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VI. Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch… 
 

Classical music was in a confused and confusing state of flux during the Jazz Age and 
the Swing Era. The first crack in its façade came in 1860, when Richard Wagner’s opera Tris-
tan und Isolde first explored atonal harmonies and unusual chord positions to create a sound 
world that was uncertain and, to many listeners, difficult to grasp, but the first wave of com-
posers influenced by this aesthetic didn’t appear until the 1890s. The earliest and most famous 
of these were Richard Strauss, whose tone poems Death and Transfiguration, Also Sprach 
Zarathustra, Till Eulenspiegel and Don Juan opened up a new sound world to thousands of 
listeners, but concurrent with Strauss were the even more complex scores of Gustav Mahler 
and Claude Debussy, who fused Wagnerian harmony onto new melodic forms that were even 
more complex than Strauss’. Debussy, with his slightly more congenial melodic structure and 
transparent orchestration, was moderately accepted by the greater body of classical listeners, 
yet when Toscanini premiered his opera Pelléas et Mélisande at La Scala in 1904 it created a 
riot almost as vociferous as that which greeted Stravinsky’s ballet Le Sacre du Printemps in 
Paris seven years later. Mahler’s music, with its very complex and (to contemporary listeners) 
confusing structures, was rejected not only by classical audiences but also by most musicians 
and critics until 1910, when his Eighth Symphony was premiered to an enthusiastic audience, 
but even after that point most conductors wouldn’t touch his music with the exception of Wil-
lem Mengelberg and Mahler’s protégés, Otto Klemperer, Bruno Walter and Oskar Fried. 

Young Arnold Schoenberg also created complex post-Romantic scores in the Mahler 
style (Verklärte Nacht, Pelleas und Melisande) which confused many listeners. In Hungary, 
pianist Bela Bartók went out into the rural areas of Hungary collecting traditional Magyar 
tunes with their ancient modal structures and odd harmonies on cylinder recordings (the first 
known example of a composer using recordings as a basis for his style), thus revamping his 
music from an accessible Romantic style to a complex and difficult series of concertos, bal-
lets, and the opera Bluebeard’s Castle, all of which were just as ignored by the general public 
as Mahler. In Russia, another young pianist-composer, Alexander Scriabin, also changed his 
aesthetic from Romantic, Chopin-like pieces to more complex pieces using whole tones and 
extended chords different even from those of Mahler and Debussy. Working primarily in the 
vacuum of Czarist Russia, Scriabin’s music didn’t even have the chance to be rejected by the 
West until after his death in 1915 as it was seldom heard there. 

Yet the twin killers of the Romantic style were Stravinsky and Schoenberg, the former 
through his groundbreaking ballets Petrouchka and Sacre du Printemps, the latter through the 
invention of 12-tone music. Schoenberg decided that all 12 tones of the chromatic scale 
should have equal importance, thus completely cutting music off from a “home key.” This in 
itself would have been radical enough, but Schoenberg then imposed a rule (which he, of 
course, made up himself) that if you wrote in this style you had to use each of the 12 notes of 
the chromatic scale at least once before you could repeat any of them. This rule immediately 
removed his music, and the music of those who followed him such as Anton Webern and Al-
ban Berg, from the realm of inspiration and put it into the realm of intellectual structure. That 
he and his followers were occasionally able to produce great and lasting works despite this 
stricture is almost unbelievable. Berg did so by sometimes ignoring the 12-tone rule, writing 
atonal passages in his operas Wozzeck and Lulu that were atonal but not 12-tone. These operas 
achieved an underground following in Germany, at least until Hitler and the Nazis took power 
and banned them, but the subject matter of both operas, as well as Schoenberg’s own Erwär-
tung and Pierrot Lunaire, made one thing very clear. The 12-tone system was especially good 
for projecting a nightmarish mood. Most listeners weren’t attracted to musical nightmares. 
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Stravinsky’s score, atonal but not 12-tone, fragmented rhythm in a way that was 
highly confusing even to professional musicians. Beginning with Petrouchka, he began using 
a strict ostinato rhythm that was metrically fragmented in a way that conductors found diffi-
cult to wrap their heads around. When Arturo Toscanini first conducted the piece, in 1918 
with a wartime band, he had to bring in a young pianist who could count the difficult rhyth-
mic changes, and even then he swore and cursed (not unusual for Toscanini!) as the other 
musicians failed to grasp the music. Sacre was even more confusing. Anyone who has seen 
the score will know that the music changes meter so frequently that at times it is bar-to-bar. 
What sounds (kind of) regular to the ear is anything but. Nor was Toscanini alone among 
those who admired the score but could not conduct it. For many years Pierre Monteux, who 
had led the world premiere of the ballet in its riotous premiere, was one of the few conductors 
in the world who could perform it—and Monteux admitted to friends that he didn’t really like 
the music! 

As time went on, other composers arose who also wrote harmonically and melodically 
complex music that the public didn’t “get”—Honegger, Milhaud, Prokofiev and Hindemith 
among them. By the late 1920s, the only modern composer whose music audiences could 
wrap their minds around was Ravel, whose Pavane and Bolero were quite popular. Not only 
Prokofiev, but also George Antheil, Frank Bridge, Igor Markevitch and young Aaron Copland 
wrote music that was over the heads of their audiences. As a reaction to this, more old-
fashioned composers like Deems Taylor, Howard Hanson and Reginald de Koven premiered 
many works that once considered great but are now largely ignored. Of the reactionary com-
posers, only Sergei Rachmaninov continues to hold his own in the active repertoire, particu-
larly his piano concertos and vocal music like the songs and his choral Vespers. Opera lovers 
still had Puccini, who had died in 1924, to hang on to, and after the surprise success of 
Strauss’ retro-romantic Der Rosenkavalier, the one-time cutting edge composer wrote an end-
less string of tonal but tuneless operas interlaced with passages that sounded like leftover mu-
sic from Rosenkavalier. 

By the time the swing era began newer composers had arrived, some with a more ac-
cessible style and some without. Benjamin Britten, a pupil of Bridge, scored an early success 
with his Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra (also known as Variations on a Theme of 
Purcell). Copland abandoned his earlier, spiky style to write music that was much more ac-
cessible to general audiences, including El Salon Mexico, Fanfare for the Common Man and 
his two ballets, Rodeo and Billy the Kid. Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings became a pop 
classical piece, though only a few listeners also liked his Essay for Orchestra. Still, such 
American composers as Roy Harris, William Schuman and Paul Creston had only moderate 
success with the general public because of the thorniness of some of their scores, and even 
with the Soviet restrictions on classical composition the music of young Dmitri Shostakovich 
only found a moderate audience in England and America. Thus, in a musical as well as a so-
ciological sense, the time was ripe for big swing bands with their much more popular and ac-
cessible style to make a huge impact on public tastes. 

Yet for musicians themselves, the more complex works of modern classical music 
continued to attract them. Benny Goodman, after scoring a hit of sorts by playing the Mozart 
Clarinet Quintet with the Budapest String Quartet, commissioned Bartók to write him a piece. 
Bartók wasn’t particularly happy about composing for a “jazznik,” and in fact refused to write 
in the jazz idiom, but since fellow-Hungarian violinist Joseph Szigeti was also involved in the 
project he went ahead anyway. The result was Contrasts for Violin, Clarinet and Piano, based 
on Magyar folk music. The clarinet part was so difficult, in fact, that author Studs Terkel 
quoted Goodman as saying, “Gee, Mr. Bartók, this part is so hard that I need three hands to 
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play it!”,1 but Bartók would not compromise. Goodman eventually mastered the piece and the 
recording, made for Columbia Masterworks in 1940, is still considered a landmark perform-
ance. Benny’s swing fans, who tolerated his foray into Mozart, ignored the Bartók recording 
in droves. 

Part of the problem—and this was to continue even into the early 1960s and the “Third 
Stream” compositions of Gunther Schuller—was that formal composers were more hung up 
on form and development whereas jazz composers were more concerned with orchestral 
color, swing (in the generic sense of the word) and the ability to make improvised solos fit 
into the overall structure. Classical music was last involved in improvisation back in the era of 
Franz Liszt; perhaps because Liszt was such a gifted improviser, he intimidated most of his 
peers into writing out their cadenzas and variations (or borrowing others’ written out cadenzas 
and variations) in order to compete with his musical brilliance. Polish classical pianist Raoul 
Koczalski (1884-1948) learned to play Chopin’s music with a great amount of rhythmic free-
dom and an almost improvisatory spirit from Karol Mikuli, Chopin’s favorite Polish pupil, 
who insisted that this was exactly the way Chopin himself played his music, yet throughout 
most of his career—which transpired in the early-to-mid 20th century when playing with such 
freedom was considered gauche and unmusical—Koszalski was heavily criticized for this ap-
proach (one of his rivals, Artur Rubinstein, openly damned Koczalski’s approach), even 
though Chopin was one of those composers who not only played with a great deal of rhythmic 
freedom but also improvised as he played. So too did Beethoven, Mozart and C.P.E. Bach. 
But by severely cutting the improvisatory umbilical cord within the musical community, the 
education system created a huge gap between composition and performance in classical mu-
sic, so much so that not only did classical musicians not improvise, they couldn’t even if they 
wanted to. They were taught to worship the notes on the page and not the subtext of the score. 

Of course, one major reason this happened was that modern composers were neither 
prone to improvise nor comfortable doing it, but the major reason was that because there were 
so few performers who really understood the aesthetic of the composers they played, those 
who did improvise often did so in a gauche and tasteless manner. Listening to a wide spec-
trum of operatic vocal recordings made by singers who came up during the late 19th century 
will illustrate the ill effects of “improvising” when one did not have sufficient grounding in 
music theory, or taste, which was the reason why conductors such as Bruno Walter and Arturo 
Toscanini stopped the practice. If one could not make musical sense of the improvisation, bet-
ter to simply omit it, otherwise the entire structure of the opera or cantata would be ruined as a 
result, and this philosophy worked its way into instrumental solo music as well. The end re-
sult was a unspoken ban on improvising in any way, shape or form, yet some modern com-
posers did so when playing their own music. Serge Prokofiev was one. His recordings of his 
own piano pieces deviate greatly from the written score, yet piano pupils who discover these 
recordings and try to emulate them are told to stop it because it’s not in the score. 

Even so, the technically complex and tightly structured nature of modern classical mu-
sic almost precluded improvisation. Classical music during the Jazz Age and beyond was 
concerned with very complex structures, within which any attempt to swing would disrupt 
that structure. Moreover, as we have seen and will continue to see, only a very few compos-
ers, European or American, used any of the various forms of jazz orchestration in creating 
jazz-inspired works. This does not mean that all of these pieces are “bad” because of this—
Constant Lambert’s concerto is an excellent piece—but their stubborn resistance against using 
any form of jazz orchestration is one reason why Gershwin gained such great popularity while 
                                                
1 Terkel, Studs, Giants of Jazz (The New Press, 1957 revised 1975). 
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many of the others did not. If you’re going to write a jazz symphony or a jazz concerto and 
use traditional symphonic orchestration, what you’ll end up with is a work that smacks more 
of the formal concert hall, and most jazz musicians will avoid it. The trick is to find some sort 
of balance between the two worlds, and that is something only a handful of composers did. 

One composer of this period whose work was popular, not just with musicians but to a 
certain extent with the general public, was Alec Wilder (1907-1980). Born to a wealthy fam-
ily in Rochester, New York, Wilder studied briefly with little-known composers Herman Inch 
and Edward Royce (who also taught at the Eastman School of Music) but never obtained a 
degree until many decades later. During the late 1930s he wrote a series of pop-classical oc-
tets for unusual combinations of instruments and gave them comical titles such as The Neu-
rotic Goldfish, Her Old Man Was Suspicious, Kindergarten Flower Pageant and Dance Man 
Buys a Farm. The music was indeed cute and well-structured, fine light classical pieces that 
also had a certain charm and a relaxed swing that could be mistaken for the “businessman’s 
bounce” of white society bands, but with no room for improvisation. They are fine works, 
worth listening to as light classical music for their use of texture and unusual harmonic and 
melodic changes within a pop tune framework (I actually like them), but jazz they are not. 
Two reasons why, perhaps, Wilder’s octets were accepted as chamber jazz while the music of 
the Kirby Sextet was not were that Wilder’s oboe player in his group was the highly influen-
tial Mitch Miller (1911-2010) and because, being white and privileged, Wilder was written 
about and talked up as a serious artist while the Kirby Sextet were just “entertainers.”2  

Meanwhile during the early 1940s, hidden away from the ears of most jazz fans, a new 
style based on modern classical music was being formed in two Harlem jazz clubs, Minton’s 
Playhouse and Monroe’s Uptown House. Both were run by ex-musicians, and their policy was 
to allow musicians to come and jam after hours or whenever they wanted to for as long as 
they wished. Guitarist Charlie Christian had a secondary, beat-up amplifier permanently 
stored on the bandstand at Minton’s. The house band consisted of Joe Guy on trumpet, Ken 
Kirkland on piano, and Kenny Clarke on drums, but anyone who wanted to jam could and of-
ten did sit in, among them such soon-to-be-famous names as pianist Thelonious Monk, trum-
peters Howard McGhee and Dizzy Gillespie, and alto saxist Charlie Parker, at the time a 
member of Jay McShann’s big Kansas City swing band. In addition to Stravinsky, Bartók and 
Prokofiev, these young musicians were also listening (finally) to such composers as Schoen-
berg and Scriabin, whose orchestral works were recorded in the early 1930s by Leopold Sto-
kowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra, as well as Mahler, whose Ninth Symphony and Das 
Lied von der Erde were recorded for EMI by Bruno Walter. Their ear training was now in the 
realm of an ostinato beat, fast-paced and musically complex solos using upper harmonics such 
as 9ths, 11ths and 13ths. Not all of those who sat in at Monroe’s or Minton’s were good—
there was one particular tenor saxist known only as Demon who was so bad that both the mu-
sicians and the club owners kept ordering him off the stand  

Yet bebop was one of only four musical trends emerging within jazz. The second was, 
like the simplifying of Copland’s style, a reactionary trend ignoring all developments in jazz 
since the small jazz combos of New Orleans and Chicago jazz that last flowered in the 1920s. 
As other authors have noted, this was perhaps an unconscious and unintentional way a patron-
izing view towards black jazz musicians, assuming that only real bluesy and funky-butt music 
could express the African-American position towards life and art.  

                                                
2 Mitch Miller later said that the Wilder octets were the wellspring that all of jazz chamber music came from, a 
patently untrue statement that ignores the pioneering work of Reginald Foresythe, Red Norvo, John Kirby, Paul 
Laval and even the Benny Goodman Sextet, all of which was far more influential on chamber jazz. 
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Another such composer, touched upon in the previous chapter, was Vladimir Dukel-
sky, a.k.a. Vernon Duke. As already mentioned, Dukelsky’s formal music often tended to-
wards a rambling style, in some cases even moreso than that of Gershwin. Nevertheless, it 
was his popular songs—considered classics by both pop performers and jazz musicians—that 
drew the heaviest criticism from the highbrow colleagues he still kept in touch with. Serge 
Diaghelev, director of the Ballets Russe, called them “bad foxtrots,” while his composer col-
league Serge Prokofiev called them “tra-la-la music” and “lousy records.”3 Yet, as I men-
tioned earlier, much of his formal music failed to coalesce or develop. Dukelsky explained 
this in 1963 when he wrote “that what must validate any mew music is a ‘vitality or 
inevitability that will make its presence felt instantly.’”4 There are a few of his short piano 
pieces that fit into the parameters of this study: from the Surrealist Suite (1939) “Rhumba 
Danced by a Wilting Telephone” and “Parade of Paranoiacs,” and from the Parisian Suite 
(1955, but Dukelsky’s style never really advanced) “An American Girl” and “A Spinster on a 
Bicycle.” In these short pieces, development is not an issue, since they don’t last long enough 
to involve development in the first place, and within the context of what Dukelsky was 
striving to achieve, they are certainly first-rate works. 

At first I was loath to even discuss the traditional jazz revival because it neither had 
any impact on the future of jazz nor fit into a discussion of jazz and classical connections. In 
the long view, it was simply a major irritant that interfered with the development of jazz for 
seven or eight years and then dried up and blew away. Yet there are two important lessons 
one can draw from it, and so I will enter a discussion here. At heart, the Trad Jazz Revival 
was a sociological instrument of the New Left, of French and American Communists and So-
cialists searching for “the people’s musical culture.” For them, swing was anything but peo-
ple’s music, when in fact it was. One could argue that it was their desire for small-band jazz 
with greater solo freedom as opposed to the big swing bands with their more proscribed solo 
space, if not for the fact that there were many small groups that flourished during the swing 
era—not only the bands-within-a-band like the Benny Goodman Trio, Quartet and Sextet 
(and, occasionally, Quintet and Septet), Tommy Dorsey’s Clambake Seven (more often an 
octet), Chick Webb’s Little Chicks, Count Basie’s small-group recordings and the Kansas 
City Seven, and Artie Shaw’s Gramercy Five, but also regular working bands like John 
Kirby’s Sextet, Joe Marsala’s Quartet (and Quintet, and Sextet), Stuff Smith’s Onyx Club 
Boys, Fats Waller and his Rhythm, etc., but they all played a swing style, not old-time New 
Orleans or Chicago Dixieland. These Socialists wanted to restore the music of a pre-industrial 
Southern black culture. To this end, be it noted, they never revived the music of King Oliver’s 
big band, the Dixie Stompers, or the music of Tiny Parham’s quixotic but fascinating orches-
tra. It had to be small group, and it had to play the old tunes in the old style. 

The fly in the ointment was that musicians don’t stay static. They change the way they 
play things, but the revivalists didn’t like that. When French traditionalist Hughes Panassié 
came to America in 1938 for the express purpose of recording “forgotten” New Orleans musi-
cians (trumpeter Tommy Ladnier, pianist Cliff Jackson, drummer Manzie Johnson and espe-
cially reedman Sidney Bechet) in a small-band setting, he made them play the old tunes but 
was not 100% happy with the way they “updated” Ja-Da, Weary Blues and When You and I 
Were Young, Maggie. After Jelly Roll Morton was rediscovered as a result of his extensive 
Library of Congress interviews, RCA Victor signed him to make new records but only of old 
tunes, which irked Morton who had updated his style and wanted to try out some new things. 

                                                
3 As quoted by Ron Simpson in the liner notes to Beyond Vernon Duke (Tantara TCD0212BVD). 
4 As quoted by Scott Holden in the same liner notes. 
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French reactionaries like Panassié and André Hodeir, as well as their American counterparts 
William Russell and Rudi Blesh, practically had a heart attack when, following the Ladnier 
and Morton sessions, Sidney Bechet embarked on a series of records for RCA Victor where 
he played very hot and modern versions of One O’Clock Jump, Shake It and Break It, Indian 
Summer, Ain’t Misbehavin’, Strange Fruit and Blues in Thirds, as well as Duke Ellington’s 
Old Man Blues and Stompy Jones, accompanied by such modern musicians as trombonists 
Sandy Williams (a member of the Webb band), trumpeters Rex Stewart and Henry “Red” Al-
len (the latter from New Orleans but far too modern to please the Trad Jazz crowd), pianist 
Earl Hines, and drummers Sid Catlett and Kenny Clarke, who later became one of the seminal 
figures of bop rhythm. I’m sure it must have especially irked them that, on the Hines session, 
the rhythm section included former Creole Jazz Band members John Lindsay on bass and 
Warren “Baby” Dodds on drums playing in a modern style. 

All of this was starting to drive the Popular Front (the primary sect of the American 
Communist Party) crazy. These musicians just would not behave themselves and go back to 
playing the “good old jazz” of plantation and dockworker days! Of course, such an attitude—
propagated entirely by whites (there was not one African-American musician or critic in the 
Popular Front leadership)—was patronizing towards African-Americans, and in a sense racist. 
It was their way of shoving both the musicians and the music back to the days when “the peo-
ple beat their feet on the Mississippi mud.” Unhappy with the modernist tendencies of so 
many old-timers, they formed their own traditional bands, the first and most famous of which 
was Lu Watters’ Yerba Buena Jazz Band out of San Francisco. Watters, an intelligent, col-
lege-educated trumpeter, was adamant about recreating the style of the Creole Jazz Band be-
cause, in his view, jazz took a “wrong turn” from that point on—including Oliver himself 
when he formed his Dixie Stompers. 

Yet the Socialists’ greatest achievement in terms of musical history was reviving the 
career of Bunk Johnson. As noted earlier, Johnson had been cut off from most developments 
in jazz after he stopped playing in 1930, and had a phenomenal memory for the old tunes and 
the old style. His earliest records were not good because he had only recently gotten a new set 
of teeth and had begun to practice and play after a 10-year layoff, but by 1944 the Bunk John-
son and his Band records put out by Russell’s American Music label did indeed recreate the 
style of jazz one probably heard in New Orleans pre-World War I. In 1945 Johnson made a 
recording session with Bechet for the fledgling Blue Note label (curiously, for a label remem-
bered as being on the cutting edge of jazz, Blue Note was at that time committed to Bechet, 
pianist Art Hodes, and other Trad Jazz figures), and this encounter led him to explore a more 
swinging style and some more modern tunes. In 1947 he formed a new band which mixed 
older New Orleans musicians with more modern players who were also ex-Chick Webb 
bandmates, updated his style, and began mixing modern hit tunes like Maria Elena, Someday 
and Out of Nowhere with numbers from the Red Back Book. It was his finest band, and they 
were his best recordings, but the Popular Front dropped him like a hot potato. Disgusted, 
Johnson retired from music and went back to New Iberia, Louisiana, where he died in 1949. 

But the steam had begun to be let out of the Trad Jazz Revival after 1946, when Jo-
seph Stalin forced a Russian Trad Band leader to break up his group because they represented 
“bourgeois capitalism.” It stunned the French and American left that, in Communism Central, 
they bracketed “their” Music of the People in with swing, bop, and everything else. By the 
end of the decade, the rabid interest in traditional jazz began to wane. Trad jazz bands still 
existed, and are still around even today, but they moved again to the musical fringe. 

The third trend was a rethinking of the large jazz orchestra to incorporate many of the 
new rhythmic and harmonic advances of the era in more formal arrangements. I have long 
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called this style “progressive swing,” a term that I cannot find in any history of jazz, and I was 
delighted to discover that Lewis Erenberg used the same term in his book, Swingin’ the 
Dream (Univ. of Chicago Press, 1998). For that is exactly what it was: the basic components 
of swing but using more modern rhythms and harmonies, voicings and melodic structures 
based partly on classical music and partly on the emerging style of bop. One black band (Billy 
Eckstine’s) and three white bands (Woody Herman’s, Boyd Raeburn’s and Stan Kenton’s) 
were the primary movers in this revolution, but lack of visibility, a sustaining radio program 
and a major recording contract doomed the Eckstine band to extinction and the Raeburn band 
to continual floundering. And, of course, with its core audience (young men) off to war, 
young women more attracted to wistful ballads performed by singers, and the crippling re-
cording ban, the pivotal years of change occurred largely outside the hearing of those who 
loved or enjoyed jazz. 

The fourth trend to emerge during this time is the one most frequently omitted in jazz 
histories for the simple reason that jazz musicians and critics are embarrassed by it. It was 
jazz’s illegitimate stepchild, rhythm ‘n’ blues, later rock ‘n’ roll. Conventional wisdom has it 
that the fathers of R&B were the early Lionel Hampton band, whose uptempo rhythm romps, 
complete with heavy tenor sax solos, were beginning to remove the style from the jazz main-
stream, and Louis Jordan, a former alto saxist and vocalist with the Chick Webb band, who in 
the early 1940s formed a small R&B band called The Tympany Five. These were indeed in-
fluences on the emerging R&B style but not the only ones. Much of the music was also based 
on the uptempo urban blues style of the Count Basie orchestra, whose influence was so strong 
that by the early 1940s even Duke Ellington (Cottontail and Main Stem) and Glenn Miller 
(Down for the Count and Jeep Jockey Jump) were playing numbers based on the Basie style. 
It should be remembered that, in the early 1950s, the reformed Basie orchestra was the “house 
band” on Alan Freed’s rock ‘n’ roll radio broadcasts. Freed even presented Basie with an 
award in 1954 as “Rock ‘n’ roll band of the year.” Basie seemed stunned to be considered so 
since he, like Hampton and even Jordan, were really jazzmen at heart (Jordan’s focus was 
funny lyrics—early on he billed himself as “the new Bert Williams”—and in the ‘50s, after 
the Tympany Five had disbanded, he formed a larger band that played a style crossing R&B 
with bebop). It is also forgotten that white jazz singer Frankie Laine, who based his innova-
tive style on Louis Armstrong and Billie Holiday, made records for Mercury in the late 1940s 
that highly influenced the emerging rock ‘n’ roll style (When You’re Smiling, That Ain’t 
Right, and I’m Looking Over a Four-Leaf Clover), as did the Oklahoma jazz-blues guitarist 
Junior Barnard, who played with Bob Wills’ Texas Playboys band. Indeed, even as bop was 
slowly emerging in the commercial market, there were small groups led by alto saxist Pete 
Brown and guitarist-singer Slim Gaillard whose styles tended towards R&B. As we will see, 
the two main reasons why rock ‘n’ roll became the dominant media music were that its much 
simpler beat and lack of creative solos made it ideal for dancing, and because the early rock 
bands were much easier for promoters and marketers to control than the highly independent 
jazz musicians, whose social nonconformity was a major irritant. 

But what of jazz-influenced extended works during this same period? These were still 
being written, but not with the frequency of the 1920s. The explosive political climate of 
Europe had a lot to do with this, but also, some composers who were trying to produce jazz-
classical hybrids failed because they had no concept of what jazz really was. If you Google 
the term “jazz-influenced classical compositions,” you will find a long list of such supposed 
pieces on Wikipedia (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_jazz-influenced_classical_compositions). 
I picked up a few works from this list, such as the Constant Lambert concerto, but not many, 
because when I actually went out and listened to them I discovered that they were about as 
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much “jazz” as the stiff ragtime rhythms of Kurt Weill’s Threepenny Opera. Frank Martin, 
for instance, was a fine composer and his Ballade for Trombone and Piano and Etudes for 
String Orchestra are excellent works, but they have absolutely no jazz content. Shostakovich 
wrote two Suites for Jazz Orchestra during the 1930s, but these have about as much jazz in 
them as the Beer Barrel Polka.  

Yet things were indeed happening; you just had to look a little harder to find them. Let 
us profile some of the more interesting composers and works during this period, and examine 
their intrinsic worth. 

 
Dana Suesse 
Dana Suesse (1909-1987), born in Kansas City, Missouri, toured the Midwest vaude-

ville circuit beginning at age nine. Part of her act entailed asking audience members to hum a 
theme or suggest a pop tune of the day on which she would improvise variations. This facile 
musical mind led to an early appreciation of jazz when she moved to New York at age 17. Af-
ter studying composition with Rubin Goldmark (1872-1936), the nephew of Karl Goldmark 
and one of Gershwin’s (and Aaron Copland’s) teachers, and piano with Alexander Siloti, one 
of Liszt’s last surviving pupils, she wrote her crossover hit, the Jazz Nocturne. Like so many 
of her early music (up to about 1937), Jazz Nocturne is an episodic work. The opening theme 
is fine, but by the middle she suddenly shifts gears and throws in a much simpler and more 
accessible pop-type melody. This tune was so popular, in fact, that she later took it, added 
words, and turned it into the hit song My Silent Love. By the time she was 19 she was writing 
other jazz-flavored pop tunes, the most famous of which was You Ought to Be in Pictures. 
She was picked up on Paul Whiteman’s radar, and by 1930 he was promoting her as the fe-
male George Gershwin (there’s a photo of the three of them together from 1932). In 1931 he 
commissioned Suesse to write the jazz-classical hybrid Concerto in Three Rhythms, which 
premiered the following year. (Since she was not at that time well versed in orchestration, 
Ferde Grofé carried out those duties for her.) But in this early period, while still working on 
her formal training, Suesse was really just working on instinct, inventing themes and knitting 
them together even when they seemed mismatched. The best of her early pieces was probably 
Blue Moonlight, an interesting mixture of pop music, light classical and jazz which Whiteman 
premiered on his radio program of October 11, 1934 in an orchestration by Adolph Deutsch, 
and the Eight Waltzes for Piano and Orchestra, which Whiteman had commissioned in 1933. 

Fortunately for Suesse, Gershwin was not jealous and encouraged her talents as well, 
even going so far as to feature her on his radio program. By the late 1930s she was starting 
her first really fruitful period as a composer, but the music world was more interested in her 
pop hits. In a way her star rose too quickly and was lauded too early; honors she did not yet 
deserve were heaped on her in her youth, so when her genius began to fully flower, fewer 
people were paying much attention. In 1938 she wrote Afternoon of a Black Faun, subtitled 
Evening in Harlem, as a piano piece, later orchestrating it. The orchestral version, with Suesse 
on piano, was also premiered by Whiteman’s orchestra on his radio show. She then wrote an 
interesting suite titled Young Man With a Harp for harpist Casper Reardon; Spindrift, a short 
ballet piece for Russian ballerina-choreographer Luba Rostova; and an atmospheric piano 
work titled Serenade to a Skyscraper. The harp suite probably drew the most attention be-
cause of its novelty, and the first night audience—which included a hardy group of young jit-
terbuggers—stomped their feet in glee to the final movement, “20th Century Madrigal.” To a 
certain extent, however, it wasn’t just Suesse who suffered; it was anyone who thought they 
could fuse jazz and classical together who wasn’t a bona-fide, degree-certified Composer. The 
academics, having finally noticed all this activity going on, weren’t about to let Dana Suesse 



 121 

or Duke Ellington score successes with music that didn’t meet their approval. But it also 
didn’t help that when Meredith Willson, then conductor of a radio orchestra, commissioned 
Suesse to write a piece for an album he was recording for Decca, she came up with the very 
weak American Nocturne. Perhaps she was too busy with her two-piano concerto, which she 
was writing at the time, to really give the music much thought, but regardless of the circum-
stances American Nocturne is one of her weakest pieces of this later phase of her career. 

After the successful premiere of Young Man With a Harp she finally finished her Con-
certo for Two Pianos and Orchestra (1941), which she had labored over for several years. It 
was premiered in 1943 by the then-well-known piano duo of Ethel Bartlett and Rae Robinson 
with the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra directed by Eugene Goossens. This was certainly her 
best music to date, and a harbinger of even better works to come, but history has pushed it 
aside in favor of her more pop-flavored Concerto in Three Rhythms. Thus this superb work 
received a similar fate in the hands of posterity that Gershwin’s Second Rhapsody suffered in 
comparison to Rhapsody in Blue. 

And now, let us examine some of the more interesting alternative works and compos-
ers during this period—slight though they may be in volume—that I feel did a good job of 
folding jazz feeling into classical structure.  

 
Morton Gould 
If history has marginalized Dana Suesse, or revived her poorer works in lieu of her 

best, it has also given the cold shoulder to Morton Gould (1913-1996), once considered a sta-
ple in American concert life. A child prodigy in both composition and improvisation, his first 
work was published at the age of six, but during the early years of the Depression he was 
playing the piano in vaudeville acts and movie theaters. When Radio City Music Hall opened, 
Gould was hired as the staff pianist, and beginning in 1935 he was conductor and arranger for 
WOR radio’s orchestra. His classical music was commissioned by symphony orchestras 
throughout the U.S. as well as by the American Ballet Theater and the Chamber Music Soci-
ety of Lincoln Center. In addition, he wrote the Broadway scores for Billion Dollar Baby and 
Arms and the Girl. No matter how high-toned some of his classical works were, Gould always 
believed in retaining a populist touch and, during the last years of his life, he even incorpo-
rated rap into one of his pieces (The Jogger and the Dinosaur). 

None of this is to suggest that Gould’s music was particularly deep—it wasn’t. But it 
was always well crafted as well as being able to fuse elements of jazz and classical music to-
gether in a way that startled the listener yet also made him or her think about what they were 
hearing. We will encounter one of his most successful later works, Derivations for Clarinet 
and Jazz Band, in the next chapter, but for the time being we should examine two of his most 
popular compositions of this period, the Pavanne and Boogie Woogie Etude. 

The Pavanne was originally part of his American Symphonette No. 2 (1939), a surpris-
ingly popular suite that found favor with a broad listening public. Interestingly, the Pavanne 
was recorded first not in its original form but in an arrangement by Bill Finegan for the Glenn 
Miller orchestra in 1939. Yet it is Gould’s own 1942 recording for Columbia that should in-
terest us, firstly because it presents the music in its original style and secondly because the 
composer is conducting it. And what emerges from the Gould-led recording of Pavanne is a 
slight but attractive piece that shifts styles easily between a classical and a jazz feeling, yet 
holds together as a progressively developing composition.  

Boogie Woogie Etude (1943) was first recorded, for RCA Red Seal, by the once-famed 
concert pianist José Iturbi (1895-1980) in 1944. Sadly, both the piece and the pianist are al-
most forgotten nowadays, and his recording of this work is now extremely rare. I was fortu-
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nate to find a copy online in the middle of a wartime “G.I. Jukebox”-type radio program, al-
though in rough condition. I was particularly amused by the female announcer’s introduction 
to this recording, dedicated to a soldier who enjoys listening to the jukebox but doesn’t like 
popular music; he is described by the woman D.J. as “an ickey,” 1940s slang from a nerd or 
an egghead. But what one hears in Iturbi’s performance that one does not hear in any other’s 
is his way of purposely slurring or blurring the notes in the rapid downward runs, smudging 
them the way a blues pianist would. That in itself is fascinating to hear. 

A year later, Gould wrote what would be his last jazz-influenced piece for several 
years, the Prelude and Toccata. In this case, Gould wrote the Prelude in such a way that parts 
of it could be heard as blues-inflected while other parts of it can be heard as modern music in 
the Bartók-Prokofiev vein, while the Toccata propels itself with a steady eight-to-the-bar 
rhythm—similar to boogie woogie but in much stricter tempo—while the right hand plays 
wildly syncopated passages. In a sense, this work was far more sophisticated than the Boogie 
Woogie Etude, thus it attracted the attention of the great Russian-born classical pianist Shura 
Cherkassky, who made a splendid recording of it the following year. 

 
Walter Gieseking and Alexandre Tansman 
Undoubtedly, one name most people would never expect to find in a book of this na-

ture is that of the famed German pianist Walter Gieseking (1895-1956). Born in Lyon, France 
of a German doctor and lepidopterist, Gieseking began playing piano at age four although he 
did not begin formal instruction until he was 16 years old. World War I interfered with his 
concerto debut, which only took place after the war. Throughout his life, Gieseking was noted 
for his pearly, delicate touch (rather like a classical version of Art Tatum) and his ability to 
play the music of Debussy and Chopin in addition to German composers.  

What is not generally known are that Gieseking was a pretty good composer and that 
he loved jazz. John Hammond, in fact, once told an audience that he heard Gieseking’s Jazz 
Suite, which he never recorded, and “his debt to Earl Hines was just unbelievable.”5 One of 
Gieseking’s jazz-influenced pieces that has been recorded is his excellent Sonatine for Flute 
and Piano in b minor (1935) where once can hear, particularly in the second and third move-
ments, striking passages with a blues or jazz inflection. In addition, at his very last recording 
session in London, 1956, Gieseking insisted on recording the Blues from Alexandre Tans-
man’s suite Novelettes (1936). Although it is relatively simple and has little in the way of 
thematic variance, it shows something one might never have thought possible, that this pianist 
who excelled in German and French classics could also play a blues number with exactly the 
right “slow drag” hesitation that one hears in the playing of great jazz pianists. And in fact, it 
was precisely this Blues that led me to discover Tansman’s excellent 1930 Piano Sonatina No. 
2: Transatlantique, which should be listened to here, after Gieseking’s performance of the 
Blues rather than in its chronological sequence. Despite its greater reliance on ‘20s Charleston 
rhythms, Tansman’s Sonatina really swings in the same way as Gershwin’s Preludes.  

 
Samuel Barber 
Possibly one of the last composers you’d think of to compose music based on jazz is 

Samuel Barber (1910-1981), whose most famous work was quite serious indeed and not the 
least inflected by such influences, yet in 1942-43 he wrote the excellent piano suite Excur-
sions, and within that score are some surprisingly effective jazz-classical themes, assembled 

                                                
5 Hammond, John, An Experience in Jazz History, in Dominique-René de Lerma, ed., Black Music in Our Cul-
ture: Curricular Ideas on the Subjects, Materials, and Problems (Kent State University Press, 1970), pp. 42-53. 
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with exceptional skill. Admittedly, this piece was a one-off, but it shows how a good com-
poser, willing to utilize jazz-based themes, could indeed write an effective piece in that genre. 

 
Robert Russell Bennett 
Like Morton Gould, Bennett (1894-1981) was a populist composer who also wrote 

stage works, though in his case most of them were operas (e.g., Crystal, The Enchanted Kiss, 
An Hour of Delusion and Maria Malibran) with only one musical comedy, Hold Your Horses, 
but in 1940 he was inspired to write a charming and often funny suite for violin and piano ti-
tled Hexapoda: Five Studies in Jitteroptera. Surprisingly, this work caught the attention of the 
great violinist Jascha Heifetz, who added it to his repertoire along with his own violin-piano 
arrangements of Gershwin’s Piano Preludes and Arthur Benjamin’s Jamaican Rumba. Per-
haps ironically, RCA Victor’s refusal to allow Heifetz to record these pieces led to his signing 
a contract with rival Decca Records in 1943. Heifetz recorded not only these works but also 
his own transcriptions of excerpts from Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess and the “Moritat” from 
Kurt Weill’s Threepenny Opera for Decca. Many of these pieces wound up being among 
Heifetz’s best-selling records of the ‘40s.  

 
Alexander Tsfasman 
No other figure in the history of jazz-classical fusion has quite the combination of tal-

ent, accomplishment and obscurity as Alexander (sometimes Alexandre) Naumovich Tsfas-
man (1906-1971). Only 11 years old when the Lenin Revolution took over Russia, Tsfasman 
was nevertheless talented enough to be admitted to the Nizhegorod Musical Technicum while 
still a youngster. He graduated in 1923 but later spent several years in the Moscow Conserva-
tory where he studied piano with Felix Blumenfeld. Yet even by the time he graduated from 
the latter institution in 1930, Tsfasman was already pioneering American jazz in the Soviet 
Union. He started his first band in 1928 when, according to S. Frederick Starr, “any group in 
Russia featuring a saxophone and drum set could pass for a jazz band.” Since Starr is the ac-
knowledged expert on jazz in the Soviet era, I quote him as follows: 

 
Within five years, the picture had changed dramatically…The general standard of 
performance rose, but the achievement of most bands remained modest, due to the 
absence of direct contact with first-rank musicians from America…No figure in 
the history of Soviet jazz can claim more first than Tsfasman. He was the first so-
loist in Soviet jazz and the first Russian to make a profession in the new music. 
His well known AMA Jazz Band, founded under the aegis of the Association of 
Moscow Artists, was the first in the USSR to record, the first to perform live on 
radio, the first to appear in a sound film, and—significantly—the first to engage 
in informal jam sessions instead of programmed performances. Beyond this, he 
was the first Soviet jazz musician to earn sincere praise from a Western European 
or American jazzman—in this case, the visiting Swede Makki Berg, who heard 
Tsfasman improvise in 1934. A notoriously cool personality, Tsfasman was none-
theless moved by Berg’s compliment.  
 
Throughout his life Tsfasman called on Soviet jazz musicians to strive to attain 
the level of the best foreign bands. In a 1966 magazine interview titled ‘Jazz and 
Jazzomania’ he asserted: 
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It is surely time now to realize that we should have ensembles and orchestras 
which stand on a level with the very best foreign jazz collectives; I have in mind 
their level of technical execution and mastery, and not simply the native ability of 
their participants. 
 
There was a pathos in this man’s infatuation with America. He was never permit-
ted to travel to the United States and, in fact, spoke English poorly. Yet in the 
depths of the Cultural Revolution in 1930 he defiantly engaged an American Ne-
gro tap dancer named Scott to appear with his band. Among his musicians Tsfas-
man was known as “Bob,” and in 1936 he even found an American wife, a xylo-
phonist named Gertrude Grandel. The marriage soon fell victim to the purges, and 
Gertrude was asked to leave the country.  
 
To the end of his life Tsfasman opposed the idea of ‘Soviet Jazz,’ which he con-
sidered to be a politically inspired form of provincialism. During the purges he 
was compelled by Party authorities to conduct a political education course for his 
musicians and brief them on the international situation as recounted in Pravda.6 

 
Tsfasman’s recordings and compositions provide some major surprises today. Not all 

his recordings are terribly jazzy—there’s a performance by his band of the famous Andrews 
Sisters tune Joseph, Joseph! on YouTube that sounds rather stiff and unswinging—but his 
own solo piano performances are simply stunning, particularly for one who was always de-
pendent on hearing jazz second hand through the few American recordings he could smuggle 
in. There are four compositions by Tsfasman, all featuring him on piano, that attest not only to 
his high standards as an improviser but also to his ability to congeal his passion for jazz into 
longer forms. They are not perfect, but they are very interesting: Fantasy on Themes by Mat-
vey Blanter (one of the most prolific pop song and film score composers in the former Soviet 
Union, his most famous song being Katyusha), Fantasy on Themes from the movie “Sun Val-
ley Serenade,” the Concerto No. 1 for Piano and Jazz Band (1941) and the Jazz Suite for Pi-
ano & Orchestra. Let us examine these works and see what made Tsfasman tick. 

I started with the Blanter Fantasy simply because, except for Katyusha, I know none 
of Blanter’s songs. Oddly enough considering its popularity, plus the fact that I believe this 
piece was written and recorded after 1938 when Katyusha was written, this enormously popu-
lar song is not part of Tsfasman’s piece. Nevertheless, there are two things that this medley-
pastiche makes very clear: that Tsfasman had a wonderfully organized musical mind, able to 
absorb and transform everything he heard into music with a form and a structure, and two, 
that his formal studies with Blumenfeld did not go to waste. With the exception of the very 
best American pianists of the time—meaning, of course, Hines and Tatum—Tsfasman could 
bury virtually any American stride pianist from the standpoint of what he could do on a key-
board, and this even included such masters as Fats Waller and James P. Johnson. He also 
swung with astonishing force and naturalness; there is no stiffness or clumsiness in his phras-
ing or ability to hang back on the beat and then spring forward with almost unbelievable 
force. Stylistically he was closer to the extroverted Hines than the feathery touch of Tatum, 
but even so the listener is immediately sucked into Tsfasman’s style and exuberance. And 

                                                
6 Starr, S. Frederick, Red and Hot: The Fate of Jazz in the Soviet Union, 1917-1991 (Limelight Editions, 1994), 
pp. 134-36. 
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make no mistake, exuberance was a major key to Tsfasman’s music-making. The alternating 
striding and running bass lines, the typically Hines-like octaves in the right hand, the perfect 
pearl-like keyboard glissandi, the tempo doubling in inner voices, all add up to an exciting 
performance that sounds for all the world like an American pianist of the war years paying 
tribute to a Russian songwriter. 

With the Fantasy on Themes from the movie “Sun Valley Serenade,” I am on surer 
ground as to which songs are used but somewhat baffled as to how Tsfasman got to see the 
movie. I can’t imagine that Glenn Miller films were playing in Soviet theaters, but who 
knows? Perhaps a temporary lull in Stalin’s iron-fisted policies against American jazz since 
we were, after all, allies at the time? In any event, the sequence of Mack Gordon-Harry War-
ren tunes used in this synthesis are It Happened in Sun Valley, Chattanooga Choo Choo, I 
Know Why, and The Kiss Polka. The most famous tune from the movie, Chattanooga Choo 
Choo, is played relatively straight, but I Know Why, after an almost straight treatment, is 
turned briefly into a waltz, then into a manic uptempo romp complete with key changes and 
other devices, and The Kiss Polka is transformed almost beyond recognition. 

Turning to the Concerto No. 1 for Piano and Jazz Band (1941), we find a fully mature 
work more jazz-oriented than anything else of its time, whether American, European or any 
other nationality. Tsfasman uses jazz orchestration within this classically-oriented structure, 
the first time any European did so since Milhaud, and in fact the first non-American jazz-
classical piece to actually sound like jazz. Considering that Tsfasman himself is the soloist 
here, and that I’ve neither seen nor heard any other recording of the piece, I wonder how 
much of his part is improvised. It doesn’t sound it, being so integrated into the surrounding 
and connecting material that I venture to guess that none of it is improvised, yet it most defi-
nitely requires a pianist who can swing and who understands jazz.7 It is a single-movement 
but multi-themed work, changing tempo and mood often. The wildly exuberant and swinging 
section beginning at 3:47 also includes many strange descending chromatic passages before 
relaxing the tempo again for a piano-oboe duet. It is very obviously a swing era piece, but no 
less effective for that. I’m not sure of the date of this performance, but judging from the excel-
lent sound and the orchestra’s ability to swing I would guess the mid-1960s. I was particularly 
impressed by the Spanish theme (written at a time when few American jazzmen were playing 
Latin music) followed by a wonderful fugue which also has a Latin feel in the beat. Tsfas-
man’s jazz concerto is a wonderful piece with the energy and sass of Gershwin but a much 
greater sophistication in the use of musical materials that deserves much wider exposure. One 
might almost think that this piece influenced later American jazz-classical works, particularly 
Leonard Bernstein’s Prelude, Fugue and Riffs, but I doubt anyone in America even knew it 
existed. Tsfasman was held very strictly under wraps by the Soviets. 

Surprisingly for one so serious about good jazz, Tsfasman’s 1945 Jazz Suite for Piano 
and Orchestra (known in Russia as the “Snowflake” Suite) has the sound of Hollywood mu-
sical-comedy style about it; perhaps by war’s end, Stalin wanted more entertaining and less 
serious music, at least less seriously jazz. This almost harks back to such pieces of the 1920s 
and early ‘30s as Schulhoff’s Etudes and Hot Music, with lots of Zez Confrey-like flash and 
glitter in it, particularly the opening section. It just seems a real “fun” piece, and Tsafman’s 
deadly seriousness about advancing jazz in the Soviet Union doesn’t seem to jibe with this 

                                                
7 When going through performances I wanted to use as examples of jazz-oriented classical works, I was often 
stymied by many performances that, while technically beyond reproach, didn’t swing and had no jazz feeling. 
Far too many classical musicians, even nowadays, seem to have no clue how to play these kinds of works. 
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music. Despite the fact that this is a concert piece by this excellent musician, then, I chose to 
leave it out of the current discussion. You can always listen to it on YouTube if you so desire. 

 
Bohuslav Martinů 
Perhaps, considering his success with the earlier Jazz Suite, one should not be too 

shocked by the ability of Bohuslav Martinů’s 1943 Concerto for Two Pianos and Orchestra to 
combine jazz elements with classical construction, but the point is that this work is remarka-
bly successful in this sphere, much more so than many much more highly touted works. Less 
than a minute into the first movement, one can sense the syncopations, which grow ever more 
excited as the full orchestra enters behind them but then recedes to let them have their say. Of 
course, as in the case of so many jazz-influenced works by Western Europeans, their concept 
of jazz is not the same as Americans, yet throughout this splendid concerto—if you use your 
imagination—you could almost imagine a duo of, say, Friedrich Gulda and Chick Corea play-
ing this work and doing more with the music than just what is on the printed page. For in-
stance, again in the first movement, there are upward glissandi for the pianos. Most classi-
cally-trained pianists play them in strict tempo, but the jazz-informed musician could, and 
would, probably slur them and give them more of a jazz feel. In the slow second movement, 
one can almost sense the looser rhythmic pulse that Martinů was trying to write into the score, 
particularly when the clarinet duo enters after the opening piano flourish. How one wishes 
that Gieseking would have taken an interest in this work…I could well imagine how much 
more he would have made of it. Yet the music is so interesting that even a good classical per-
formance can make the attentive listener hear the composer’s intentions. 

With all these conflicting trends in both the classical and jazz worlds, one might think 
that a composer would emerge who could, or would, want to merge the two styles of music 
into something new and exciting, but it didn’t happen. The interest just wasn’t there, for 
whatever reason. Part of it was probably World War II, which inspired different pieces for 
differing circumstances: Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, which celebrated the battle of 
Leningrad, Victor Ullman’s satiric opera The Emperor of Atlantis which lashed out against 
Nazism, and Olivier Messiaen’s Quartet for the End of Time which was his personal reaction 
to living in a prisoner of war camp and not knowing if he would ever get out alive. These 
were frightening, edgy times, and music of the era was equally edgy and uncertain. Small 
wonder that so many Americans were turning to softer sounds and romantic ballads as a 
means of escape. 

As one will undoubtedly notice in the following chapter, much the same was true of 
the immediate post-war years. Most classical works of the period were emotional reactions, 
like Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No. 6, to the horrors of the war just past. To a certain ex-
tent, the same was said to be true of the jazz that emerged, whether it was the somewhat hys-
terical big band music of Stan Kenton or the small-group jazz of bebop, both of which mir-
rored a frantic, edgy world in which nothing was certain any longer and normality was just a 
pipe dream. To counteract all this, popular music shifted from its former jazz-flavored swing 
to a much more soothing syrup. Crooners like Perry Como, Frank Sinatra, Vaughan Monroe, 
Andy Russell, Buddy Clark, Dinah Shore, Doris Day and others ruled the roost. Arrangements 
were soothing, string-filled and designed to relax the listener. The frantic strains of modern 
jazz were left to the younger generation, and fewer and fewer of them had an expendable in-
come to support their love. Record sales dropped, as did theater attendance for big and small 
bands, as the government lifted its price controls and post-war inflation ran wild. Most of the 
returning GIs were more interested in finding jobs and obtaining homes for their young new 
families; music was now a secondary pursuit. Add to this the growing complexity of jazz and 
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classical music, throw in another two recording bans imposed by the Musicians’ Union, and 
you have a recipe for disaster in the music industry. Not yet able to obtain their music in any 
other way for free except on the radio, the nighttime jazz DJs like Oscar Treadwell and the 
live Birdland broadcasts hosted by “Symphony Sid” Torin became important outlets for the 
new music. Those who enjoyed modern classical works, however, had to rely almost entirely 
on records and very few of them at that. It was not a happy world for art music. 

Yet the creators of the music persisted and continued, often buoyed by only one thing: 
their love for and belief in the music they were playing. It wasn’t much, and sometimes they 
went hungry, but they continued to play on.  

But what sparked this upheaval in jazz in the first place? Primarily, it was that the mu-
sicians themselves—both black and white, but primarily black—were growing tired of swing. 
The relative simplicity of the harmony irritated them, but also the restrictions in improvising. 
Many of these musicians had a much deeper and wider knowledge of music than their audi-
ences gave them credit for. Trumpeter Lloyd Reese, for example, a musician whose appear-
ances on records were sparse and did not reveal the depth of his knowledge, was the one who 
taught bassist Charles Mingus about advanced harmony. He would play him recordings of 
Stravinsky and ask him to find the chords, to analyze the music. And Reese wasn’t the only 
one searching for something different. In the Kansas City jump band of pianist Jay McShann, 
a young alto saxist named Charlie Parker was searching for a way to extend the harmony 
when he improvised; he is credited with being the first to realize that playing ninths and elev-
enths in his solos allowed him to greatly expand not only his harmonic range but the note 
choices he was able to put into his solos melodically. At about the same time, in other venues, 
trumpeter John “Dizzy” Gillespie was discovering the same thing. Both these musicians and 
many others, such as trumpeter Joe Guy, electric guitarist Charlie Christian, drummer Kenny 
Clarke, and a group of young pianists such as Thelonious Monk, Bud Powell and Al Haig, 
gathered after hours in such clubs as Monroe’s Uptown House and Minton’s Playhouse in 
New York, the incubators of a new sound and a new approach.  

To a certain extent, these musicians’ musical experiments were aimed at taking the 
music back from the white establishment that had borrowed and copied their musical ideas 
and then made themselves more famous, and more money, than their black models. Possibly 
the most obvious example of this was trumpeter Harry James who, when he was a member of 
the Benny Goodman band, was widely hailed as one of the most original and exciting of jazz 
soloists in such tunes as Wrappin’ it Up, Blue Lou and Sometimes I’m Happy, whereas in fact 
James borrowed heavily from the original solos played on those same tunes in the Fletcher 
Henderson band of 1934 by black trumpeter Henry “Red” Allen. Allen, like so many Africa-
American jazz musicians of the day, continued to struggle for his mere subsistence while 
Harry James rode to glory on his style.  

Thus these musicians wanted to play a style of jazz that could not be easily copied by 
others. They succeeded, and although in time certain white musicians were able to play along 
with them, very few of them because wealthy or famous either for the simple reason that this 
frenetic and harmonically complex style of jazz was never as popular as swing. It is certainly 
true that George Shearing, for instance, became much more famous than Bud Powell, but that 
was a rare exception to the rule. Such white boppers as trumpeter Red Rodney, pianist Al 
Haig, and drummer Irv Kluger remained as unknown by the general public as Fats Navarro, 
Bud Powell and Roy Haynes. They all struggled together, but they wouldn’t go back to play-
ing in the old style.  

It was time to move on. 


