, not important creators. Moreover, many 
writers constantly describe jazz as “America’s classical music.” Musicians from Duke Elling-
ton to Max Roach, in fact, rejected the jazz label entirely, preferring to call it American clas-
sical music of a different stripe.  

But then, on the other hand, we have historical revisionists who separate the blues-
based jazz of Kansas City and Chicago musicians from the “Eurocentric” compositions of an 
Ellington and others who write in a more formal idiom. And if all this weren’t confusing 
enough, jazz since the 1970s has been co-opted by Academic writers in universities who con-
fuse the issue still further with pompous, pretentious, and often maddeningly contradictory 
writing about the music, elevating even the simplest blues lick of certain musicians into “sig-
nifying” of a subtle nature to African-American listeners (conveying a sort of social innuendo 
through their phrasing). Some of these writers even state, quite boldly, that if a jazz listener 
isn’t familiar with this “signifying” and what it means in black culture, they have no right to 
discuss the music. 

But what these revisionists and academics never seem to realize is that the musicians 
themselves don’t see it their way. Very few black jazz musicians are so racially purist that 
they willfully exclude white musicians from the cooperative creation of the music, and since 
the 1960s most classically-trained musicians are well aware of, and greatly admire, what jazz 
has accomplished. Yet there seems to be an uneasy relationship between the two, based on 
either composers’ unease or outright refusal to combine the two types of music.  

Orchestration has a great deal to do with this. Formal music, which is what I will use 
throughout this book as a euphemism for classical, is based on an orchestra of 60 to 100 or 
more pieces, usually including a large body of strings and only rarely, and in “exotic” circum-
stances, a saxophone or two. Jazz had to adapt its sound via portable instruments that could 
withstand the batter of jazz travel, usually in rundown buses or local passenger trains, and so 
early on choirs of saxophones replaced strings. Formal music is based on long meditations 
and a protracted gestation process, each note and phrase carefully considered, sometimes 
crossed out and rewritten, before the final score is allowed to see the light of day. Jazz is 
based on spontaneity, not only the spontaneity of solo improvisation but sometimes the spon-
taneous consensus of musicians within the group as to what to add or subtract from the jazz 
compositions or arrangements that they play. Formal musicians who play in concerti or con-
certo grossi—nowadays, as opposed to the past—are generally forced to play previously-
written cadenzas or, if they play a cadenza of their own, it too has to be thought out, pre-
written, and meditated in advance. I doubt if you could name me one classical soloist who, in 
a sonata or concerto setting, improvises a cadenza into being on the day of performance. It 
just doesn’t happen. 

Yet to try to untangle where formal and improvised music first separated is as difficult 
as trying to explain why they don’t come together more often. After reading a great deal on 
the early history of jazz, by both black and white writers, I’ve come to the conclusion that no 
one really knows how or when the music became “jazz.” We all know that earlier forms of the 
music, like ragtime and the cakewalk, evolved from Western march music and folk dances. 
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That much is for sure. Another thing we know is that the early jazz musicians were not all 
self-taught, instinctive players who couldn’t read music and never studied or heard anything 
else. Neither Bunk Johnson nor Buddy Bolden learned to play the trumpet by just picking it 
up and fooling around for a few years. They studied with teachers. Even the earliest photos of 
New Orleans jazz bands show bass players holding their instruments, and resting their fingers 
on the strings, in correct classical position. Lorenzo Tio, Sr. (1867-1908) one of the most fa-
mous and respected of New Orleans clarinet teachers, was classically trained and passed cor-
rect fingering and embouchure on to his pupils. Yes, some had more lessons than others. Yes, 
there were a few musicians who prided themselves more on instinct than training. But there 
was a lot of classical music to be heard in New Orleans in the early days, and some of this 
certainly came from the performers themselves. Pianist Tony Jackson (1876-1921), a major 
influence on Ferdinand “Jelly Roll” Morton, came to New Orleans with a formidable classical 
background but ended up playing in the whorehouses of Storyville because he was very dark-
skinned and therefore no classical venues were open to him. Morton also admired a “tremen-
dous pianist” from Florida named Porter King, “who had a much better musical education 
than mine,” after whom he named his most famous piece, King Porter Stomp.  

Jazz’s immediate predecessor, ragtime, was perhaps even more formal in structure 
than its successor. Built around A-B-A-C themes, it flowered in the compositions of Joseph 
Lamb (1887-1960), Tom Turpin, Scott Joplin (1867-1917), and several others. Most rags 
were originally conceived and published as piano pieces, but as the music became more and 
more popular it was orchestrated and played almost everywhere, including Sunday park con-
certs and (in New Orleans) street parades. This instrumentation, which had been used for 
popular and concert band music as far back as the 1870s, was commonly known as “eleven & 
piano.” The alignment of such bands was two cornets, clarinet, flute doubling on piccolo, 
trombone, two violins, viola, cello, string bass, and drums—plus, of course, piano. In New 
Orleans, especially, a great deal of music was played while marching in street parades, thus 
the string bass was replaced by a tuba and the piano was replaced by a banjo, and even in the 
dance halls the flute/piccolo player was usually omitted, but those readers who recall Gunther 
Schuller’s EMI recording of music from The Red Back Book, a folio of standard rags pub-
lished and used in New Orleans around the turn of the 20th century, will recall that their or-
chestration closely followed this pattern. As time went on and the music evolved away from a 
purely ragtime bias, circumstances and expedience changed the instrumentation still further. 
By the time the Creole Band and Original Dixieland Jazz (Jass) Band began playing in the 
North, the standard instrumentation had been refined to cornet or trumpet, clarinet, trombone, 
piano and drums, sometimes with banjo or bass added. 

Joplin’s name has survived as the best known of his era because of his lovely and 
well-structured rags. In early decades, it was Maple Leaf Rag (1899) that became the most 
established, surviving even into the swing era in arrangements played by the Tommy Dorsey 
band, but after the release of the 1973 film The Sting it has been The Entertainer. Joplin, of 
course, wrote several dozen rags, most of them of equal or superior quality, and some of them 
included in The Red Back Book. A limited but subtly swinging pianist, he left us several piano 
rolls of his own performances which testify to the way he slightly dragged the beat in his left 
hand while keeping strict time in the right. Yet his greatest attraction to us in the context of 
this study was his ambition to write an African-American-inspired opera. These works were 
to combine the energy of ragtime and the cakewalk with other formal and vernacular musical 
forms. His first such effort, A Guest of Honor, was composed in 1903 but the score has been 
lost. The second, Treemonisha, was completed in 1910. Since no one would publish it, Joplin 
had to subsidize a piano-vocal score in 1911. He sent a copy of the score to famous song-
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writer Irving Berlin, who rejected it a few months later,1 but then to the editor of the 
American Musician and Art Journal who gave it a rave review on the front page of the June 
issue, describing it as an “entirely new phase of musical art.” Yet typical of the brick walls 
thrown up in front of African-American artists of his time, Treemonisha was never fully 
staged in Joplin’s lifetime. Its only performance, a concert run-through with piano (again 
funded by Joplin himself), was given at the Lincoln Theatre in Harlem in 1915. Under-
rehearsed and lacking orchestration, this performance received poor reviews, and the opera 
sank into oblivion until 1972 when it was rediscovered, orchestrated by Thomas J. Anderson, 
and given its world premiere as a fully staged work under the direction of Robert Shaw. 

Treemonisha was recorded for Deutsche Grammaphon in 1975, but again the music 
buasiness gremlins were against Joplin. Instead of Anderson’s orchestration and Shaw’s 
direction, the entire venture was turned over to Gunther Schuller, a well-schooled musician 
whose career had included several jazz gigs and an original form of jazz-classical music 
which he called “third stream,” yet one whose knowledge of early jazz styles (due, I’m sure, 
to lack of exposure more than anything else) was negligible. Schuller’s orchestration, swathed 
in central European clothing, was luxurious to the ear but entirely wrong for Joplin—much 
like the heavy, echt-Wagnerian orchestrations of Beethoven symphonies that were highly 
popular in the middle decades of the 20th century. In 2000, conductor Rick Benjamin began 
work on an entirely new version based on Joplin’s own scores for his rags and other orches-
trated cakewalk, march, and waltz music of the era, which meant the “eleven & piano.” This 
more authentic version of the opera, featuring his Paragon Ragtime Orchestra, premiered in 
2003 at the Stern Grove Festival in San Francisco to rave reviews, but did not get recorded 
until 2011 when it was issued on New World 80720. Despite a defective cast of singers, this 
orchestration worked wonders, lightening the textures and bringing the music closer to the 
composer’s intent. Alas, the basic flaws of Treemonisha were not in the orchestration or lack 
of it, but in Joplin’s penchant for writing “tunes.” The entire work is pretty much a stop-start 
affair of orchestrated song melodies for the recitatives and/or dramatic lines, interspersed with 
ragtime songs instead of arias. The impact on the listener, then, is of a very uneven work, 
occasionally inspired but more often than not merely functional, its one overriding glory the 
final number, A Slow Drag, but this one tune is Joplin’s masterwork as a rag composer. 

Ragtime music and its early cousin, the cakewalk, thus were heard around the world, 
making it all but inevitable that sooner or later it would influence classical composers. Claude 
Debussy (1860-1918) wrote what is often thought of as the grandfather of all ragtime/classical 
works, Golliwog’s Cakewalk, in 1908. Just as we may have been surprised by Joplin’s own 
performance of his Maple Leaf Rag, so, too, we may be shocked by Debussy’s own piano roll 
performance (made for Welte, which did record touch and dynamics just as the artist played 
them) of this popular piece. Like many ragtime or jazz pianists, Debussy smudges some of the 
descending figures, and his sense of rhythm has a bit more swagger than that of the millions 
of classical pianists who have played this piece since. 

 But Debussy was not the first at this game; his colleague Erik Satie (1866-1925) 
actually beat him to the punch when, in 1904, he wrote two short pieces, one for piano and the 
other a song, very strongly influenced by cakewalk rhythms. The piano piece is Le Piccadilly 
and the song is La diva de l’Empire. Perhaps, as their titles suggest, he identified these jaunty 
rhythms at that time with England rather than America, but a rag and a cakewalk they most 

                                                
1 Author Edward A. Berlin claims that Joplin accused Irving Berlin of stealing the verse of “A Real Slow Drag,” 
the “Marching onward” section, for the verse melody of his biggest hit tune, “Alexander’s Ragtime Band.” See 
www.scottjoplin.org/biography/ 
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certainly are, and good ones at that. Reading through the music of the latter one notes a few 
interesting points, the first being that—like so many cakewalks published in America at that 
time (and also certain rags)—the tempo is designated as a “march;” the other is that the 
written notes merely suggest the swagger but cannot yet define it. Did Satie himself, at that 
period of time, play the music the way we play (and sing) it today? Or did he, like Debussy, 
suggest the swagger but have some difficulty finding the right “lope” of the syncopation? 
Alas, Satie never recorded either piece so we have no way of knowing, but considering what 
we do know of Satie and his odd, Bohemian habits (unlike Debussy, a homebody and a bit of 
a hermit, Satie hung out in rather seedy cafés, drinking absinthe (and everything else, it 
seems) and listening to a lot of popular music of the day, thus we should assume that he did. 

But when did ragtime become jazz? Was it as early as 1899, when a New York 
ragtime pianist named Eubie Blake (1887-1983) wrote his barrelhouse-inspired Charleston 
Rag (not recorded until 1921 for Emerson)? Was it in 1902, when Jelly Roll Morton (1885-
1941) claimed to have invented “this peculiar form of mathematics and harmonics that was 
strange to all the world”? Certainly, it was long before the “Original Dixieland Jazz Band” 
moved north to Chicago in 1916, then into Reisenweber’s Café in New York in 1917, playing 
a version of New Orleans jazz devoid of improvisation. This style, too, has puzzled historians 
for generations. Why didn’t they improvise? It has been suggested, though never proven, that 
it was because Northern audiences, more used to ragtime which had no improvised passages, 
were confused by their solos when they “took off” on a tune and so omitted them. But of 
course, jazz in its original home towns, which included but was not restricted to New Orleans, 
was well established as an improvised music by that time, thanks largely to the efforts of 
Morton, Bunk Johnson, Sidney Bechet, Frankie Dusen, and other Crescent City musicians 
who took the old rags, marches, blues and pop tunes of the day and learned to swing them in a 
polyphonic yet improvised manner. Yet to his dying day, Bechet referred to himself as a 
“ragtime” player. 

One of Eubie Blake’s more whimsical creations was his ragtime arrangement of John 
Philip Sousa’s Stars and Stripes Forever. I located a recording of this piece by Blake himself, 
but ironically enough, his arrangement for band and piano was used (whether directed by 
Blake or not I do not know…the film credits don’t say who is playing it, and only Don 
Walker is listed for musical direction) in the 1965 film A Thousand Clowns. It’s a particularly 
lively and whimsical treatment of this tune, and very much in the “New York Style” that was 
a bit faster, and slicker in rhythm, than Missouri-styled ragtime. Yet even this is often 
conditioned by what we have grown up with, which were not the original piano rolls of Joplin 
or the recordings of Joseph Lamb, but latter-day stereo recordings of the Joplin rags by such 
pianists as Joshua Rifkin and William Bolcom, and these pianists—for whatever reason—
chose to slow the music down. It was their opinion that St. Louis-style ragtime was played at 
consistently slow tempos. Their faster tempos are one reason why Joplin’s original piano rolls 
are sometimes not believed to be authentic. The other reason is that these piano rolls add extra 
notes, particularly in the left hand, that are not in the published scores. Yet one must 
remember that these ragtime composers often did a bit of improvising and changing things 
around when they played their own music; and, interestingly enough, Jelly Roll Morton’s later 
(1938) performance of Maple Leaf Rag in what he said was the proper St. Louis style is 
played at exactly the same tempo, and with much the same improvisations in the left hand, as 
Joplin’s own piano roll; and one must remember that Morton actually went to St. Louis out of 
his great respect for Joplin, visited the composer, and doubtless heard him play his own 
compositions at the piano. 
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As for Joseph Lamb, he has surprisingly been demoted in importance over the years as 
Joplin has been elevated. Apparently, those who create lists and pigeonhole people have de-
cided that there is only room for one “king of ragtime,” but in his heyday Lamb was very 
highly regarded as a ragtime composer—including by Joplin himself, who met him when he 
came to New York some years later. Lamb’s wonderful rags include the superlative American 
Beauty Rag (1913) with its superb use of harmonic movement and passing tones throughout 
the piece…and Lamb also left us a piano roll recording of this rag at the tempo he preferred.2 

Neither the polyphony nor the improvised nature of jazz rose spontaneously up out of 
the ground as a “folk music,” a term applied to jazz so often that it has come to disgust me. 
The only thing “folk” about jazz is that some of those pop tunes, marches and blues they 
played were well known to their audiences, and until the late 1940s jazz compositions, 
arrangements, and improvisations were often based on popular music. But are the 
compositions of William Tyers or Irving Berlin “folk” music? What exactly is the 
“signifying” going on when the musician in question, albeit a black man or woman, was a 
college graduate who grew up in a middle class household and never listened to the blues? 
The great black contralto Marian Anderson was always asked to sing spirituals, and she 
complied to please her audiences, yet they always sounded curiously cold and unfeeling. 
Once, at an Affirmative Action dinner in 1941 which also featured Joe Louis, jazz critic Ralph 
Berton had a chance to ask Anderson about her singing of spirituals. Laughing, she said, “I 
grew up singing Baptist hymns and Catholic church music. I never heard a spiritual in my life 
until I was in my early 20s. I have no feeling for them at all.” Musicians such as Lil Hardin 
Armstrong, Fletcher Henderson, Andy Kirk and Jimmy Rushing were all from middle class 
backgrounds and had to “learn” the blues as if it were a foreign language or dialect. Rushing 
did pretty well for someone coming to blues shouting without being raised in the tradition. 
But how authentic was their “signifying” in such circumstances? Lil Hardin couldn’t play 
either blues or jazz with anything like the right feeling for decades. She was only hired by 
King Oliver for his band because she was the best reader in the group and could play the 
various parts of the arrangements for the others to learn. Her best playing on record in the 
1920s is the piano introduction to My Sweet with Louis Armstrong and his Hot Five, an intro 
that is completely classical in concept and execution. Where is the “signifying” in that? 

My mention of William H. Tyers (1876-1924) brings up another point. Tyers was a 
composer of Spanish-tinged habaneras played by the New Orleans bands in parades and con-
certs, of which the most famous is Panama, but there were also many authentic habañeras and 
other pieces with Latin rhythms popular in New Orleans during those formative years. They 
came up from nearby Cuba and Haiti—indeed, Cuban bands were recorded commercially as 
far back as 1907, a decade before the first jazz records were made, and although their playing 
was quite sloppy from a technical standpoint they had a lot of fire and genuine Latin 
rhythm—which influenced and informed the music being created in New Orleans. Morton 
often claimed that unless the music had “the Spanish tinge,” even if just a little of it, the music 
would not be good jazz. This is an important key to our understanding the type of music being 
created in the Crescent City, and it is part of the explanation as to why jazz rhythms were 
looser, and different, from not only the cakewalk and ragtime but also from African music. 
The extra kick of Latin syncopation influenced, to a greater or lesser degree, the syncopations 

                                                
2 Unlike Joplin, who died at age 50, the much younger Lamb lived to the age of 73, and made private recordings 
of some of his most famous rags in 1958. Though he was ill at the time and clearly out of practice, he played his 
pieces much faster than Rifkin and Bolcom played Joplin and his contemporaries’ works. 
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of New Orleans jazz. The Spanish tinge also came from residents of New Orleans whose eth-
nic heritage was half-French and half-Spanish.  

And classical music was everywhere in the air around New Orleans. Even the poorest 
of the poor could go on special days to the New Orleans Opera House where, believe it or not, 
they actually performed operas (often the term “opera house” was a euphemism for any 
higher-class entertainment palace). As a youth, Morton saw classical pianists perform there as 
well as Verdi’s Il Trovatore featuring the great French tenor, Léonce-Antoine Escalaïs. Thirty 
years later he could still play the “Miserere” from memory. The “Miserere” also shows up as 
a paraphrase in Sidney Bechet’s famous 1939 recording of Summertime. One wonders how 
this tune made the rounds among black and Creole musicians. 

One fascinating and oft-neglected figure in ragtime history is James Reese Europe 
(1881-1919), born in Mobile, Alabama but moving to Washington, D.C. in 1891 and then to 
New York in 1904. Trained as a violinist, he was stunned to learn that he couldn’t find work 
playing around New York. This was partly due to the subtle form of Jim Crow that existed in 
the North, and partly to the fact that one had to have contacts to get even the meager jobs that 
arose now and then for African-American musicians. As a result of his own frustrations, he 
founded the Clef Club, which was both a society for working black musicians and a booking 
agency. Using the contacts he had made, Europe was able to expedite engagements for the 
musician-members of the Clef Club. The Clef Club was a co-op where local black musicians 
could use the address and phone number to secure dance band dates, and formed a band of his 
own. In addition, he formed his own Society Band and played some rather wild and exciting 
ragtime performances throughout New York. Word quickly spread about this enterprising 
young African-American and his musical knowledge, and in 1912 he made history by giving 
the first concert of black music played by black musicians at Carnegie Hall. Most people still 
don’t know that Europe gave not one but three concerts at Carnegie Hall with his Clef Club 
band, one each in 1912, 1913 and 1914. One of these performances included 150 musicians, 
although it has been claimed that not all of them actually played their instruments. Some were 
taught just enough chords to get by, while others used banjos with rubber strings. Yet they 
made a tremendous impact and brought him great prestige. 

Following the news of his stunning success, Europe’s “Society Orchestra” was se-
lected by the popular white dancing duo of Vernon and Irene Castle to accompany their New 
York performances of the highly popular dance, the “Castle Walk.” Europe recorded a tune 
by that name for Victor records as well as follow-up numbers, the best and most interesting of 
which was Castle House Rag. Both the Castle Walk and the Fox Trot were his invention, and 
both on recordings and in live performances, the Castles insisted on using Europe’s band. 
Thus it was both infuriating and insulting that, when Hollywood filmed The Story of Vernon 
and Irene Castle (1939), both Europe and another black man who had been instrumental in 
their success were combined into one character—a white man—played by Walter Brennan. 
Irene Castle, still alive at the time, screamed bloody blue murder about this, but so what? She 
wasn’t a backer of the film or involved in its production, so who cared? 

Unwilling to change his style in the face of musical criticism, Europe replied that “We 
have developed a kind of symphony music that, no matter what else you think, is different and 
distinctive, and that lends itself to the playing of the peculiar compositions of our race…My 
success had come…from a realization of the advantages of sticking to the music of my own 
people.” And later, “We colored people have our own music that is part of us. It’s the product 
of our souls; it’s been created by the sufferings and miseries of our race.”3   
                                                
3 Peress, Maurice, Dvořák to Duke Ellington. New York, New York: Oxford University Press (2004). 
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At the beginning of World War I, in 1916, Europe enlisted as a private in the army 
where he was assigned to the New York State National Guard. After passing an officer’s 
exam, he was asked by his commanding officer, Col. William Hayward, to form a military 
band as part of the combat unit. Europe knew that it would be an uphill battle trying to recruit 
New York musicians to leave well-paid jobs to go overseas, even though he ran ads in the lo-
cal papers, so he ended up recruiting his reed players from Puerto Rico. So, again, we had a 
Latin connection to his music. The orchestra that resulted from this, a combination military 
and concert orchestra called the 369th Infantry “Hellfighters” Band, was really an expanded 
version of his Society Orchestra, including many more instruments and playing in a richly 
scored style with a ragtime kick. 

While overseas, Europe heard about the “jazz invasion” in New York, had a few of the 
ODJB’s records sent to him for listening, and wrote full-band arrangements of some of their 
numbers for his service band, but like Glenn Miller’s Army Air Force orchestra in the ensuing 
war, the Europe band provided a multitude of functions: playing concerts including pop tunes 
for listening, marching tunes for the 369th Infantry which he was part of (known as the “Hell-
fighters” because so many of them came from Harlem), and other functions. Since he was not 
hearing a jazz style with improvised solos, he probably heard very little difference between 
this “jazz” style and his own peppy ragtime. Certainly, the records he made for Pathé when he 
returned to New York in 1919 reveal a well-drilled, rhythmically exciting, but decidedly rag-
time style. It is more in the conventional mold of contemporary pop music and lacks some of 
the weird energy of his Clef Club Concert Band. Europe would undoubtedly have learned the 
difference and moved with the times had he lived, but in May 1919 he was stabbed in the 
neck by one of his drummers who objected to his strict direction. Believing the wound to be 
superficial despite a heavy loss of blood, Europe drove himself to the hospital, but his jugular 
vein had been severed. Without immediate medical attention, he bled to death that night. He 
was only 38 years old. 

The recordings of the Hellfighters band aren’t really jazz: cut off from the influx of 
real jazz musicians in New York while he was away, Europe was playing a more richly-
scored version of ragtime. Yet one of his most interesting records insofar as this study goes 
was his performance of George Cobb’s Russian Rag. This piece, the granddaddy of all 
“swinging the classics” pieces, was based on Sergei Rachmaninov’s well-known Prelude in c-
sharp minor. Europe’s performance is not only lively but extremely well played, one of the 
most invigorating Hellfighter Band’s discs. 

Yet the man who is generally credited with revolutionizing ragtime and pushing it 
over the brink towards jazz was Charles Luckey Roberts (1887-1968), one of Eubie Blake’s 
protégés. A phenomenal pianist with extraordinarily large hands, Roberts could span not only 
12ths and 13ths but even 15ths on the keyboard, and he had a superb technique easily the 
equal of any classical pianist. Frustratingly for posterity, he recorded very little and mostly 
late (two major recording sessions c. 1946 and 1958), but what he did record shows a musical 
mind that could take the simplest thematic material and expand it into massive baroque fanta-
sies, replete with running bass patterns and right hand flourishes that seemed to cover the en-
tire upper range of the keyboard. Among his most astonishing creations were Railroad Blues, 
which sounds for all the world like stride piano except that there are no variations; Spanish 
Fandango, a stunning piece built around a habanera rhythm yet constantly varying both the 
beat and the tempo; and another work more often talked about than actually heard, Ripples of 
the Nile, whose catchy, coruscating melody was later slowed down, set to romantic lyrics by 
Kim Gannon, and peddled in 1942 under the title Moonlight Cocktail. It was one of the few 
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songs written by an African-American jazz composer to sell a million copies via the famous 
recording by Glenn Miller. 

Piecing together the often-conflicting stories of those who were there—some, like 
Louis Armstrong, really too young to recall the music’s origins, and others, like Nick La 
Rocca of the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, intent on emphasizing his own importance—I 
surmise that jazz as we know it, collective improvisation in which the various instruments in-
terweave around a set melody, probably came to fruition around 1907, the year that Buddy 
Bolden (1877-1931) went insane and had to be locked up for the remaining 24 years of his 
life. His band was taken over by his trombone player, Frankie Dusen (1878-1936), who 
played in the accepted tailgate or “gutbucket” style which evolved from the rough but exciting 
playing of Cuban bands. Bolden’s second trumpeter in the Eagle Band, Willie “Bunk” John-
son (1879-1949), took his place. Many of the licks that Johnson finally put on record in 1942-
44 were considered old and trite by that time, but when he first played them around 1907-14 
they were both new and revolutionary. Although Armstrong denied Johnson’s claim that he 
took his sound from him, he recalled, in verbal interviews and in print, how much Johnson 
impressed him as a youth—“You really heard music when Bunk Johnson played the cornet 
with the Eagle Band. I was young, but I could tell the difference”4—despite the fact that it 
was gutbucket Joe Oliver who took him under his wing and gave him his biggest break.  

It is usually disputed that Johnson’s recordings of the 1940s, the first he ever made, 
really represents the early New Orleans style, but I am convinced it does. Johnson refused to 
travel North, and although he did leave New Orleans for a time (after 1915) to play in min-
strel shows, theater orchestras and circus bands, he returned in the early 1920s to New Iberia, 
Louisiana where he worked harvesting cotton and sugar cane when he wasn’t playing (usually 
with the Black Eagle Band), and didn’t own a radio for many years, so in a sense he was cut 
off from the developments in jazz that were being broadcast from the North. That he was 
more than capable of picking up new tricks, even as an old dog, is clearly evident from his 
last recordings made in December 1947, but his earlier discs, particularly those from June of 
1944, represent to my mind the old New Orleans style in an essentially pure form. This band 
included such old-timers as bassist Alcide “Slow Drag” Pavageau (1888-1969) and trombon-
ist Jim Robinson (1892-1976, who I actually saw in person) as well as such “youngsters” as 
clarinetist George Lewis (1900-1968) and drummer Warren “Baby” Dodds (1898-1959), but 
by and large this was a group that could, and did, play the true New Orleans polyphony of 
circa 1914. One of the tenets of the old New Orleans bands was to “always keep the melody 
going,” meaning not that the soloist of the moment had to stick to the melody, but that some-
one in the band—or some combination of instruments—was playing the melody in the back-
ground. In addition, it is clear when listening to a performance like the one of Tyers’ Panama 
that although each of the three “front line” instruments took solos, they were circumscribed in 
their range of note-choices. One was apparently allowed to go outside the basic chord struc-
ture once in a while, but only for a note or two, then to rein the music back into the core tonal-
ity. Those unfamiliar with this now-antiquated style of jazz will probably consider it boring, 
but it is not; however, it is old-fashioned, a way of playing music swept aside by the solo bril-
liance of Sidney Bechet and Louis Armstrong. 

Once the music developed from ragtime to jazz, the style remained fairly static until 
1924. The fact that it didn’t travel to Northern cities until 1914, when Freddie Keppard’s Cre-
ole Band went north (followed by the ODJB in 1916), also kept it insular. New Orleans musi-
cians, loving their city and the appreciative audiences they had, were mostly convinced that 
                                                
4 Armstrong, Louis: Satchmo: My Life in New Orleans (Prentice-Hall, 1954/1977), p. 23. 
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theirs was a regional music that wouldn’t be appreciated outside of Louisiana. And herein lie 
two interesting stories, not often circulated, that begin to put a crack in the very solid wall be-
tween classical music and jazz. Gabriel Fournier stated in his 1952 essay on Erik Satie5 that 
the French composer was in the habit of playing the piano music of Jelly Roll Morton during 
the period 1916-17, when he wrote Parade. Fournier, however, incorrectly asserted that Satie 
heard the music on recordings which had been given to him by his good friend Ernest Anser-
met. This was patently impossible since Morton never recorded until 1923 for Gennett, but 
the sheet music of his Jelly Roll Blues—a wonderful piece that we will explore in some detail 
a bit later on—was published in 1915. In addition, critic Alex Ross, in one of his columns 
(The Rest is Noise, from 2005), cited something he had said in an earlier article (“The Record 
Effect”), that “Stravinsky could have listened to Jelly Roll Morton in 1916.” A reader wrote to 
Ross and refuted that claim because, as already mentioned, Morton made no recordings before 
1923 (not even piano rolls, which didn’t start coming out until 1924), but there is a caveat 
here. In Lawrence Gushee’s book Pioneers of Jazz: The Story of the Creole Band (Oxford 
University Press, 2005), Gushee states that this band opened a run of shows at the Empress 
Theater in Omaha, Nebraska in December 1916, and that Serge Diaghelev’s Ballets Russe de 
Monte Carlo opened the same night at the Omaha Auditorium with Nijinsky’s new choreog-
raphy of Till Eulenspiegel. Since Morton was a hometown favorite of New Orleans jazz musi-
cians, and in fact often praised this band to friends, it’s more than possible that not only the 
Jelly Roll Blues but, perhaps, other Morton pieces were in their repertoire. No, there’s not 
enough evidence here to prove it beyond a shadow of doubt, but odder things have happened 
in the history of music that have been fully documented. 

And here is a paradox: although the music of Parade shows only a slight influence of 
American jazz or ragtime, almost exclusively in the section titled “Rag Time du Paquebot,” 
Stravinsky’s Ragtime for Eleven Instruments (analyzed below) speaks volumes for his having 
absorbed the music, so to speak, at its source—genuine American jazz musicians of the era. 

One other thing should be mentioned about the New Orleans bands of this period: 
when playing for dances, they almost always included a violin. It’s not known for certain if 
the violin played any hot solos, but it was used for color to double the clarinet. When the 
bands went marching, in street parades or funerals, the violin was left out, not because it 
couldn’t be played while marching but because it was drowned out by the louder brass and 
wind instruments, including the tuba, which replaced the string bass only on the streets (for 
obvious reasons).  

Meanwhile, back in the world of concert music, a revolution was taking place. After 
nearly 300 years of tonality, Richard Wagner gave the key to writing music without a fixed 
tonality to composers in his opera Tristan und Isolde. For several decades, other composers 
didn’t know what to do with it, but then came Gustav Mahler, Claude Debussy, and Alexan-
der Scriabin who took it to another level. Their music was considered strange and weird, too 
much so for widespread consumption, but even this was taken further by the time of World 
War I by such composers as Igor Stravinsky and Arnold Schoenberg. Working from different 
perspectives, they pushed the envelope, Stravinsky writing music that was often in two or 
three different keys at once—or no fixed key—while Schoenberg developed the 12-tone sys-
tem. In the latter, strict rules were set in place. A composer could not repeat any of the notes 
in the 12-tone row (the half-tone steps in an octave) unless he had used all of them once. The 
avant-garde among musicians and academics slowly embraced this until it became de rigeur 
for classical composers, by the 1940s, to follow in Schoenberg’s footsteps. Meanwhile, an 
                                                
5 “Erik Satie et son époque,” Revue Musicale, June 1952. 
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iconoclastic American, Charles Ives, was experimenting on his own with bitonality and ato-
nality as well as polyrhythms of a most advanced kind, but Ives’ music was barely known to 
the outside world until the 1930s, by which time he had run dry and stopped composing. 

Most audiences did not take to the revolution in classical music kindly. The story of 
the riot that broke out in Paris during the premiere performance of Stravinsky’s ballet, Le Sa-
cre du Printemps, is well known, but there were other instances where audiences simply 
walked out on the new music. When Arturo Toscanini conducted the La Scala premiere of 
Debussy’s opera Pelléas et Mélisande in 1904, the Italian audience similarly hissed and booed 
the performance throughout. Mahler didn’t begin to find an audience for his long, strange 
symphonies until he came to New York to conduct the Philharmonic orchestra in 1907, and 
his only success in Europe was the premiere of his Eighth Symphony in 1910. When Mahler 
died in 1911 and Scriabin died in 1915, most audiences, and many musicians, were glad they 
were gone, assuming that their music would never resurface or be played again.  

Since we are discussing Stravinsky again, this seems like as good a point as any to 
discuss his Ragtime for Eleven Instruments (1918). Though very short (under five minutes 
long), it may be tested to see whether or not the assumption that he had heard the Creole Band 
has any validity. Does the music show any evidence of such an influence? I say it most defi-
nitely does, particularly in the early-1960s recording made by the composer with a pickup 
chamber group for Columbia Records. Despite the fact that a French horn is added to the mix 
and the cello omitted, the specific use of the orchestration is eerily similar to New Orleans 
music of that vintage. For one thing, the cimbalom plays almost entirely in the style of a banjo 
(although Stravinsky’s penchant for dissonances, and the cimbalom’s ability to produce them, 
drastically alter the harmonic base). For another, the various brass and wind instruments 
“swing” in a way reminiscent of New Orleans jazz of that vintage. And for another, the 
rhythm of the piece is in 2/4 with an emphasis on the first and third beats, clearly a feature of 
New Orleans jazz and only New Orleans jazz. (As we shall see later on, it was exactly this 
conflict between the Southerners’ preference for a loping 2/4 and the Northerners’ preference 
for a driving 4/4 beat that led to more “modern” musicians dismissing the work of King 
Oliver, Jelly Roll Morton, and other musicians whose work was at least influenced by New 
Orleans jazz, such as Hartzell “Tiny” Parham, in preference for the music of those like Earl 
Hines, Fletcher Henderson and Chick Webb who firmly believed in 4/4.) 

One of Jim Europe’s dreams, of an all-black Broadway musical written by, directed 
by, and starring only black talent, was achieved by his protégé Noble Sissle in 1921 with 
Shuffle Along. Sadly, however, Europe’s dream of a “Negro symphony” using some of the 
principles of European classical music but essentially centering around the spirit and drive of 
black music was never fulfilled until the 1930s by a composer who is only nowadays being 
rediscovered, Florence B. Price. I’m sure that, had he lived even 10 years longer, the history 
of jazz—and jazz-classical fusion—would have been considerably different than it was. But 
in his wake, the most powerful and influential band that arose in the years to come was led by 
a white musician, Paul Whiteman, whose connection to the fountainhead of jazz was tenuous 
at best. But that is a topic for the next chapter. 
 
 


