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Abbreviations and Technical Terms





I have used the following abbreviations:




tpt - trumpet


clt - clarinet


gtr - guitar


bjo - banjo


dms - drums


bs - bass


acc. - accompanied by


arr. - arranged by


Tb - trombone


sax - saxophone


Ss - soprano sax


As - alto sax


Ts - tenor sax


Bar s - baritone sax


v - vocal by


pno - piano





Certain technical terms are also widely used, and in case I have done so here and there without previously explaining them, I list a few of the most important:




arrangement: a jazz theme with specific orchestration


ballad: a pop song not otherwise defined


beat: the fundamental rhythm of a jazz performance


combo: any (small) jazz orchestra


gig: temporary live job for musicians, e.g. a one-night engagement in a dance-hall; under certain conditions, any job


horn: wind instrument, sometimes any instrument


jamming: improvising; jam session: occasion when players improvise together


lyric: the words of any song


pop, pop music: popular entertainment music as typified by the ‘song-hit’


rhythm section: normally composed of dms, bs, gtr, pno


section: coherent group of instruments in a band, e.g. the brass, reeds, rhythm


session: unit of time for recording (e.g. ‘on the next session six sides were cut’); more generally, any unit of time in which musicians play several pieces


set: set of pieces played by musicians followed by a rest, or the end of the session


side, track: side of an old 78 rpm record, track of an LP record


sideman: a jazz player who is not a bandleader


sitting in: players who drop into a club and take part in the music (generally unpaid) sit in with the band, or ‘have a blow’






















A Note on the Old Money





For the benefit of those too young to remember the olden days, before 1971 the pound sterling (£) consisted of 20 shillings (s), each of 12 pennies (d)—hence £.s.d.—the pennies being in turn divided into 4 farthings. There were coins of a farthing, a halfpenny, a penny, threepence, sixpence, a shilling, a florin (2 shillings), and half-a-crown (2/6), and bank notes from 10s upwards. (There was also a purely notional unit of £1/1/0 called guinea, which was a polite upmarket excuse for charging an extra 5 per cent on goods and services worth £1.) The shilling and florin coins were transformed into the present 5p and 10p coins. The decimalized penny was initially equal to 2.4d. Consequently, a single record of 1958 cost, in modern currency, 30p, an LP £1.50. For comparison at about the same time a gallon of petrol averaged 4s 11½d (25p), the annual road tax £12/10/0 (£12.50) and comprehensive car insurance in London £34/0/0. 



















Introduction to the 1993 Edition





Discovering jazz, as the Czech writer and jazz-buff Josef Skvorecky has said, is, for most people, rather like first love—on the whole it is more lasting—and it usually happens at much the same time. In the case of the present writer it happened at the age of sixteen, in the year Adolf Hitler took power in Germany. My family had just returned to England after a few years in the movie business in Berlin, and a losing struggle against the slump. My old man brought back a copy of Carl Laemmle’s biography by John Drinkwater, a forgotten but on this occasion evidently well-paid minor English literary figure, personally signed by Uncle Carl—and practically no money. Until we could find a suitably cheap apartment, we stayed with relatives in Sydenham, a Victorian white-collar suburb in Southeast London.


My aunt Cissie, living in undefined detachment from Uncle Lou, who was permanently absent pursuing business across the Atlantic, taught school. Her married daughter, also living in the same house, was trying to teach dancing and elocution to the daughters of aspiring mothers in the neighborhood. Her husband was not making a living and was therefore uncommunicative. The one member of our host-family who seemed to be a human being in the full sense of the word was a young man of my own age, my cousin Denis Preston. We had known of one another before, because our families—this is the way of families—had told us to write letters to each other. There had been a half-hearted correspondence between London and Berlin, from which both sides concluded that the other guy was a drip. When we actually met, we were agreeably surprised to find that the other guy was OK. I undoubtedly tried to convert him to communism to which I had been converted while living through the rise of Hitler. He converted me to jazz.


How he had come to jazz I don’t know, but in retrospect it is not surprising. He conformed exactly to the type of the 1930s British jazz fan which is sketched in the chapter on the ‘jazz public’: the intelligent, self-educated young man from the lower middle classes, preferably a little bohemian. (My cousin had dropped out of high school and was studying to be a viola player.) Jazz, of course, meant exclusively the few 78 rpm records the British companies released every month which had to be sorted out from the larger mass of contemptible dance-band noises to which they were attached. Still, there was by then a small British public for jazz and even a reliable guide to what was good, Spike Hughes in the Melody Maker, my cousin’s bible. My cousin bought these, played them until the grooves groaned and, when money was short (it usually was) made a part-exchange deal with the local record shop. At any time he was likely to have perhaps twenty of these heavy black discs, in brown paper or cardboard covers—sleeves were a generation away.


These were the records we played in a sparsely furnished attic, on the heavy hand-cranked box which in those prehistoric days was not even yet called a record-player but a gramophone. In between records and intensive discussions about how great they were, we restored our strength with potato crisps and spoonfuls of heavily sugared canned milk, the kind that was firmly labelled ‘unfit for babies’. We preferred to have these sessions at night. When the days were too long, we drew the curtains.


In retrospect, the jazz we came to through these British releases of the early ’thirties, was as good an introduction to the music as any that was available. The first jazz records I remember were the Fletcher Henderson band’s (‘Sugar Foot Stomp’, ‘House of David Blues’), Don Redman’s (‘Chant of the Weeds’), the Mills Blue Rhythm Band, Bix and Tram, of course, the Mills Brothers—I wonder how that ancient vocal group stands up to rehearing—and the accepted geniuses, Armstrong and Ellington. The Armstrongs we heard were not yet the Potato Head Blues Hot Fives and Hot Sevens, but how could we complain when the Armstrong-Hines combinations, St James Infirmary, Knockin’ a Jug and West End Blues were already available? And, fortunately, the great man had not yet been tied up in the strait-jacket of New Orleans archaeology. Though we sighed over the commercial corruption of true art in records like Confessin’ and Song of the Islands, we were lucky to be introduced to a great artist at the very peak of his form. As for Ellington, could anyone hearing Black and Tan Fantasy and Creole Love Call not be captured for life?


Then Ellington came in person. He was, by this time, a composer taken seriously by the hipper sections of the British musical establishment. He was also a greatly appreciated figure in the younger aristocratic and even royal circles, which probably pleased him at least as much. Two suburban teenagers, who belonged to neither of these groups, could only express their devotion in a suburban way. We made the pilgrimage to the Streatham Astoria in South London, a ballroom where the band was booked for what was then called a ‘breakfast dance’, midnight to morning. (Of course we knew the great man’s record Breakfast Dance forwards and backwards.) I assume our elders had pity on us, because the tickets were far beyond our normal financial reach.


There we sat, from midnight till dawn, nursing the glass of beer which was all we could afford, the image of the band burning itself on our brains forever. Maybe, after almost sixty years, I can no longer without prompting recite the entire personnel of Ellington 1933, including Ivy Anderson whose Stormy Weather was the hit of the season (as with the other women singers of the band, except Adelaide Hall of the unforgettable Creole Love Call we could live without them), but to this day I can see Hodges, impassive as what in those politically uninformed days we used to call a Red Indian, stepping forward to wind his sounds round our hearts. We walked home four miles in the dawn—the money had run out—and I was hooked for good.


For the next twenty-odd years, like most British jazz fans, I subsisted on records—on the old, heavy, three-minute shellac 78s, because a dispute between the two musicians’ unions kept American musicians out of Britain. (We were convinced that only Americans, preferably black, were worth listening to.) In this stored and unreal form the music was available, at least to the network of aficionados, sufficiently small for everyone to know somebody who supplemented the excellent selection of commercial releases by importing discs directly from the United States. It was an artificial situation, though it gave the core group of British fans a considerable influence over the development of the music in Britain. Since they virtually controlled what they heard, they were the taste-makers. To take the most obvious example: The first kind of live native jazz that developed on any scale, from the later years of the war onwards, was that typical phenomenon of collectors and fans, the Dixieland revival. However, whereas Lu Watters and Bob Wilber were peripheral to the U.S. jazz scene, the British revival bands were absolutely central to it. These bands, largely recruited from amateurs, in turn took over from the original aficionados a passion for the country and city blues, some of which had come to Britain via the American communist and radical repertoire of the black folk-protégés (Leadbelly, Brownie McGhee, Sonny Terry, Josh White et al.), and some via the small but passionate groups whose collectors’ hearts had always been in Clarksdale rather than New Orleans. As I point out in the 1989 Introduction, a lot of British rock music’s ability to capture the world was due to the fact that the average white British 18-year-old was much more likely to have heard Muddy Waters than the average white U.S. teenager.


The downside of this state of affairs was that the British jazz authorities (like most of those who had developed their taste in the 1930s, notably the French) were taken aback by bebop and to be honest, most of them disliked it intensely. It came, not out of the milieu of enthusiastic and, in general, musically illiterate appreciators, but of young professional big-band musicians. (The young British band musicians were much more receptive to bebop, but theirs was a very small scene.) It was a revolution, and European jazz fans didn’t need one or want one. They wanted ‘authenticity’. Moreover, the wartime recording ban in the U.S.A. broke that continuity of record releases that got even unadventurous fans used to thinking the spectacular transformations of jazz between, say, 1926 and 1941 (few arts have changed more rapidly) not as a series of revolutions in the avant-garde manner, but as just growth. After all, the Pope of the Church of Jazz Tradition, Hugues Panassié himself, who denounced the ‘modernists’ as agents of Satan, had found neither Lester Young nor Charlie Christian unacceptable. The bop revolution caught Europe unprepared, although in suitable countries (notably France and Scandinavia), a new generation of intellectual champions of the avant-garde soon appeared. They were rewarded by the expatriate U.S. bop players who settled there in the desert years.


During all these years I had been no more than a fringe observer of the jazz scene. I was no expert. I was neither a collector nor the sort of guy whose name collectors knew, and I neither wanted to write about jazz nor did anyone ask me to. Not even in any of those tiny, short-lived, fact-filled, and denunciatory jazz magazines in which the experts poured out their information and squared up to each other on such issues as black vs. white or the acceptability of swing bands, like entrants for a local amateur bantamweight contest. Through my cousin (who eventually went into the recording business), I knew these people and learned from them, for every jazz expert was and is a passionate educator. But though I also educated others, I was no specialist. From the jazz point of view I had only one peculiarity which made me noticeable: I was (by the 1950s) a professional historian.


Why this should have struck both jazz and non-jazz people as so bizarre, I still find difficult to understand. Academics who were passionate jazz lovers were a minority but not at all unknown, even in my own generation, the university graduates of the 1930s. It is true that the sounds preferred in the groves of academe were closer to Beethoven than to Basie, and that the new generations of students had not yet begun to flood into universities by the hundreds of thousands, at least in Europe. (When they did, they brought rock with them rather than jazz.) It is also true that most of the substantial but growing academic jazz underground kept their unofficial musical tastes to themselves or shared them only with sympathisers, like dissident sexual or gastronomic inclinations. And yet, profoundly as the cultural atmosphere has changed since the 1950s, a historian who also writes about jazz is still considered in many quarters as freaky, in some way, through attractively so. To have written about professional soccer, or to have been a successful race-horse tipster, or a well-known compiler of chess problems, or a passionate gambler—I am citing real cases—has not become part of the image of the academics who pursue these extra-curricular activities—but to have written a book about jazz has, at least in my case. What’s so odd about the combination of jazz and history? Perhaps readers can explain what the author cannot.


So I got into jazz writing because editors and publishers enjoyed the idea of a professor reporting (in those days pseudonymously) on such unacademic music. Conversely, the idea of being reported by a bona-fide Ph.D. for The New Statesman, which was at that time the ranking guardian of British high culture, tickled people in the British, and later the American, jazz scene. The middle fifties were an ideal time to start writing about jazz. For the first time Brits could regularly hear first-rate American artists live, and shortly after, not without some complications from those who guarded America against red subversion, I began to visit the U.S.A. Meanwhile both musicians and serious jazz-buffs were abandoning the pointless battles between Rampart Street and 52nd Street: all except the comic novelist Kingsley Amis and the poet Philip Larkin, who continued to see bebop as treason. Larkin even wrote an uncharacteristically sentimental poem about Bechet, full of French Quarter clichés.


I wrote that column for about ten years until remarriage and small children produced a major clash between the nocturnal timetable of a jazz writer and the daytime life of a family man. Eighteen of these columns from 1955–65 are reprinted for the first time in this edition. When jazz started to revive in the 1980s I began to write about it again, in a different and more reflective manner, stimulated by the good luck of living and working within walking distance of Bradley’s and the Vanguard in New York for part of the year. The Introduction to the 1989 British reprint of The Jazz Scene, which the present edition reproduces, tried to bridge the gap that separated the jazz of 1960 from that of 1990. Meanwhile Robert Silvers of The New York Review of Books gave me the chance to meditate again on why jazz is not only a marvellous noise but a central concern for anyone concerned with twentieth-century society and the twentieth-century arts. These five studies of the jazz revival of the 1930s and the 1980s, and of particular jazz artists in their social context—Ellington, Basie, Bechet—are essentially about the interaction at one particular moment of American history, between the makers of jazz, the self-contained democracy of professional working musicians, the ‘community of night people with folk roots,’ and the fans who recognized that they were witnessing the birth of art. These pieces are, I hope, logical extensions of the original Jazz Scene.


So, one way or another, this book is one person’s reaction to sixty years’ experience of jazz. (Sixty years? You must be joking. I wish I were). Where, after all those decades, during which the writer has survived most of those he wrote about and too many of those to whom he owes his jazz education, does jazz stand at the end of the century?


The jazz revival I surveyed in The New York Review in 1987 has lasted on both sides of the Atlantic, though hit by the Depression of the early 1990s. In November 1991, Hot House, the ‘Jazz Nightlife Guide’ distributed in the New York area, listed forty-one clubs and halls playing the music in Manhattan that month, plus another thirteen in New Jersey. The number of these venues was still rising, but rather slowly. And yet, there was something strange about this revival, even though that strangeness made it more familiar to such ancient jazz-lovers as the present author. The jazz of the early 1990s looked back.


Suppose we look at the Downbeat Critics Poll of 1991, which lists as its ‘Jazz Artists of the Year’ Wynton Marsalis, Benny Carter, Sonny Rollins, Jackie McLean, Dizzy Gillespie, Cecil Taylor, Henry Threadgill, and David Murray. Five of these eight were household names in 1961, two came up in the hard years of jazz exile and are now middle-aged, and only Wynton Marsalis (a second-generation jazz-man) belongs to the 1980s. The Readers Poll (December 1990) is not noticeably fixture-oriented, though it gives more space to middle-aged talents who paid their dues in the dark years (Jack de Johnette, Marcus Roberts, Phil Woods, Pat Metheny).


Suppose we look at what they play. The basis of what is played today is essentially what was played in the ’forties and ’fifties. Every one is a bopper. It is not that nothing has been happening in jazz since then, but rather that the innovations of the past thirty years, from free jazz to fusion, have been silently marginalized. Even the most enthusiastic obituaries of Miles Davis, the key figure in the development of jazz since the early 1950s, grow noticeably more ambiguous about his last twenty years and prefer to keep quiet about his last ten. This suits senior citizens who have no trouble remembering the marvels of the first Quintet, of Miles Ahead and Kind of Blue, but surely the generation gap should not look quite so narrow? ‘Tradition’ is the key word now, a term once heard more often among jazz fans deploring the end of Dixieland and their youth, than among musicians. And yet, here is a twenty-five-year-old sax player (‘out of Parker and Adderley’) as recently reported:




Bird is the main influence because he covers so many eras and styles in his playing. He stood for the tradition and I figured if I studied enough Bird I’d get hold of it.





Did Bird think of himself that way when he was twenty-five?


Indeed, the mode retro goes back along way beyond the original boppers. There has been a return to the standard ballads, even if they are now played with avant-garde flourishes by men returned to the mainstream from the more inaccessible frontiers, like Archie Shepp, the terror of the 1960s. There are even signs of the black rediscovery of the original New Orleans tradition, which I predicted in The Jazz Scene, admittedly from Wynton Marsalis, who is both from New Orleans and a man in favour of traditions. There has been, above all, an extraordinary return to the blues. Last year’s reissue of Robert Johnson is said to have sold 500,000 copies. Benson and Hedges sponsors a Blues Festival in New York. Blues bars are opening right and left in Chicago, to the deserved benefit of old men who could do with a buck or two, and, as I write, they are being imported into a new New York club advertising nothing but Chicago blues.


All this is both comforting and familiar to old-stagers, though it is impossible today to feel, as we did in the later 1950s and in the years from 1936 to 1942, that we are living through a golden age of jazz again. There is just a lot of jazz to listen to, and no shortage (at least in the New York area) of piano-players who are both adventurous and accessible. But it is also a danger sign. Jazz cannot survive like baroque music, as a form of pastiche or archaeology for the cultured public, even among blacks. But this is precisely the danger that threatens it. Black kids do not sing the blues today. They are performed, at best, by elderly artists for elderly neighborhood audiences and, at worst (as in many of the new Chicago blues rooms), in white neighborhoods, by the same grey-heads, for white students. Black kids do not dream of playing horns (except, paradoxically, among young Caribbeans in Britain, who have no indigenous jazz tradition), but of being in great rap groups; a form of art which, in my opinion, is musically uninteresting and literary doggerel. In fact, it is the opposite of the great and profound art of the blues. There are good reasons for this—what is one sax compared to the ghettoblaster?—but it cuts off the roots of jazz. The flourishing black media and art scene—what might be called the Spike Lee belt—is impregnated with jazz and so, obviously, are musicians black or white. But jazz has always lived not by the hipness of the public (which has, with the rarest exceptions, always been a minority public), but by what Cornel West calls ‘the network of apprenticeship’, the ‘transmission of skills and sensibilities to new practitioners’. The cords of this network are fraying. Some of them have snapped.


Is jazz then being transformed beyond redemption into another version of classical music: an accepted cultural treasure, consisting of a repertoire of mostly dead styles, performed live by artists—some of them young—for a financially comfortable middle-aged and middle-class public, black and white, and the Japanese tourist? Will it be, once again, accessible to its potential mass constituency basically through radio and recordings, as it was to my European generation half a century ago? To listen to most jazz stations today is to be back in the esoteric world of those who have the true faith, where three days devoted exclusively to, say, recordings of Clifford Brown are seen as three days well spent.


Is jazz becoming terminally fossilized? It is not impossible. If this should be the fate of jazz, it will not be much consolation that Clint Eastwood has buried Bird in a celluloid mausoleum and that every hairdresser and cosmetics store plays tapes of Billie Holiday. However, jazz has shown extraordinary powers of survival and self-renewal inside a society not designed for it and which does not deserve it. It is too early to think that its potential is exhausted. Besides, what is wrong with just listening and letting the future take care of itself?


 


E. J. Hobsbawm


London 1992



















Introduction to the 1989 Edition





This book was first published almost thirty years ago, under the pseudonym Francis Newton (based on Frankie Newton, the trumpeter), which was then intended to keep the author’s writings as an historian apart from his writings as a jazz journalist. The attempt did not succeed, so it is now republished under my own name. To reprint a work of 1959–61 may seem like reprinting an old telephone directory. Three decades are a large enough chunk of the life of a human being, but they are a much larger fraction of the history of so rapidly evolving, so constantly changing a music as jazz. However, The Jazz Scene may be a reminder of the days when Armstrong and Ellington were still alive, when it was possible to listen within a few days or weeks to the living Bechet and Basie, to Ella Fitzgerald, the dying Billie Holiday and the glorious Mahalia Jackson, to Gillespie, Miles Davis, Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young, to Mingus, Monk, Pee Wee Russell, Jack Teagarden, Hodges and Webster. It was a golden age for jazz, and we knew it. What is more, the years between 1955 and 1961 were one of the rare periods when the old and the new coexisted in jazz and both prospered.


The sounds of New Orleans were alive, played both by old men now dead and young white disciples. So, but only just, were the big bands: in fact the great Ellington was just entering on a new lease of life with the Newport Festival of 1956. Bebop had reentered the mainstream of jazz, out of which its revolutionaries had emerged and against which they had rebelled. Dizzy Gillespie could already be seen, not simply as an innovator but as Armstrong’s successor to the crown of jazz trumpeters. And a new generation of rebels had already come together in what looked like a new avant-garde, organizing, in 1960, an anti-festival to the Newport Jazz Festival which, in the 1950s, had come to be the major ecumenical attempt to bring the best in jazz together. While the older battles between the traditionalists and modernists faded into the historical background, Ornette Coleman, Archie Shepp, Eric Dolphy, Don Cherry and others were now joined, in the ill-defined area of ‘free jazz’, by established avant-garde stars like John Coltrane, Charles Mingus or Cecil Taylor. In fact, most of the developments of the 1960s and 1970s were already being anticipated in 1960, when the author, on his first visit to the U.S.A., found the nights too short to listen to everything that could be heard in New York from the Half Note and the Five Spot in the Village to Small’s Paradise and the Apollo in Harlem, and further west in Chicago and San Francisco.


But is it enough merely to recall a golden age? And if not, what else can justify reprinting a book which plainly can’t tell readers much about the state of jazz in the late 1980s, and does not intend to. But then, even in 1960 it was not the object of The Jazz Scene to provide a survey of the scene at that time. It tried to do two things. First and foremost I set out to see jazz, which is one of the most significant phenomena of twentieth-century world culture, in historical perspective. I set out to trace its social roots and history, to analyse its economic structure, the body of its musicians, the nature of its public, and the reasons for its extraordinary appeal, both in the U.S.A. and elsewhere. This was one of the first books to investigate jazz in this manner. I hope a good deal of what it says retains its interest, and much of its argument can still stand, even if certain chapters—for instance the study of the jazz business in the later 1950s, which was based on first-hand documentation—is now only of historical interest and the pop music it discusses is dead. In any case, The Jazz Scene is a contribution to the history of jazz, and especially of the jazz public, in Britain, a subject which is still not adequately known.


In the second place, the book set out to provide a general introduction to jazz for the generation of fans and sympathizers which had discovered it in the 1950s, and for the educated and ‘cultured’ readers in general, who were just then becoming aware that they ought to know something about it. For it was in the middle 1950s that the guardians of established culture for the first time felt that they had to inform their public about jazz, which is why the Observer commissioned a jazz column from a fashionable novelist, and (inspired by this) I talked myself into becoming jazz correspondent for Kingsley Martin’s New Statesman.


Jazz has always been a minority interest, like classical music, but unlike classical music the taste for it has not been stable. Interest in it has grown by spurts and, conversely, there have been times when it was in the doldrums. The later 1930s and the 1950s were a period when it expanded quite strikingly, the years of the 1929 slump (in the U.S.A. at least) when even Harlem preferred soft lights and sweet music to Ellington and Armstrong. The periods when interest in jazz has grown or revived have also, for reasons obvious to publishers, been the times when new generations of fans wanted to know more about it.


But we are once again in a period when interest in jazz is reviving quite dramatically in both Britain and the U.S.A. For, shortly after The Jazz Scene appeared, the golden age of the 1950s came to a sudden end, leaving jazz to retreat into rancorous and poverty-stricken isolation for some twenty years. What made this generation of loneliness so melancholy and paradoxical was that the music that almost killed jazz was derived from the same roots that had generated jazz: rock-and-roll was and is very obviously the offspring of American blues. The young, without whom jazz cannot exist—hardly any jazz fan has ever been converted after the age of twenty—abandoned it, and with spectacular suddenness. Three years after 1960, when the golden age was at its peak, in the year of the Beatles’ triumph across the world, jazz had been virtually knocked out of the ring. ‘Bird Lives’ could still be seen painted on lonely walls, but the celebrated New York jazz venue named after him, Birdland, had ceased to exist. To revisit New York in 1963 was a depressing experience for the jazz-lover who had last experienced it in 1960.


This did not mean that jazz disappeared, only that both its musicians and its public grew older, and were not reinforced by the young. Of course outside the U.S.A. and Britain, which were the main centres and sources of rock, the youthful public for jazz, though probably socially and intellectually select and upmarket, remained substantial and commercially far from negligible. More than one American jazz-player found it convenient for this reason to emigrate to Europe in those decades. In France, Italy and Germany, Brazil and Japan, Scandinavia and—commercially less relevant—the USSR and Eastern Europe, jazz remained viable. In the U.S.A. and Britain its public was confined to middle-aged men and women who had been young in the 1920s, 1930s or, at best, in the 1950s. As an established English saxophone player put it in 1976: ‘I don’t think I could make a living totally in this country. I don’t think anyone could…. There aren’t enough people, there isn’t enough money…. The band has been to Germany more times in the last couple of years than it’s done gigs in this country.’*


Such was the reality of jazz in the 1960s and much of the 1970s, at any rate in the Anglo-Saxon world. There was no market for it. According to the Billboard International Music Industry Directory of 1972 a mere 1.3 per cent of records and tapes sold in the U.S.A. represented jazz, as against 6.1 per cent of classical music and 75 per cent rock and similar music. Jazz clubs went on closing, jazz recitals declined, avant-garde musicians played for each other in private apartments, and the growing recognition of jazz as something which belonged to official American culture, while providing a welcome subsidy to uncommercial musicians through schools, colleges and other institutions, reinforced the youthful conviction that jazz now belonged to the world of the adults. Unlike rock, it was not their own music. Only a certain exhaustion of the musical impulse behind rock, which first became obvious in the later 1970s began to leave room for a revival of interest in jazz, as distinct from rock. (Some jazz musicians had, of course, devised a ‘fusion’ of jazz and rock, to the horror of purists especially from the avant-garde, and it was probably through this merger that jazz retained a certain public presence in the years of isolation: through Miles Davis, Chick Corea, Herbie Hancock, the British guitarist John McLoughlin and the Austrian-American combination of Joe Zawinul and Wayne Shorter in ‘Weather Report.’)


Why should rock have almost killed jazz for twenty years? Both derived from the music of black Americans, and it was through jazz musicians and jazz fans that the black blues first came to the attention of the public outside the Southern states and the Northern ghettoes. Since they were among the few whites who were familiar with the artists and repertoire of ‘race record’ catalogues (diplomatically renamed ‘rhythm-and-blues’ in the late 1940s), white jazz-and blues-lovers were instrumental in launching rock. Ahmet Ertegun, who founded Atlantic Records, which became a leading rock label, was one of two brothers who had long formed part of the tiny international community of jazz-record collectors and experts. John Hammond, whose crucial role in the development of jazz in the 1930s is recorded in The Jazz Scene, also developed the careers of Bob Dylan, Aretha Franklin and, later, Bruce Springsteen. Where would British rock have been without the influence of the handful of local blues-enthusiasts like the late Alexis Korner, who inspired the Rolling Stones, or the (‘trad’) jazz enthusiasts who imported American country and city blues singers like Muddy Waters and made them familiar in Lancashire and Lanark long before more than a handful of Americans outside some black ghettoes even knew of their existence?


Initially there seemed to be no hostility or incompatibility between jazz and rock, even though attentive readers of The Jazz Scene will register the note of gentle contempt with which critics and, above all, the musical professionals of jazz, then treated the early triumphs of rock-and-roll, whose public seemed unable to distinguish between a Bill Haley (‘Rock Around the Clock’) and a Chuck Berry. A crucial distinction between jazz and rock was that rock was never a minority music. Rhythm-and-blues, as it developed after the Second World War, was the folk music of urban blacks in the 1940s, when one and a quarter millions of blacks left the South for the Northern and Western ghettoes. They constituted a new market, which was then supplied chiefly by independent record labels like Chess Records, founded in Chicago in 1949 by two Polish immigrants connected with the club circuit, and specializing in the so-called ‘Chicago Blues’ style (Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Sonny Boy Williamson) and recording, among others, Chuck Berry, who was probably—with Elvis Presley—the major influence on 1950s rock-and-roll. White adolescents began to buy black r&b records in the early 1950s, having discovered this music on local and specialized radio stations which multiplied during those years, as the mass of adults transferred its attentions to television. At first sight they seemed to be the habitual tiny and untypical minority which can still be seen on the fringes of black entertainment, like the white visitors to Chicago ghetto blues clubs. Yet as soon as the music industry became aware of this potential white youth market, it became evident that rock was the opposite of a minority taste. It was the music of an entire age-group.


Almost certainly that was the result of the ‘economic miracle’ of the 1950s, which not only created a Western world of full employment, but also, probably for the first time, gave the mass of adolescents adequately paid jobs and therefore money in the pocket, or an unprecedented share of middle-class parents’ prosperity. It was this children’s and adolescents’ market that transformed the music industry. From 1955, when rock-and-roll was born, to 1959 American record sales rose by 36 per cent every year. After a brief pause, the British invasion of 1963, led by the Beatles, initiated an even more spectacular surge: U.S. record sales, which had grown from $277 million in 1955 to $600 million in 1959, had passed $2,000 million by 1973 (now including tapes). Seventy-five to 80 per cent of these sales represented rock music and similar sounds. The commercial fortunes of the record industry had never before depended so overwhelmingly on a single musical genre addressed to a single narrow age-band. The correlation of record sales with economic development and income was utterly obvious. In 1973 the highest per-capita expenditure on records occurred in the U.S.A., followed (in rank order) by Sweden, West Germany, the Netherlands and Britain. All these countries spent between $7 and $10. In the same year Italians, Spaniards and Mexicans spent between $1 and $1.4 per head, and Brazilians $0.66.


Almost immediately rock music thus became the all-purpose medium for expressing the desires, instincts, feelings and aspirations of the age-set between puberty and the moments when adults settle down in some conventional social niche, family or career: the voice and idiom of a self-conscious ‘youth’ and ‘youth culture’ in modern industrial societies. It could express anything and everything within this age-range, but while rock clearly developed regional, national, class or politico-ideological variants, its basic idiom, like the equally demotic-populist costume associated with youth (notably jeans) crossed national, class and ideological barriers. As in the lives of its age-groups, in rock music the public and the private, feeling and conviction, love, rebellion and art, acting as doing and as stage-behaviour, were not distinguishable from each other. Older observers, for instance, used to keeping revolution and music apart in principle and to judging each by its own criteria, were apt to be perplexed by the apocalyptic rhetoric which could surround rock at the peak of the global youth rebellion, when Rolling Stone wrote, apropos of a 1969 rock concert:




An army of peaceful guerrillas established a city larger than Rochester, New York, and showed itself immediately ready to turn back on the already ravaged city and [its] inoperable life-styles, imminently prepared to move onto the mist-covered  field and into the cool, still woods. And they will do it again, the threat of youthful dissidence in Paris and Prague and Fort Lauderdale and Berkeley and Chicago and London criss-crossing ever more closely until the map of the world we live in is viable for and visible to all of those that are part of it and all those buried under it.†





Woodstock was obviously a marvellous experience for the participants, but even then its political significance and the strictly musical interest of a lot of its performers were not as obvious as all that.


A universal cultural idiom cannot be judged by the same criteria as a special kind of art-music, and there was and is no point in judging rock by the standards of good jazz. However, rock deprived jazz of most of its potential new listeners, because the young people who flocked to rock found in it, in a simplified and perhaps coarsened version, much, if not everything, that had attracted their elders to jazz: rhythm, an immediately identifiable voice or ‘sound’, real (or faked) spontaneity and vitality, and a way of directly transferring human emotions into music. Moreover, they discovered all this in a music which was related to jazz. Why would they need jazz? With rare exceptions, the young who would have been converted to jazz now had an alternative.


What made that alternative increasingly attractive, and helped to reduce the space for an embattled and isolated jazz still further, was its own transformation. As the bebop revolutionaries rejoined the mainstream of jazz in the second half of the 1950s, the new avant-garde of ‘free jazz’, moving towards atonality and breaking down everything that had hitherto given jazz a structure—including the beat round which it was organized—widened the gap between the music and its public, including the jazz public. And it was not surprising that the avant-garde reacted to the desertion of the public by taking an even more extreme and embattled stance. At the start of the new revolution it was perfectly easy to recognize in, say, Ornette Coleman’s saxophone the blues feeling of his native Texas, and the tradition of the great horn-players of the past was obvious in Coltrane. Yet those were not the things the innovators wanted the public to notice about them.


But the situation of the new avant-garde in the dark decades was paradoxical. The loosening of the traditional framework of jazz, its increasing shifts towards something like avant-garde classical music developed from a jazz base, opened it to all manner of non-jazz influences, European, African, Islamic, Latin American and especially Indian. In the 1960s it went through a variety of exoticisms. In other words, it became less American than it had been, and far more cosmopolitan than before. Perhaps because the American jazz public became relatively less important in jazz, perhaps for other reasons, after 1962 free jazz became the first style of jazz whose history cannot be written without taking account of important developments in Europe and, one might add, of European musicians.


At the same time—and equally paradoxically—the new avant-garde which broke with jazz tradition was unusually anxious to stress its links with the tradition, even when they had previously taken very little notice of it: as when Coltrane (1926–67) in 1961 took up the soprano-saxophone, hitherto virtually monopolized by the recently deceased Sidney Bechet, and was followed by numerous young avant-garde horn-players. Bechet had been little more than a musically irrelevant name to most musicians of Coltrane’s generation. This reassertion of tradition was political rather than musical. For—the third aspect of the paradox—the 1960s jazz avant-garde was consciously and politically black, as no previous generation of black jazzmen had been, though The Jazz Scene already noted the links between jazz experimentation and black consciousness. As Whitney Balliett put it in the 1970s: ‘Free jazz is actually the blackest jazz there is’.‡ Black and politically radical. Thus Charlie Haden: Liberation Music Orchestra (1969) contained four Spanish Civil War songs, a number inspired by the riots at the 1968 Chicago Democratic Convention, a commemoration of Che Guevara and a version of ‘We Shall Overcome’. Archie Shepp (tenor and soprano sax), one of the major figures of the avant-garde, created a musical commemoration of Malcolm X and an Attica Blues inspired by the well-known black prison riot. Political consciousness continued to link the avant-garde to the mass of the American black people and its musical traditions, and therefore provided a possible way back to the mainstream of jazz. However, in the short run it must have made the isolation of that avant-garde from an uncomprehending black public particularly frustrating.


A rejection of success (except on those uncompromising terms proposed by this artist) is characteristic of avant-gardes, and in jazz, which has always lived by the paying customer, concessions to the box office seemed particularly dangerous to the player who wanted the status of ‘artist’. How could they compromise with rock? (‘There is a certain political position involved in the choice of those who seldom refer to the more readily assimilated rock-rhythms’.)§ And yet, for three reasons, rock had to influence jazz.


The first is that American (and British) jazz musicians born since the 1940s grew up in an atmosphere drenched in rock, or its ghetto equivalent, and therefore could hardly avoid assimilating some of it. The second is that rock, an art of amateurs and the musically or even the alphabetically illiterate required—and because of its limitless wealth could call upon—the technical and musical competence of jazz professionals, and jazz musicians could hardly be blamed for wanting to cut themselves thin slices of so huge and sweet a cake. But third, and most important, rock was musically innovative. As so often in the history of the arts, major artistic revolutions come not from self-described revolutionaries but from those employing innovation for commercial purposes. As the early movies were more effectively revolutionary than cubism, so the rock entrepreneurs have changed the musical scene more profoundly than classical or free jazz avant-gardes.


The major innovation of rock was technological. It secured the mass breakthrough of electronic music. Pedants may point out that in jazz there were pioneers of electrified instruments (Charlie Christian revolutionized the guitar that way and Billie Holiday transformed the use of the human voice by marrying it to the personal microphone) and that revolutionary ways of generating sound, such as synthesizers, were pioneered for classical avant-garde music concerts. However, it is undeniable that rock was the first music that systematically substituted electrified instruments for acoustic ones and systematically used electronic technology not for special effects but for the normal repertoire accepted by a mass public. It was the first music to turn the technicians of sound and recording studios into equal partners in the creation of a musical performance, chiefly because the incompetence of the actual rock performers was often such that no adequate records or even performances could have achieved otherwise. It is evident that such innovations could not but interest musicians of genuine originality and talent.


The second rock innovation concerns the concept of the ‘group’. The rock group not only developed an original instrumentation behind the voice or voices (basically, percussion and various kinds of electric guitars, the bass guitar taking the place of the bass), but consisted essentially of a collective rather than a small group of virtuosos who expected to demonstrate their skills.¶ Of course the members of very few rock groups, unlike those of jazz combos, had any individual skills to demonstrate. Moreover, the ‘group‘ was ideally characterized by an unmistakable ‘sound’, an auditory trade-mark by means of which it, or rather its studio technicians, attempted to establish its individuality. And, unlike the old ‘big band’ of jazz, the rock group was small. It produced its ‘big sound’ (which does not necessarily mean a large volume of sound, though rock preferred ultra-strong amplification) with a minimal number of people. This helped to bring small jazz groups back to something had had commonly been lost sight of in the days of the bebop succession of solos, namely the possibility of collective improvisation and small-group texture. Sophisticated rock arrangements like the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper, not unreasonably described as ‘symphonic rock’, could not but give intelligent jazz musicians ideas.


The third interesting element in rock was its insistent and pulsating rhythm. While initially it was plainly much cruder than jazz rhythm, the combination of various rhythm instruments which made up the rock group—for all its keyboards, guitars and percussion would normally have belonged to the rhythm section of a jazz band—produced its own potential complexities, which jazz players could transform into multilayered and shifting ostinatos, and rhythmic counterpoints.


And yet, while, as we have seen, some of the most talented jazz musicians developed a jazz-rock ‘fusion’ in the 1970s—Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew of 1969 set the pace—the merged style did not permanently shape the future of jazz, nor did the injection of jazz elements provide a permanent life-giving blood transfusion for rock. What seems to have happened is a growing musical exhaustion of rock in the course of the 1970s which may or may not be connected with the retreat of the great wave of youth rebellion which reached its peak in the late sixties and early seventies. Somehow, insensibly, the space for jazz seemed to become a little less cramped. One began to observe that intelligent or fashionable fifth- or sixth-formers once again began to treat parents of their friends who possessed Miles Davis records with a certain interest.


By the late seventies and early eighties there were undeniable signs of a modest revival, even though by then much of the classical repertoire of jazz had been frozen into permanent immobility by the death of so many of its great and formative figures, ancient and modern: the jazz life has not favoured longevity. For by 1980 even some of the formative ‘new music’ stars had disappeared: e.g. John Coltrane, Albert Ayler, Eric Dolphy. Much of the jazz which the new fans learned to love was thus incapable of further change and development, because it was a music of the dead, a situation which was to provide scope for a curious form of resurrectionism, by which live musicians reproduced the sounds of the past; as when a team under the direction of Bob Wilber reconstituted the music and sound of the early Ellington band for the film Cotton Club. Moreover, initially a very high proportion of the live jazz the new fans could hear came from musicians ranging from the rather middle-aged to the very ancient. Thus at the time I wrote a similar introduction for an Italian reprint of The Jazz Scene which appeared in 1982, jazz-lovers in London had the choice of listening to a variety of veterans: to Harry ‘Sweets’ Edison, Joe Newman, Buddy Tate and Frank Foster, who had been enrolled in the Basie band of long ago; to Nate Pierce, known since the days of Woody Herman; Shelly Manne and Art Pepper, familiar from the ‘cool’ days of the 1950s, Al Grey, who went back to the swing bands of the thirties, Trummy Young of 1912 vintage, who had spent long years with Louis Armstrong, and other members of the older generation. Indeed, among the important players performing that week perhaps only the pianist McCoy Tyner (born 1938), known for his work with Coltrane in the 1960s, would not have been immediately familiar to most jazz-lovers in 1960.


The jazz revival has continued since then. It has, inevitably, benefited the diminishing band of survivors, some of whom, returning from exile in Europe or in the anonymity of television, film and recording studios, have reconstituted groups dissolved long since, at least for occasional engagements and tours, such as the Modern Jazz Quartet, the Art Farmer–Benny Golson Jazztet. It has been a particular blessing for the survivors of the first jazz revolution, for it is bebop that has emerged or re-emerged as the central style of 1980s jazz and the basic model for youthful musicians. Conversely, the new revival has left out the old, the first ‘return to tradition’ of those who wanted to recapture the music of New Orleans, and the twenties. ‘Trad’, ‘Dixieland’ or whatever it may be called, the longest-lasting of jazz styles, the one which, based on the happy nostalgia of white middle-class and increasingly middle-aged amateurs best resisted the cavalry charge of rock, but also the one which, it has been said, created nothing of musical value,|| has not felt the new wind in its sails.


The players who have probably benefited most from it are the gifted musicians who soldiered on through the dark days of the avant-garde in the 1960s and 1970s and who are tempted back into the jazz mainstream by the reappearance of a living jazz public. Such players were not young by the standards of the days when an Armstrong won a world reputation in his twenties, a Charlie Parker was dead at thirty-five, and nobody was surprised that the jazz guitar was revolutionized by a player (Charlie Christian) who was scarcely out of his teens. Thus the members of the influential World Saxophone Quartet, which made its reputation in the 1980s (Hamiett Bluiett, Julius Hemphill, Oliver Lake, David Murray) were born, respectively, in 1938, 1940, 1942 and 1955—that is to say all except one were, at the time of writing (1988), in their late forties. Where we find new American jazz stars with a reputation while in their twenties, they are, very likely, second-generation players like the brothers Marsalis (Wynton, classical and jazz trumpet, was born in 1960), Branford, a saxophonist, in 1961).** Genuinely youthful first-generation musicians of major achievement are still scarce in the U.S.A.—or at least they have not yet emerged—although in Britain the jazz revival has inspired a substantial number of the young, especially in the (black) West Indian community, which has produced players of brilliance and originality such as the saxophonist Courtney Pine.


The shape and development of the present jazz revival cannot yet be seen in perspective, and if they could, a few introductory pages to a book republished after almost three decades are not the place to make the attempt. Even the size and scale of the revival are not yet clear. However, its existence is undeniable. The resuscitation of The Jazz Scene is a small and marginal symptom of it. Moreover, one or two things about it, which distinguish it from its predecessors, are already discernible.


It occurs at a time when jazz has had time to establish itself as a recognized part of twentieth-century culture, including musical culture, as was not yet the case in the 1950s. It would today no longer be necessary to assume complete ignorance about it on the part of the sort of people for whom ‘Francis Newton’ wrote in The New Statesman, and whose ideal type was defined for him by its great editor Kingsley Martin as ‘a civil servant in his forties’, i.e. an educated person of the professional classes in early middle age. Conversely, jazz musicians are no longer, to any extent, musical illiterates of untutored natural talents. Most of them are today musically educated, sometimes—as in the case of Wynton Marsalis from the jazz end of the scale, the pianist Friedrich Gulda from the classical end—equally well known in jazz and classical-music circles. It is no longer necessary to make the case for jazz.


Second, in the course of its twenty-year exile jazz probably moved both economically and intellectually upmarket as its public grew older, i.e. away from the simple foot-tapping or dancing entertainment and towards a more self-conscious, and certainly a more expensive, experience. An evening for two at Ronnie Scott’s in London is not designed for the impecunious, and neither is taking in a set in Greenwich Village. Indeed, the now fashionable Manhattan combination of restaurant dinner to live jazz accompaniment underlines the shift away from the demotic milieu. It seems equally probable that the new white jazz public contains a large middle class and intellectual component, as witness the multiplication of serious books about jazz, a very high proportion of which in the U.S.A. are published by university presses. This, as well as the emergence from the underground of the population of academic jazz-buffs (among them the present author), has had a beneficial effect on our knowledge of the jazz phenomenon.


Third, I have already suggested that live jazz by now be a little over-shadowed by the corpus of its own dead ‘classics’, the substantial body of the great records of the golden ages, and notably the 1940s and 1950s, so that current creative musicians are more inspired by the past than their predecessors were. This, it has been suggested (and not only by disappointed supporters of the avant-garde) may be the first era of neo-traditionalism among the original talents; for the earlier ‘New Orleans’ traditionalism was a movement of fans rather than players, even though some fans became players.††


Nevertheless, a jazz revival means the recruitment to jazz of a new generation of the young, including the impecunious and the unestablished, and certainly those not content with things as they are. In Britain jazz venues are cheap and multiplying. It is unlikely that the music the young play or listen to can or will remain confined within the limits of what is culturally and institutionally recognized, or what can be bought with a middle-class income, or even of what Charlie Parker and the Miles Davis Quintet played. Jazz is unofficial, unestablished and unpredictable, or it is nothing. The only thing that can be safely said about it is that it has survived the most difficult years of its extraordinary career. New relays of men and women will once again hear its marvellous sounds for the first time in their lives, and fall in love with it as we did; generally at the age of first love, as we did. They will not know that, fifty years later, through it one can relive the miraculous revelations of youth, and if they knew, they would not care. But it is true.


The book is republished as it appeared in 1961. I have updated nothing but the Guide to Further Reading, for the list of records then recommended (see Chapter 2) are themselves a historical record of what was available to the British jazz-lover at the start of the 1960s. The Jazz Scene was translated into French, Italian and Japanese shortly after its original publication, and into Czech in the early 1970s (thanks to the devotion to jazz of Lubomir Dorůžka, an aficionado since 1943). It was reprinted in the U.S.A. in 1975 and has been republished, with new introductions in Italian (1982) and, newly translated by Mr Takis Tsiros, in Greek (1988).


Of those who helped me while I prepared The Jazz Scene three friends are now dead: Denis Preston, John Hammond Jr and Ralph Gleason. I would like to dedicate this edition to the memory of all three, but especially of Ralph Gleason and Jeanie Gleason, who is still alive: in memory of days and nights in San Francisco, Oakland, Berkeley and London. As they used to sing: a good man is hard to find. He was one of the best.
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* J. Skidmore in Jazz Now (London 1976), p. 76.


† Cited in S. Chapple and R. Garofalo, Rock’n’Roll Is Here to Pay (Chicago 1977), p. 144.


‡ Whitney Balliett, New York Notes: A Journal of Jazz in the Seventies (New York 1977), p. 147.


§ Valerie Wilmer, As Serious As Your Life: The Story of the New Jazz (London 1977; second edn, 1987), p. 27.


¶ It also, incidentally, gave a virtual monopoly to singing groups, hitherto somewhat exceptional in jazz and blues, and—in spite of the overwhelming superiority of women in vocal blues, gospel-song and jazz—to (young) men.


|| The New Grove: Gospel, Blues and Jazz (London 1987), p. 292. This is a little unfair—the New Orleans revival recovered important artists who would otherwise have dropped out of sight, like Sidney Bechet, and produced some enchanting music with their help—but it is not grossly unfair.


** Their father, Ellis Marsalis, a New Orleans pianist and passionate supporter of Ornette Coleman and the avant-garde, made a commercial living in order to bring up his family. In New Orleans, music is still often a family trade, as it was in the days of the Bachs.


†† ‘Currently also jazz risks limiting itself to a period of classicism—beginning with Charlie Parker … and ending with Ornette Coleman boarding a plane for New York in 1959. During those two decades bebop became synonymous with jazz, and, like many of his generation, Marsalis owes strongest allegiance to this era’. Francis Davis, In the Moment: Jazz in the 1980s (New York 1986), p. 30.






















Introduction





This book is about one of the most remarkable cultural phenomena of our century. It is not merely about a certain type of music, but about an extraordinary conquest and a remarkable aspect of the society in which we live. The world of jazz consists not only of the noises which emerge from particular combinations of instruments played in a characteristic way. It consists also of the musicians who play them, black and white, American and non-American. The fact that British working-class boys in Newcastle play it is at least as interesting as and rather more surprising than the fact that it progressed through the frontier saloons of the Mississippi valley.


It consists of the places in which they play, the business and technical structure which is built round the sounds, the associations they call up. It consists of the people who listen to it, write about it, and read about it. You who read this page, I who have written it, are not the least unexpected and surprising parts of the world of jazz. What business have we, after all, with what was not so long ago a local idiom of blacks and poor whites in the Southern states of the U.S.A.? It also consists of that vast section of modern popular entertainment and commercial music which has been profoundly transformed by the influence of jazz. In fact, this book is not simply about jazz as a self-contained phenomenon, the hobby and the passion of what is by now a rather large public of enthusiasts, but about jazz as a part of modern life. If it is moving, it is because men and women are moving: you and I. If it is a little lunatic and out of control, it is because the society in which we live is so. At all events, leaving aside the value-judgements, jazz in society is what this book is about. For this reason I have not confined myself to writing about the history and stylistic development of jazz (the subjects dealt with in Parts 1 and 2) but have also included sections on Jazz as a Business and Jazz and People—the Jazz Musician and the Jazz Public—and Jazz and the other Arts.


At the moment I write this, in the spring of 1958, there is probably no major city in the world in which someone is not playing a record of Louis Armstrong or Charlie Parker, or of players influenced by these artists, or improvising on the theme of the St Louis Blues, or Indiana, or How High the Moon. W. C. Handy, who first turned the blues into a written form, has died and been laid in his grave to the accompaniment of a hundred or two hundred thousand fellow-citizens of Harlem and a wall of verbiage by (white) politicians and journalists as solid, if not as relevant, as the wall of blue sound which emerges from Miss Carrie Smith and the Back Home Choir of Newark, New Jersey (formerly Savannah, Georgia), singing I Want Jesus to Walk with Me. Louis Armstrong has been invited to the Edinburgh Festival. The Demochristian Party in the Italian election campaign is hiring Dixieland bands to cheer up its meetings because its rival, the Communist Party, proved in the last local elections that they pulled in the crowds. (The late Boss Crump, whose election campaign in 1909 produced the Memphis Blues, had the same idea.) An ‘international band’, composed of players from virtually all European countries between Portugal in the West, Czechoslovakia and Poland in the East, is to play at an American Jazz Festival. Jazz bands and skiffle groups accompany the march of the opponents of the nuclear arms race to Aldermaston. A Mr Jack Kerouac has published a novel designed to symbolize the fate of the ‘beat generation’: it is symbolized largely in terms of ‘cool’ jazz. A fashionable novelist and literary figure reviews jazz for the most intellectual of the London Sunday papers. Before me there lies a pile of records brought back by a friend from Johannesburg: in Sophiatown and the rest of the South African ghettoes the ‘jive bands’ play what is patently jazz, derived from American records of the 1930s, The Birmingham Mail’s ‘Jazz Panorama’ column reports on the latest jazz clubs to be opened among and by the juveniles of the British Midlands, and records the fact that the most popular jazz records in the second city of England at present are by Duke Ellington, Oscar Peterson, and Miles Davis.


And yet, when men and women now barely middle-aged were born, none of this existed. This very word ‘jazz’ entered print and printable meaning a little over forty years ago—say around 1915. Even if we trace the music back beyond its present label, the lifetime of an elderly, but not a very old, man spans its entire history. In the early 1900s even Southern blacks from outside the Mississippi Delta heard it with surprise. When the Original Dixieland Jass Band came to Reisenweber’s in New York in 1917, the management had to put up notices pointing out that this music was intended for dancing. Since then jazz has conquered and evolved in a wholly extraordinary fashion.


It is hard to find a parallel for its unique history. Other local musical idioms have had the power to proselytize: the Hungarian, Spanish, Latin-American. Our age and culture is one that needs periodic blood-transfusions to rejuvenate tired and exhausted or thin-blooded middle-class art, or popular art whose vitality is drained by systematic commercial debasement and over-exploitation. Since the aristocrats and the middle class first began to borrow the waltz from the ‘lower orders’ and the polka from the peasantry of an exotic and revolutionary nation, since the romantic intellectuals first discovered the thrill of the Andalusian Carmens and Don Josés (they have been significantly transposed into a jazz setting in the film Carmen Jones), Western civilization has been a push-over for exoticism of all kinds. And yet, the triumph of jazz is greater, more universal and all-embracing than that of previous comparable idioms. It has become, in more or less diluted form, the basic language of modern dance and popular music in urban and industrial civilization, in most places where it has been allowed to penetrate.


It has done more. Most exotic idioms have created for themselves a body of enthusiasts who appreciate them not only as the bringers of some new musical tinge or sensation, but as arts to be studied, discussed, and generally ‘taken seriously’. Most of these bodies of ‘aficionados’ have remained small self-contained groups without wider influence, and consist mainly of people with a first-hand knowledge of their subject. We know of the existence of these communities dedicated to the attractions of the gypsies, bullfighting, flamenco, Rumanian folk-music, or West African dancing, but only as we know of the existence of the small groups who have fallen in love with Ethiopian culture or with the Basques. They are of no general importance. But the community of jazz-lovers is not only larger, more influential, but also more international, and of more significance on the cultural scene. After all, how many serious or frivolous daily papers, intellectual weeklies, periodicals devoted to the arts (outside the countries directly concerned) print regular columns of flamenco criticism or discussions of Indian dancing? The social history of the twentieth-century arts will contain only a footnote or two about Scottish Highland music or gypsy lore, but it will have to deal at some length with the vogue for jazz.


Moreover, jazz itself has changed with startling rapidity. Folk-music and similar idioms are not, of course, as unchanging as romantics like to believe. There is a great difference between the first flamenco songs of the 1860s and the flamenco of today, unless it deliberately (and often unsuccessfully) strives for archaism. But this difference is as nothing compared with the gap which separates the New Orleans street music of the early 1900s from, say, the series of miniature flugelhorn concertos of Miles Davis and Gil Evans in 1958. Jazz, in fact, has developed not only into the basic idiom of popular music, but also towards something like an elaborate and sophisticated art music, seeking both to merge with, and to rival, the established art music of the Western world. Compared to the musical idioms which might at first sight appear to belong to the same order, it is not only vastly more successful but more unstable and far more ambitious.


How are we to get this remarkable phenomenon into some sort of perspective? It is not really the business of this book to construct general theories, or a sociology of jazz. (If it were, there would be enough awful examples to scare at least this author back into caution.) My main object is to survey the world of jazz for the benefit of the intelligent layman, who knows nothing about it, and perhaps also for that of the expert who has hitherto overlooked some of its non-technical corners. Nevertheless, it is impossible to look at jazz with any sort of curiosity without trying to find out, however crudely, how it fits into the general framework of twentieth-century civilization. Ever since the beginnings of jazz, observers have speculated about this. Their speculations are often totally valueless, except as an indication of their own prejudices and desires (though these also belong to the world of jazz, in so far as they deal with it). If before sketching the sort of approach I have found useful I quote an awful example of such earlier speculation, it is simply to warn the reader that my own ideas may turn out to be quite as silly in time as these.


Thus it used to be customary in the 1920s in intellectual circles to talk of jazz as ‘the music of the future’, the one whose rhythm and clang reproduced the quintessential sound and movement of the machine age, the robots’ melody. Admittedly such statements were normally made by people who had rarely been inside a twentieth-century factory or heard any jazz which we would today recognize as such. Nevertheless this does not excuse their almost total irrelevance.


For in the first place, as we shall see, the very essence of jazz is that it is not standardized or mass-produced music (though jazz-influenced popular music is), and in the second place jazz has very little connexion with modern industry. The only machine which jazz has ever tried to imitate in sound is the railway train which is, throughout American folk-music of the past century, a universal and most important symbol of the multiple kind welcomed by the literary analysts, but never a symbol of mechanization. On the contrary, as scores of railway blues demonstrate, it is a symbol of movement which brings personal freedom:








Gonna catch myself a train fifteen coaches long,


When you look for me, I’ll be gone.











It is a symbol of the flux of life, and therefore of fate:








Two-nineteen took my babe away,


Two-seventeen will bring her back some day.











It is a symbol of tragedy and death, as in the numerous songs about railroad disasters and the suicide blues:








Gonna lay my head on that old railroad line


And let the two-fifteen pacify my min’.











Of yearning and grief: ‘How I hate to hear that freight train go boo-hoo’; of the labour in building it, as in the great ballad of John Henry; of male power in the running of it; of sex, as in Bessie Smith’s Casey Jones.* Indeed, the most usual use of mechanical metaphors in jazz—e.g. telephones and cars—is for sexual symbolism: ‘Got Ford movements in my hips’. The railroad is a symbol of man’s journey to paradise or perdition, as in numerous black sermons (‘The Gospel Train’). Jazz players, especially blues pianists, have reproduced the sound and sensation of this, the only product of the industrial revolution to have been fully absorbed into poetry and music, with uncanny power, as in Meade Lux Lewis’s Honky Tonk Train Blues or Red Nelson–Clarence Lofton’s Streamline Train. But if this reflects any phase of industrialization, it is not the mass production of the twentieth century but the unmechanized society of the late nineteenth. There is nothing in ‘railroad jazz’ which could not have been created in the 1890s.


All this is a warning against wild and comprehensive generalizations based on insufficient knowledge. And yet one might as well generalize, and I propose to do so. Readers who feel unhappy about such general discussions may perhaps skip the remainder of this introduction and go straight on to the more down-to-earth sections of this book.


The history of the arts is not one history, but, in every country, at least two: that of the arts as practised or enjoyed by the wealthy, leisured, or educated minority, and that of the arts as practised or enjoyed by the mass of the common people. Beethoven’s last quartets, for instance, belong almost entirely to the first; it is reasonably certain that even in Vienna very few members of the average football crowd would accept even free tickets to hear them. On the other hand, in Britain certain kinds of music-hall comic belong almost entirely to the second. I daresay a number of, say, university lecturers have at one time or another seen Lucan and McShane, or Frank Randle, but almost certainly without pleasure; nor would they normally think of putting them into a history of the twentieth-century arts, assuming they were to write one. There are, fortunately, overlaps. Education or national and social pride turn minority artists into universal ones. Democracy, modern mass media, or national pride make the minority public aware of the common tradition, and there are art forms which, even without these aids, are sufficiently powerful to press inexorably into new territory: jazz is one of them. But it is still true, outside countries whose major cultural tradition is the popular one (and even sometimes within them), that when the books are written, ‘culture’ or ‘the arts’ means minority culture and the minority arts. Arnold Bennett, Thomas Hardy, G. K. Chesterton are in the Oxford History of England, but not Marie Lloyd, or the Cup Final as an institution. Sterndale Bennett and the London Philharmonic Society are in, but not the Northern brass band movement and the choral societies singing their Messiah. If it comes to that, even the Americans, who have much less excuse for neglecting their popular tradition, spend a great deal more time on analysing the adequate but by no means sensational classical composers they have produced than they do on their folk-music and jazz, which are far more original and influential contributions to world culture.


Little need be said about the place of jazz in minority culture, the ‘official arts’. As we shall see, until recently it has had only a marginal place among them, partly because the official arts were ignorant of it, partly because they resented it as a sort of populist revolt against their superior status and claims, or as an aggression by philistinism against culture. It is both these things, though it is also a great deal else. In so far as jazz has been absorbed by official culture, it is as a form of exoticism, like African sculpture or Spanish dancing, one of the ‘noble savage’ types of exoticism by means of which middle-and upper-class intellectuals try to compensate for the moral deficiencies of their life, especially today when they have lost the nineteenth-century confidence in the superiority of that life. This is no criticism of jazz. A blues singer from North Carolina, a trumpeter from old New Orleans, a professional showman-musician, the veteran of decades of bread-and-butter touring and dance-hall playing, are not responsible for the fact that European or American intellectuals (including, I suppose, the writer of these observations) read the answer to their frustrations into their music.


They would be well advised to listen to the voice of Mr Rex Stewart, the trumpeter: ‘And that stuff about us not being sincere! Listen, when a band walks into a studio to do a session the boys don’t sit down to get sincere. They just play. That’s all there is to it’. Or of Mr Harry Carney, the saxophonist: ‘The critics take it too serious. They keep writing theories about it and talking about its history and the jungle and tom-toms and white man’s influence. You got to take it easy. You play jazz for the kicks in it, not to make up history’.


Well, it is not as simple as all that. In any case, the intellectual jazz-lover cannot ‘take it easy’. If he could he would probably not feel the need for jazz except perhaps as a good rhythmic music for dancing.


Where jazz plays its really important part and has its real life is in the common tradition of culture.


This lies in analytical darkness, lit only by a few vague and sometimes misleading generalizations. I suppose the best known of them (which also reflects the incurable romanticism of most people who deal with the subject) runs something like this. Popular culture today, in industrial and urbanized countries, is a matter of commercialized, standardized, and mass-produced entertainment, disseminated by mass media like the Press, TV, the cinema, and the rest, and producing cultural impoverishment and passivity: a people of watchers and listeners who take in packaged and predigested stuff. Some time the past—just when depends on the point of view of the observer—popular culture was lively, vigorous, and largely self-made, as in rural folk-song, folk-dance, and similar activities. There is much rough truth in this. The trouble is that such generalizations leave out everything which might help us to understand the world of jazz, and a great deal about the problems of popular culture besides.


In the first place they leave out the question, What really happened to the flourishing old, pre-industrial popular culture? Some of it undoubtedly died out with industrialization, like most rural English folk-song, or survived merely in remote corners of the countryside to await the tape-recorders of the itinerant folk-song enthusiasts. But other kinds of popular culture were more adaptable, and succeeded in flourishing quite vigorously in an urbanized or industrialized society, at least until the rise of mass-produced and standardized entertainment: for instance, English music-hall song and comedy acts. Yet others were resistant and powerful enough to survive even the environment of mechanized entertainment, or even in part to dominate it. Jazz is the chief among these. If I had to sum up the evolution of jazz in a single sentence, I should say: It is what happens when a folk-music does not go under, but maintains itself in the environment of modern urban and industrial civilization. For jazz in its origins is folk-music of very much the type studied by the collectors and experts: both rural and urban. And some of the fundamental characteristics of folk-music have been maintained in it throughout its history; for instance, the importance of word-of-mouth tradition in passing it on, the importance of improvisation and slight variation from one performance to the next, and other matters. Much of it has changed out of all recognition; but that, after all, is what we should expect to happen to a music which does not die but continues to evolve in a dynamic and tempestuous world.


In the second place, the generalizations about popular culture leave out the question of how the mass-production entertainment industry which unquestionably takes over from pre-industrial forms of culture, gets at the standardized entertainment it purveys, how it standardizes it, and how that standardized entertainment conquers the public. For Tin Pan Alley no more invents its tunes and fashions in a sort of commercial laboratory than the canning industry invented food: it discovers what it most profitably processed and then processes it. This is particularly important to remember, for unlike other modern industries, which sometimes create genuinely new demands—for instance for aeroplanes—the entertainment industry caters for demands which have remained substantially unchanged through the ages. Nowhere is the contrast greater than between the technically revolutionary methods by which entertainment and the arts are today brought to the people—TV, juke-boxes, films, and the rest—and the conservatism of the actual matter brought to them. A medieval fairground showman would be lost in a television studio, but perfectly at home with most of television entertainment.


Now the original raw material of mass entertainment is chiefly an adapted form of earlier entertainment, and even to this day the industry continues to revive itself from time to time by drawing on this source, and finds some of its most fruitful activities in the oldest and most perennial, the least ‘industrialized’ forms of popular creation. Consider the ‘Western’, which has maintained a steady, perhaps even an increasing, popularity throughout a period of dizzying technical revolutions. At bottom the ‘Western’ is a system of myths, morality, and adventure tales of the kind which can be found in any society. This particular set happens to have been devised by the most vigorous and lively tradition of popular culture in the modern Western world to fit the needs of that world. It has merely been taken over, tricked out, modified from time to time, and mass-produced by the entertainment industry. Other ‘pre-industrial’ popular arts and themes have been taken over in a much more distorted and diluted form. Jazz is among these, though it has also been strong enough to maintain a separate life of its own. There are sound reasons why the idiom which has become fundamental to Western popular music should be drawn from an American source, and within it, from an Afro-American mixture, though some of them are still obscure. But when we consider the vast, tepid lake of modern, more or less jazz-coloured pop music, we must remember not only the commercial processing which makes it so insipid, but the cold and authentic springs from which it has drawn, and sometimes still draws, its water.


We must remember this, because the phenomenon of popular culture, even today, cannot be understood at all unless we constantly remember how contradictory it is. When people switch on their television they expect to be ‘taken out of themselves’, but at the same time they expect to be ‘brought back to themselves’. The same people in Victorian music halls clapped the songs about impossibly dressed toffs twirling canes and moustaches (Champagne Charlie) and those about mothers-in-law, rent, and pawn-brokers. The same people in yesterday’s cinemas applauded the never-never land of supernaturally beautiful, rich, and trouble-free divinities and Charlie Chaplin’s accusations of the helpless poor against the powerful rich. Popular art is myth and dreamland, but also protest, because the common people always have something to protest about. The tabloid papers, which have time and again discovered that the profitable formula is a combination of cheesecake and radicalism, know what they are about.


At the same time the demand to be ‘taken out of and ‘brought back to’ oneself is both an acceptance and a rejection of the entertainment industry. For in the nature of its technical and economic structure that industry tends, if left to itself, to develop one side of this demand more than the other. In this sense the prophets who have for a century predicted that commercialism would turn the masses into a collection of blank faces waiting to be spoon-fed, into TV morons, are not wholly mistaken. The industry produces ready-made articles for sale to audiences; and the most convenient audiences are those who come in regularly and quietly and sit back in darkness to enjoy the spectacle open-mouthed: the vastest audiences, those who sit at home, alone or in small groups, looking at the paper or switching on the radio or TV. If the industry has not succeeded in turning the public into an aggregation of morons it is because the public does not only want to sit back as a statistical population to enjoy the show. It also wants to make its own entertainment; to participate in it actively, and above all socially. There are British working men who go to football matches in sleet and frost rather than see them, better and more conveniently, on the telly, because the active partisanship, the roar of the crowd which makes the team play better, is as much part of their enjoyment as the mere sight of the players. There are far more citizens who would not enjoy their television unless they could also talk about it, argue the merits of each programme, or perhaps simply gossip, a tendency as natural as that of most people to take their drinks together rather than in solitude. Among young people this desire for making and actively participating in social entertainment is naturally much stronger. It was the young who abandoned cinemas and television screens in Britain in the 1950s for jazz clubs and skiffle groups.† The demand of popular culture is both ‘commercial’ and anti-commercial, though of course it belongs to the scheme of things that as soon as an anti-commercial demand is large enough it automatically (under conditions of capitalism) becomes commercial and is supplied, to the best of the industry’s ability, until it in turn is diluted into pap.


The appeal of jazz has always been due to its capacity to supply the things commercial pop music ironed out of its product. It has made its way as a music which people made and participated in actively and socially, and not one for passive acceptance; as a hard and realistic art and not sentimental maundering; as a noncommercial music, and above all as a music of protest (including the protest against the exclusiveness of minority culture). It has been astonishingly and universally successful. But it has made its way by two routes. One route has led through the ordinary, commercial, popular entertainment industry, within which jazz lived, and still lives, and which has constantly borrowed from it those things it could not give the public unaided, until it enfeebled its borrowings. Jazz has made much of its way as part of the pop world, as a special flavour in an increasingly jazz-influenced pop music. But jazz has also made its way independently, as a separate art, appreciated by special groups of people quite separately from, and generally in flat opposition to, commercial pop music. However, pop music has never quite let jazz out of the reach of its tentacles—and so long as it remains part of the popular tradition in the arts it is difficult to see how it can. For, as I have tried to argue, the popular entertainment industry is merely a processing and adaptation (almost always a debasement) of that tradition.


Jazz has been kept in this odd and complicated family relationship with popular music for another reason or, if you like, by another facet of its ‘populism’. Throughout most of its history it has been largely ostracized or ignored by the official minority arts. It has not ‘belonged’. No eyebrows have normally been raised in the circles where it would be fatal not to have heard of Wozzeck or Petrushka when a citizen thought that Art Tatum was a boxer or Charlie Parker somebody’s old school chum. More than this: among very many educated and cultured persons now barely into middle age, and especially among musical ones, jazz has been actively disliked and despised, partly perhaps because the world of jazz was, and is, to some extent a rebellion against the values of minority culture. Nowadays jazz has come to be much more widely accepted. Too much so, perhaps, for its own good, for it is quite possible that jazz will flourish as poorly in the atmosphere of conservatoires and chamber-music recitals as Marie Lloyd would have done in country-house drawing-rooms. But there is no doubt that the long relegation of jazz to a world below that of the official arts has had its effect. For one thing, it has caused jazz to have much less influence on the other arts, and to be much less seriously studied and analysed than one would have expected.


I think it needs such study and analysis, though this book does not pretend to do more than survey the world of jazz, to get it into some kind of perspective, to introduce readers to its different regions. It is a completely and utterly fascinating world, even to the man or woman who has no intention of analysing it, or who does not particularly like the noise which ceaselessly emerges from it: the noise of music, the noise of the tapping of fans’ feet, the noise of businessmen talking one another into deals. But it is twice as fascinating if we consider it not simply as a film show of human behaviour, often in Technicolor, but as one of the keys to the problem that concerns us all.


The old New Orleans banjo player Johnny St Cyr once told an interviewer:




You see, the average working man is very musical. Playing music for him is just relaxing. He gets as much kick out of playing as other folks get out of dancing. The more enthusiastic his audience is, why, the more spirit the working man’s got to play. And with your natural feelings that way, you never make the same thing twice. Every time you play a tune, new ideas come to mind and you slip that one in.





If we need an illustration of the sort of art, and the sort of relation between art and the people, of which William Morris dreamed (‘an art made by the people for the people as a joy for the maker and the user’) we might do worse than this. It is a good deal. It is demonstrably far from the reality of the arts in our Western urban and industrial society, and the chances are that every decade, by industrializing and standardizing the production of mass entertainment, shifts it farther away. How are we to restore the arts to their proper place in life, and to bring out the creative capacities in all of us? I do not claim that jazz holds the answer. Indeed, much of it has gone down one or other of the blind alleys which bedevil the arts in our world: either into commercialized pop music, or into esoteric art music. But the history of jazz, that remarkable noise from the Mississippi Delta which has, without benefit of patronage or advertising campaigns, conquered an astonishing range of geographical and social territory, can supply some of the material for an answer. We can see how one genuine and exceptionally vigorous and resistant popular art actually works and changes in the modern world, and what its achievements and limitations are. We can then draw conclusions. It is not the business of this book to draw them. I have written an introduction to jazz, not a programme for the arts. But it might be as well to point out that if readers are so inclined, they can get more than information and entertainment from the world of jazz. 




* ‘Riding’, ‘rocking’, and ‘rolling’ are words applied both to the railroad and to coitus. In the prison and labour-camp songs the railroad is also the vehicle which brings the prisoner’s girl to him.


† It is possible that the increasing spread of middle-class or lower-middle-class standards among the working class may really create cultural moronism; for the practice of sitting back and soaking in individual cultural impressions as an end in itself is much more characteristic of the middle classes than of any other. What is culturally harmless, or even beneficial when done with Rembrandt, becomes pretty gloomy when done with a Daily Sketch portrait study of the Royal family.
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