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    Introduction




    Jazz . . . arguably America’s outstanding contribution to the world of music . . . European audiences are far more receptive to jazz, and thus many American musicians have become expatriates.




    ‘Jazz’, The Columbia Encyclopedia1




    At the New York Library for the Performing Arts in 1998, when I told a librarian at the reference desk that I was researching the impact of jazz in France, she responded as if it were a matter of common knowledge: Well, they’re the ones who have preserved it.’ The impression that jazz has had a better reception in Europe—and in France in particular—than in its own country of origin is a pervasive one, among historians and critics and also among many musicians themselves. Jazz’s positive experience of France is as notable as France’s positive experience of jazz. The steady increase in passionate audiences, the emergence of a considerable number of first-rate French jazz musicians, the use of jazz as a source of creative inspiration and transformation by artists of all kinds—all of these things point to a climate of overwhelming congeniality.




    Without jazz, French culture would not have developed in the same way. While its impact on the ‘high’ music tradition in France has been marginal (without being negligible), it has been an essential ingredient in the development of popular music forms. Beyond music, jazz has been a stimulus for other forms of creation, both visual and literary, and has informed the work of significant numbers of key artists. In other words, the passage of jazz through French cultural history is not simply a story of influence or appropriation. France has derived a great deal from jazz, and in doing so, it has been nourished by it and has used jazz as the basis for new creations, which have in turn enriched the artistic culture of the world.




    Live jazz arrived in France towards the end of World War I. From the very start, it was received not only as a new form of music but as a fertile symbol of many other things. As its sounds were being picked up and emulated with varying degrees of success by young French musicians, commentators sought to explain it in broader terms. Jazz was music, certainly, but it was also an embodiment of artistic freedom, it was modernism, it was America (both as promise and menace), it was African primitivism, sexual liberation, social decadence and moral decay. This heterogeneous collection of intermingled and conflicting associations helped to produce one of the most potent and exciting explosions in French cultural history.




    The whole phenomenon was, and remains, contentious. In fact, no uncontroversial statements can be made about the birth of jazz or about its arrival in France, because there has never been general agreement about what jazz itself is. Dispute about what kinds of music the term ‘jazz’ can cover has simmered, and sometimes raged, since the word first began to gain currency during the Great War. It is rare to find any study of the music that does not at some point engage in the polemic of what distinguishes ‘true’ jazz from forms of music that fall outside a particular commentator’s canonical definition.




    Many die-hard traditionalists, for instance, recognise as jazz only that music developed by African-Americans in New Orleans in the early twentieth century. They might accept the respectful performance of that style by white Americans—the Chicago trumpeter Bix Beiderbecke is almost universally cited as a paragon in this regard. But they are unable to include developments such as the be-bop revolution led by the likes of Thelonious Monk and Charlie Parker, let alone free jazz, or even the rhythmic experiments of a Dave Brubeck, who dared in the 1950s to challenge the 4/4 time signature of traditional jazz and write tunes in 5/4 or even 9/8 time. Conversely, people who have come to jazz later in its evolution often have difficulty taking seriously—other than in a museum-visit spirit—even some of the great masters of early jazz, such as Louis Armstrong or Jelly Roll Morton.




    The word itself reflects this turmoil. From very early on, various etymologies have been offered, based on wild and unverifiable theories. Some saw it as deriving from the name of a person, Jasbo Brown (whose real first name was James, unless it was Charles—‘Jas’ or ‘Chas’). Others have believed the word to be of African origin (perhaps coming through Arabic) and meaning to ‘speed things up’: to ‘jazz’ a tune would mean to play it more quickly. A number of historians have taken the position that it is a Creole variant of the French word ‘jaser’ (meaning to ‘chatter’, ‘warble’, ‘gossip’). Yet another view suggests that it was originally a slang word, believed sometimes to be specifically black, sometimes more broadly popular, for sex.2




    All of these theories, whatever their historical validity, are linked to other connotations that give them a culturally marked and sometimes an ideological dimension. The Jasbo Brown story is in the lineage of many foundational myths that seek to establish the idea of a single foundational moment: Gutenberg for the invention of printing, for instance, or the Lumière brothers for the creation of cinema. In this respect, reflections about jazz are affected by the age-old human tendency to seek simple, single answers about what happened ‘in the beginning’. The suggested African/Arabic etymology enlarges on this idea, but it also carries a strong claim for a set of exclusive ethnic territorial rights in the ownership of the term.




    The French connection, giving precedence to a white European origin over the African one, has persuasive phonological and contextual aspects: the pronunciation of ‘jaser’ in French is ‘jazz’, and the musicological links between early jazz and the French quadrille—a popular nineteenth-century dance and its accompanying music—are well documented. But, obviously, this approach also contains resonances of colonialist nostalgia or neo-colonialist appropriation. As for the sexual connotations, the ambiguity is a nice one: if taken as a product of a white honky-tonk background, whether that be the dance halls of San Francisco or the speakeasies of New Orleans, the word ‘jazz’ carries all of the wild and sleazy vulgarity that would become the permanent target of its conservative critics. As a black term, it both wilfully transgresses dominant cultural taboos (analogous to the musical activity of ‘playing dirty’—distorting and slurring notes and phrases), and celebrates cultural uniqueness and authenticity.




    Within ten years of the first appearance of the word ‘jazz’ in print,3 all of these etymologies surfaced and found their share of believers. There is no real basis for choosing among them, and indeed, any such choice is unnecessarily limiting. It makes more sense to treat them as a complex of elements in dynamic tension with one another, and as an example of how difficult it is to trace the birth of jazz—as of any art—to a single source. We can be reasonably confident that the word ‘jazz’, as a musical term, was in existence around the beginning of the twentieth century (even if we are sceptical of Ferdinand ‘Jelly Roll’ Morton’s claim to have ‘originated’ it in New Orleans around 1902!)4 but it is unlikely that we will ever be sure of anything more precise.




    One intriguing piece of ultimately apocryphal evidence dates the word’s existence as far back as the 1870s. In 1917, a New York journalist, with tantalising vagueness, stated that ‘jazz’ was referred to in a text by that eternal expatriate, Lafcadio Hearn.5 One of modern literature’s most gifted interpreters of other cultures, Hearn’s authority in this issue, repeated by many subsequent commentators after the 1917 allusion, is not to be ignored. The problem is that exhaustive searches of Hearn’s works have failed to find the text in question.6 Pertinently, there is no entry for ‘jazz’ in Hearn’s dictionary of New Orleans Creole, where we might most readily have expected to find it.




    However, Hearn’s presence in the jazz debate is far from being without foundation. Any reader of the articles and letters that Hearn produced during his decade in New Orleans (1877–87) will find extraordinarily rich testimony of the tumultuous social, cultural and artistic forces in that post-Civil War city. The French influence was enduring, not just in the crumbling elegance of the architecture, or in the daily life and language of the large Creole population, but in Hearn’s weekly newspaper translations of contemporary French authors such as Flaubert, Zola, Baudelaire and Loti. There was also a strong Spanish-speaking presence, including a sizeable and boisterous Mexican community. The mix of ethnicities contained a vigorous African-American population, and a Creole community that itself was very diverse, being both white and of mixed blood. With his highly cultivated interest in music, Hearn is a prize witness of the musical potpourri that characterised New Orleans during the gestation of jazz. He wrote excitedly about the weird melodies and rhythms of Creole songs, the fierce merriment of guitar-playing Mexicans who accompanied themselves by banging on upturned glasses with spoons, and sounds produced by black pianists to echo the chords and note-picking of the banjo.




    Given Hearn’s unwavering commitment to high culture aestheticism and art, his views on Creole music are highly relevant. Writing to his musicologist friend H.E. Krehbiel7 in Cincinnati in 1878, he observed:




    

      I am writing you a detailed account of the Creoles of Louisiana, and their blending with Creole immigrants from the Canaries, Martinique and San Domingo; but it is a subject of great latitude, and I can only outline it for you. Their characteristics offer an interesting topic, and the bastard offspring of the miscegenated French and African, or Spanish and African, dialects, called Creole, offer pretty peculiarities worth a volume. I will try to give you an entertaining sketch of the subject. I must tell you, however, that Creole music is mostly Negro music, although often remodelled by French composers. There could neither have been Creole patois, nor Creole melodies, but for the French and Spanish blooded slaves of Louisiana and the Antilles. The melancholy, quavering beauty and weirdness of the Negro chant are lightened by the French influence, or subdued and deepened by the Spanish.8


    




    A few years later, in 1885, Hearn’s knowledge, derived from both his continuing extensive reading and his growing experience of local life, had greatly expanded, and he raised with Krehbiel the possibility of writing an introduction to African-American music. He linked the African-American aptitude for improvisation back to the Griot tradition, and in fact his understanding of the music’s specificities, and of its origins, had become quite precise:




    

      I have never yet met a person here able to reproduce on paper those fractional tones we used to talk about, which lend such weirdness to those songs. The naked melody robbed of these has absolutely no national characteristic. The other day a couple of darkeys from the country passed my corner, singing—not a Creole song, but a plain negro ditty—with a recurrent burthen consisting of the cry:




      Oh! Jee-roo-sa-le-e-em!




      I can’t describe to you the manner in which the syllable lern was broken up into four tiny notes, the utterance of which did not occupy one second —all in a very low but powerful key. The rest of the song was in a regular descending scale: the oh being very much prolonged and the other notes very quick and sudden. I think all the original negro-Creole songs were characterized by similar eccentricities.9


    




    Less a professional ethnomusicologist than a passionate amateur, Hearn was nonetheless an impressive researcher. In the light of his vast knowledge, which embraced not only the modern Western tradition, but also ancient and contemporary music from all over the world (Egypt, Greece, Africa, China, Japan), his view that the African ingredient was crucial to the newly emerging music adds weight to that core tenet of the jazz tradition. At the same time, Hearn’s work does remind us that trying to settle the question of the origins of jazz—in the sense of providing some simple, singular, linear account—is bound to be futile. We would do better to concentrate on the immense diversity of the circumstances surrounding its birth, on the fundamental importance of the African and New Orleans dimensions of that diversity, and on the sheer excitement and energy that brought the new music into being.




    There are no recordings or written transcriptions of the music that began to take form in New Orleans in the last decade of the nineteenth century—only stories. The musical elements have often been repeated: the minstrel music, the blues and work songs, the spirituals, the rags, the airs of the French quadrilles and gigues, the Spanish guitar rhythms, the local and Caribbean Creole music. Well before emancipation, the African slaves had turned their Sunday recreation in Congo Square into a weekly rite of drumming, singing and dancing. Hearn witnessed later manifestations of the Congo Square phenomenon:




    

      Yes, I have seen them dance; but they danced the Congo, and sang a purely African song to the accompaniment of a dry-goods box beaten with sticks or bones and a drum made by stretching a skin over a flour-barrel. . . There are no harmonies—only a furious contretemps. As for the dance,—in which the women do not take their feet off the ground,—it is as lascivious as possible. The men dance very differently, like savages, leaping in the air . . .




      The Creole songs, which I have heard sung in the city, are Frenchy in construction, but possess a few African characteristics of method. The darker the singer the more marked the oddities of intonation.10


    




    Described by one contemporary as ‘uncontrolled frenzy’,11 the Congo Square activities were distinguished by their intense physicality. They were also an important crucible for future musicians. The grandfather of Sidney Bechet, Omar, who was emancipated as a child, was a regular participant in the Congo Square rituals in the 1870s.12 And Rudy Blesh speculates that many of the future members of the marching bands that led the legendary parades and funeral processions in the New Orleans of the 1890s must have had their apprenticeship in Congo Square, before its decline in the 1880s.13




    One enduring myth about the spread of jazz from New Orleans grew out of the famous closure of Storyville, the New Orleans pleasure district. Military ordinances prohibiting prostitution within five miles of army or naval establishments effectively shut down all brothels in New Orleans in 1917. By November of that year, the military action allegedly provoked an exodus of major musicians and band leaders: the jazz emigration went north and east to Memphis, St Louis, Chicago and New York and west to California.14 More recent scholarship tells a rather different story. It shows that the spread of jazz, via the boat traffic on the Mississippi and through the peregrinations of individual musicians, was more gradual and complex, following the migration of large numbers of African-Americans who left the South in search of better lives. For instance, Jelly Roll Morton, who did play in Storyville, left New Orleans for the West Coast around 1908 and spent the war in Chicago. Also, most of the great New Orleans bands were not associated with the city’s brothel culture at all, and while many of them did travel it was not because they were forced out, but rather because the north seemed to offer better opportunities.15




    Jazz in its early days developed and spread through existing patterns of vaudeville, novelty music, ragtime and a succession of society dance crazes. It also merged with the appearance of a generation of classically trained African-American musicians, such as Will Marion Cook and James Reese Europe, who would both play important roles in the future development of jazz. The progressive legitimisation of home-grown American music is also important: it had already begun in the 1890s with the establishment of the National Conservatory of Music of America, with Antonin Dvořák as its founding director. Dvořák’s contribution to America’s awakening consciousness of its cultural worth was considerable, and for many African-American musicians, ‘high culture’ music became a well-trodden path in their attempt to achieve successful social and artistic integration into mainstream America. However, they often failed. Formidable racial barriers led to widespread segregation of African-American musical activities from white music venues, and it was only through popular music channels and commercial entertainment (musical theatre, dance and comedy shows, nightclub acts and so on) that most black musicians were able to develop viable professional careers.




    The year 1917 was a watershed. In January, in New York, The Original Dixieland Jazz Band made the first recordings explicitly linking the word ‘jazz’ to a particular form of music. This group, made up of white New Orleans musicians, had been recruited to play in Chicago a year earlier. Reid Badger, in his biography of James Reese Europe, points to this event, together with the death of the master ragtime composer and pianist, Scott Joplin, on 1 April, and the US entry into World War I on 6 April as being symbolic of the end of an era.16 It was also the beginning of another.




    The connection between jazz and America’s assumption of a major role in the Great War is critical. The war accelerated the spread of jazz across the United States and it was through American troops abroad that jazz established its first foothold in Europe. More portentously, May 1917 marked the expedition to Puerto Rico by the young James Europe, to recruit musicians for the band of the 15 th Infantry Regiment (Colored Americans) of the New York National Guard. This band—later to be known as the ‘Hellfighters’— would in the following winter bring France one of its first major experiences of jazz.




    The sounds of jazz were not altogether new to French ears; forerunners of the new music had been around for three-quarters of a century. In the 1840s, Louis Moreau Gottschalk, a New Orleans Creole musician, was celebrated as both an inventive composer and a virtuoso pianist. He has since been styled (with some exaggeration) as ‘the granddaddy of all jazz musicians’.17 Gottschalk’s mixed family background and his upbringing are in the image of a new world. His businessman father was an English Jew of German origin; his mother, of French extraction and a Catholic, was a descendant of the exodus from the French Caribbean after the great slave rebellion of the 1790s. Gottschalk senior had a mulatto free woman as a long-term mistress with whom he shared many business dealings, including the trading of slaves.18 His son’s childhood was immersed in all the ambiguities of multi-lingualism, blurred ethnic origins, and mixed religious heritage. His music, too, grew out of similarly heterogeneous roots.




    Trained with classical rigour by French teachers, Moreau Gottschalk quickly revealed himself as a child prodigy, and in 1841, at the age of twelve, he was sent to Paris. Many of his compositions—‘Bamboula (Danse de nègres)’, ‘Le Bananier (Chanson nègre)’, ‘The Banjo (Fantaisie grotesque)’, ‘Pasquinade (Caprice)’—reflect the variety of melodies and rhythms of the composer’s New Orleans childhood. While clearly adapted to the romantic mode dominant in Paris at the time, the music draws on many of the different traditions from the New Orleans melting pot: the opulence of grand opera, of which New Orleans was the New World capital; the formality of old French dances; the sensual choreography of African-American syncopation; the sweet melancholy of Creole songs; the jerky sprightliness of street and folk musicians.




    The sound is still fresh and exotic today, and for the European audiences of the 1840s, Gottschalk became a veritable cult figure. Accepted, indeed acclaimed by the most prominent musicians of the day—Berlioz, Bizet, Chopin, Liszt—he was also the object of attentive praise from great writers such as Théophile Gautier and Victor Hugo.19 Whether or not one accepts Gottschalk as a forefather of jazz,20 his story certainly tells us a lot about the conditions of its birth. The New Orleans that produced this extraordinary adaptor of Creole rhythms and melodies offered an astonishingly rich musical experience to all of its inhabitants. It even welcomed black slaves into its many opera houses (albeit in segregated sections). In reflecting on the diversity of ingredients that feed into the origins of jazz, it is worth remembering that Italian operatic arias were among the tunes that these workers were heard to reproduce.21




    In the course of the late nineteenth century, other forms of African-American music and culture found their way into France. Minstrel shows were common and John Philip Sousa included a lot of ragtime in the repertoire of his 1900 French tour. Ragtime, which had attracted wide attention at the Chicago World Fair in 1893,22 had also begun to circulate freely in sheet music form. In the opening years of the new century, the cakewalk (originally developed by black slaves to mock the stilted manners of European dance style23 through exaggerated back-arching and high-stepping) became a dance craze in modish Paris. It even provoked a flurry of shocked reactions, with stern warnings about the threat that this imported syncopated rhythm posed to the integrity of French culture.24 Such worries did not prevent the women’s fashion magazine Femina from engaging African-American dancers to demonstrate the cakewalk and other steps as the centrepiece of its annual garden party in 1904.25 For his part, Claude Debussy enjoyed ragtime. He knew Gottschalk’s work, and indeed was connected to him through his own teacher, Ernest Guiraud, another native of New Orleans and a protégé of Gottschalk’s. Debussy celebrated the pleasure that he found in ragtime by including it, playfully but respectfully, in his own work. The best known example of this is ‘Golliwog’s Cake-Walk’ in The Children’s Corner suite, composed in 1908.




    France’s readiness for the arrival of jazz is neatly symbolised in the 1917 show Parade. Combining the talents of Cocteau, Picasso and Satie together with Diaghilev’s Russian ballet company, Ballets russes, this scandal-producing performance has become identified as one of the milestones in the development of avant-garde art.26 It was in the program for Parade that Apollinaire coined the word ‘surrealism’, and while the spectacle contained traditional circus and music-hall elements, its deliberately fragmented forms, rowdy sound effects, Cubist sets and complete narrative incoherence turned it into an entirely new experience for Paris audiences. Based on ‘acts’ supposedly designed to attract an audience into the main event, an event that in fact never occurs, Parade develops an aesthetic of non-resolution and unfulfilled expectation. There is a curious American motif, represented by a Manager, and a Little American Girl who enacts such modern experiences as catching a train, driving an automobile and being a movie-star. Satie’s music for this section is called ‘Ragtime du paquebot’ (‘Steamboat ragtime’). The steamboat image, with its connotations of jazz in movement and the transatlantic setting, represents an almost eerie prefigurement of the landing, barely a month later, of Americans in France—the first big contingents of American soldiers. The exact contemporaneity of the performance of Parade in Paris and the formation of James Reese Europe’s Infantry Band in New York is no doubt a coincidence, but it heralded the historic meeting that was about to take place.




    The French have not been slow to assert a special role in the development of jazz as a legitimate art form. In the editorial of the legendary magazine Jazz Hot in 1945, the claim was undisguised:




    

      We know that jazz was born in the United States, but it was in Europe that it gained its artistic legitimacy. Well before the Yankees became aware of its importance, intellectuals of the old world had taken an interest in the new music. They were followed by the real enthusiasts who devoted themselves to the study and diffusion of jazz.27


    




    Hugues Panassié, known in France as ‘the pope of jazz’, was voicing, with his typical arrogance, a view widely held by Europeans and Americans alike. It is a view that has been contested by the American historian James Lincoln Collier,28 who argues that the whole jazz phenomenon in America, including jazz history and criticism, has been much vaster than anything that happened in Europe, thereby making statements like Panassié’s appear, quite simply, silly. In a nationalistic reclaiming of the whole jazz phenomenon as American, Collier concludes:




    

      For jazz, I believe, represents much that is best about America: the frankness and generosity that have always been thought to be characteristic of its people; the freedom of expression that is built into its Constitution; and the spontaneity that is so crucial a part of the music. In sum, what is essential to jazz is precisely the Americanism that lies at its heart: and what is typical of America is this jazz music that is produced and nurtured.29


    




    Panassié, too, was flaunting his nationalism in asserting that French artists and intellectuals had been quicker than their American counterparts to take up the cause of jazz and to articulate its artistic specificities. Moreover, in the process, there was some hegemonic blurring of national boundaries. Neither Panassié nor any other French commentator had any qualms about treating as part of the French jazz tradition such texts as the famous and canonical article by Ernest Ansermet (who was Swiss),30 or the commentaries of the Belgian poet Robert Goffin.31 But such quibbles aside, early French commentaries on jazz were numerous. They appeared in books (Coeuroy and Schaeffher’s Le Jazz is acknowledged as the first monograph on jazz), in the most highly respected musical publications (such as La Revue musicale), in an enormous range of other journals devoted to art and culture, and above all, in Jazz Hot itself, which, when launched in May 1935, had a reasonable claim to being the first magazine in the world devoted exclusively to jazz.




    For the cultural historian, it matters less that French jazz enthusiasts were first to express themselves in this way than that their willingness to treat jazz seriously laid the foundations of a rich and permanent tradition of thoughtful jazz commentary, which became and has remained an integral dimension of an identifiable French jazz culture. To be sure, much of the content of the early jazz histories and commentaries in France is of debatable quality, as often based on personal taste and ideological bias as on reliable research. Nonetheless, the wave of interest was sufficiently substantial to create its own momentum, and it has drawn behind it a steady flow of more systematic and authoritative work.




    Legitimisation in French culture is still powerfully shaped by the written word. The unbroken stream of writing about jazz was accompanied by increasing dissemination of the art form through other means: radio and television programs, specialist magazines,32 the steady spread of jazz festivals across France, and the formal inclusion of jazz as part of accepted music education in the nation’s conservatoriums.




    France can even be said to have anticipated, albeit in a modest and embryonic way, the epic televised history of jazz produced in America (and broadcast worldwide) by Ken Burns in 2000. In 1993, Jean-Christophe Averty, with Pierre Bouteiller, created a three-part television series for channels France 3 and Canal +, entitled Jazzband: Une histoire du jazz français. As its name suggests, the series was concerned entirely with the French experience, although in adopting this focus, it inevitably included footage of some pivotal American musicians—one can see performances of the James Europe Band, for instance, in 1918, Cab Calloway at the Salle Pleyel at the time when the jitterbug was introduced in 1934, and long-term residents Bud Powell and Kenny Clark from the 1960s on.




    The French historian Ludovic Tournés has referred to the mysterious ‘alchemy’ through which jazz was assimilated so readily into French culture.33 It is true that the process was extremely complex and multifaceted, cutting both simultaneously and differently through the richly layered fabric of French cultural life. Building on work done by Tyler Stovall’s groundbreaking study of African-Americans in France,34 on Jody Blake’s explorations of jazz in relation to artistic modernism,35 and on other recent studies including that of Tournés,36 Jeffrey Jackson’s study of the diffusion of jazz in interwar France37 rightly affirms that for puzzled French musicians, critics and audiences trying to make sense of it, jazz, above all, ‘represented something transformative’.38 As such, it could be perceived either as attractive or threatening, depending on perspective and the moment in time. When observed over the whole period of its history in France, however, the jazz story is overwhelmingly positive, and to grasp the impact of jazz and the reasons for its happy assimilation, we need to look through the music to a whole array of French cultural creation.
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CHAPTER 1


    A DIFFERENT MUSIC




    Jazz Comes to France




    I have to be continually on the lookout to cut out the result of musicians’ originality.




    James Reese Europe1




    In the Théâtre Graslin in Nantes on 12 February 1918, the atmosphere is one of curious expectancy, tinged with impatience. It is winter, and nobody is aware that the Great War has entered its last year, though with the arrival of massive numbers of reinforcements from North America, hopes are rising. The members of the full-house audience have paid to participate in a celebration of Lincoln’s Birthday, organised in collaboration with the American Army. The women are dressed in their best ceremonial finery, the men in dinner suits or uniforms. They are waiting for the arrival of the official party, already thirty minutes late. On the stage, the musicians of James Reese Europe’s regimental band also wait, sitting silently and neatly in accordance with the discipline imposed by their military training and their leader.




    The group of dignitaries finally enters, led by the mayor, who, unperturbed by his own lateness, proceeds to deliver a stirring ten-minute oration. After the applause dies down, the American band—the core and the major part of the evening’s entertainment—begins its concert with the popular French march ‘Sambre et Meuse’, which brings mumurs of enthusiastic recognition from the public. Much of the rest of the concert, however, is filled with music, and song and dance performances, that are completely new to the people of Nantes. Never before have they heard tunes like ‘Negromance’ or ‘Memphis Blues’; above all, they have never heard playing like that produced by this group of all black musicians. They are delighted, dazzled. But how could they be aware of the historical significance of the event in which they are participating?




    Most jazz historians acknowledge the performances of James Reese Europe’s band in France in early 1918 as foundational for the French experience of jazz.2 Several other black American military bands were also active in France during this time, often led by musicians whose pedigrees were almost as good as those of Europe. They were considered to be of paramount value to troop morale.3 But James Europe’s band was not only the first to give performances outside the purely military arena; it also captured the imagination of its French audiences in ways that others were unable to do.




    Formed in Harlem in June 1916, the 15th New York Infantry Regiment was mustered into active service in the summer of 1917 and arrived in France in late December that year. The US military establishment was endemically racist, with interdictions to prohibit black and white troops serving in the same units and institutional discouragement of any combat training for black soldiers. So, like many other African-American units, the 15th began its service in France in stevedoring and port service in Saint-Nazaire, where the American army had been building up massive installations since June 1917.4 Its eventual participation at the battle front—from 9 April 1918 until the end of September—was made possible only by its integration into the French army, where it was renamed the 369th. This service was deemed to be extremely distinguished, earning the regiment a collective citation and the Croix-de-Guerre.5




    The regimental band was formed early in the unit’s existence, and James Reese Europe was recruited as its leader by the enterprising Colonel William Hayward. Europe was already a major figure in the New York popular music scene, as a performer, composer and band leader, with a long list of successes in clubs and musical theatre. Europe recruited his close friend and colleague Noble Sissle, and secured the services of Francis Eugene Mikell, another experienced and well-trained professional. By the time the 15th reached France, the band was a finely tuned ensemble with an extensive repertoire that included anthems and military marches, but also traditional African-American songs (performed with vocals), original compositions by Mikell and Europe himself, and ragtime and blues. Performances were highly syncopated, and included segments where the musicians were released from the constraints of their scores, and—under the close scrutiny of their leader—allowed to improvise.




    The concert in Nantes6 marked the beginning of a tour that would take the band across France to Aix-les-Bains, where it spent several weeks entertaining the troops and the local population. The Nantes performance was also part of a local charity drive for the war effort, one of many events organised to demonstrate Franco-American friendship. The streets of Saint-Nazaire and Nantes were often festooned with French and American flags, and large crowds turned out to watch the ‘Sammies’ march to the accompaniment of their military bands.7




    From the point of view of the regiment, the Théâtre Graslin performance was a great success. The commander, Captain Arthur Little, recorded the enthusiastic reception:




    

      I doubt if any first night or special performance at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York ever had, relatively, a more brilliant audience. The French people knew no color line. All they seemed to want to know, was that a great national holiday of their ally was being celebrated—and that made the celebration one of their own. The spirit of emotional enthusiasm had got into the blood of our men; and they played as I have never heard them play before.8


    




    The perceived absence of a ‘color line’ was a central factor in the sense of triumph experienced by members of the band. Tyler Stovall draws attention to the myth of a ‘color-blind France’, proposing that ‘the idea of France as a refuge from American racism had far more to do with conditions in the United States than conditions in Paris’.9 However, there is no doubt that the musicians had a genuine impression of being accepted and praised for their artistry and originality, a perception integral to their ‘emotional enthusiasm’. Noble Sissle half-humorously reached the conclusion that the band’s performance brought the French something more important than military aid:




    

      Colonel Hayward has brought his band over here and started ‘ragtimitis’ in France; ain’t this an awful thing to visit upon a nation with so many burdens? But when the band had finished and people were roaring with laughter, their faces wreathed in smiles, I was forced to say that this is just what France needs at this critical time.10


    




    These American assessments of the event, based as they are on feelings of shared patriotic and artistic values, are no doubt accurate enough. However, when one turns to how the French themselves experienced the occasion,11 it becomes apparent that the reception of the music by the audience in Nantes was rather more complex.




    In 1918, the city of Nantes boasted a population of around 150 000 and a lively daily press, notably Le Populaire and Le Phare de la Loire. Both papers ran announcements of the concert for some days beforehand, under the heading ‘Manifestation franco-américaine’. The publicity build-up was handled with an eye to ensuring the concert’s success. On 9 February, both papers included a fall program.12 The next day they concentrated on the attraction of the music (although describing it as being ‘in some ways analogous to that of the naval bands in France’), and the reputation of the musicians (with Europe and Mikell described as ‘two eminent artists’). On the 11th, Le Populaire stressed the significance of honouring the memory of President Lincoln, and the planned presence, at the event, of the notables of Nantes, various allied generals, and the Consul-General of the United States: what had seemed originally to be an entertainment for charity purposes had begun to take on a greater political dimension. This article ends on a couple of intriguing notations:




    

      An American band, led by an American conductor, with a considerable reputation on the other side of the Atlantic will perform a representative program made up of American pieces and songs.




      All the musicians of the ‘New York Infantry Band’ are ‘color gentleman’ [sic] whom the citizens of Nantes will make a point of honour of hearing, acclaiming and applauding.13


    




    This is the only reference, in the entire reporting of the event, to the fact that the musicians were black. Given the emphasis on the American character of the orchestra, the conductor and the music, the reference to ‘color gentleman’ seems bizarre. Is it simply a bit of novelty and exoticism for publicity purposes? Could it be that the writer is transmitting information provided by the band itself, the members taking pride, as African-Americans, in its national ambassadorial role? Certainly there is no suggestion of any real ‘colour consciousness’, or anything that would invalidate Captain Little’s observation that the French ‘knew no color line’. For Le Populaire, James Europe’s orchestra and music were as American as Lincoln’s birthday.




    The celebration of Lincoln’s birthday began with an all-male gala banquet hosted by the Mayor, Paul Bellamy, at the Hôtel de France. Among the sixty guests at the lavishly decorated tables were the Prefect, the French military and naval chiefs stationed in the region, the civic and business leaders of Nantes, and the Consuls of Britain, Italy and Belgium. On the American side, the guests of honour were General Walsh, commander of the American base in Saint-Nazaire, and the Consul-General of the United States, accompanied by his vice-consuls, together with a large group of American army and naval officers. After dinner, over champagne, the American Consul-General delivered, in French, a carefully crafted speech, the full text of which was published in both newspapers the following day.




    The Consul-General evoked the traditional friendship binding France and his nation, pre-dating La Fayette and based on the common ideal of liberty: an ‘alliance of hearts’ that would last forever because it was ‘ordained not by man but by the Grand Master of the Universe’. Just as France helped America when it was fighting for its independence, so now the Americans had come to help France, and they did so ‘without ulterior motive’, out of love for the nation and its people. This was no territorial war, but the defence of modern civilisation against the barbarity of Prussian militarism: ‘We have come to help France safeguard democracy in the world.’




    The speech paid homage to the passion and bravery of the French army and to the endurance and suffering of the people. France would rise again, and ‘shine with a lustre brighter than ever ... as the emblem of the rights of man’. In the tail of the speech, however, there was a sting. In retrospect, the Consul’s words seem to prefigure a new consciousness of America’s potential as an international force, and the determination to create a new world order. In such a global context, Franco-American ‘affinity’, and indeed France itself, would have diminished importance:




    

      We shall conquer and the colours of France and America like those of Great Britain, Italy, Belgium, Brazil, Japan and the other allied states will fly more serenely than ever in a world where individual freedom will exist along with the autonomy of nations in a League of Nations, in which treaties will be considered as sacred, and where arbitration will take the place of force, in a climate where honour and justice can reign. Long live France! Long live Brittany! Long live the city of Nantes!14


    




    It is not surprising that the Wilsonian postwar program should find its way into the Consul-General’s speech, which was greeted with warm applause; and no doubt the good people of Nantes were flattered by the three-part final salutation, which so clearly moved its focus from the national to the local.




    The shadow of difference between the American position and the French one darkens when we look closely at the response given by the Mayor before his compatriots in the Théâtre Graslin. Using the example of Lincoln, he introduced his first major theme, liberty:




    

      Our wish for the whole universe is what the New World has achieved: to unite rather than to divide, to bring down the old forces of domination and tyranny with their dark Machiavellian schemes, and in their place to ensure the triumph of fresh energies of integrity, transparency and, indeed, political honesty.15


    




    In the Mayor’s mind, America appeared as a selfless provider of resources, undemanding and uncomplicated, to participate in sacrifice for the abstract ideals of justice and liberty.




    The idea of partnership introduced the Mayor’s second theme, that of equality. He acknowledged differences between the Old World and the New, but saw their destinies as convergent:




    

      . . . When victory has rewarded our persistence and when its fruits have repaid all the blood that has alas been shed, allow us to hope that your youthful ardour will not turn its back on our old civilisation . . . Europe and America cannot be rivals: they will work together, they will construct the League of Nations which, first and foremost, will be the League of Peoples who have desired the liberty of the world, the League of Allies.16


    




    The explicitly European dimension of Bellamy’s discourse is striking. To embrace the New World does not imply any weakening of Europe as a centre, but rather the prospect of an exchange of goods and culture that will produce ‘greater well-being and a greater sense of fraternity’.




    Liberty, equality, fraternity: unlike the American Consul-General’s intimations of a new global order, the Mayor’s speech was structured by the universalist values of the French Revolution. It was through these values that France, in welcoming the American presence, could offer hope for the future:




    

      Patience, gentlemen! The garden-beds will flower again and tomorrow, you and all our allies will carry from our home to yours the roses and laurels of the land of France.17


    




    The confidence of this final statement brought wild applause from the audience. They appreciated that the Mayor’s heartfelt assessment of France’s terrible pain did not undermine his faith that his country still had something to offer, even to America the saviour. Indeed, while the American Consul-General declared eternal ‘affinity’ between his nation and France, one can interpret the Mayor’s speech as redolent of the passion of a declaration of love: ‘allow us to hope that your youthful ardour will not turn its back on our old civilisation’. The Mayor’s vision of the future could hardly have been more symbolic of a seduction:




    

      As in the past, our city, the Port of the West, will throw open to you the estuary of the gayest of our French rivers, the one that leads you to the very heart of Europe.18


    




    It was in this context—a spirit of victory shared, an unconditional partnership and an open-ended commitment—that the New York Infantry Band struck up its first tune. Little wonder that the concert, delayed though it was, got off to such a good start.




    In the newspaper coverage, Le Populaire made only a few general remarks about the audience’s appreciation of the band’s energy, clarity and precision, the ‘picturesque’ and ‘colourful’ originality of the music, and the excellent quality of the musicians. The concert, while a point of focus, was only one aspect of the wider demonstration of Franco-American friendship: ‘one of the most moving, and also the most comforting stories of the war, in the old city of Nantes’.19 Le Phare de la Loire paid more attention to the music. The journalist saluted the ‘sparkling array of brass and lively drums’ and the ‘first-rate vocal quartet’ that delivered its songs ‘with ease and spicy variety’.20 The entertainment value of the band was further enhanced by the integration of dance:




    

      These singers, in addition to all that, turn into dancers on occasion, and in this way, their jig finale caused the audience great amusement and brought them frenzied applause.21


    




    Europe’s earlier experience as a creator and director of musical entertainments in New York was obviously put to good use in Nantes. This was no straight, static concert performance, but a fully choreographed show with an audiovisual synthesis between the punchy rhythms of the music and the physicality of the singing and dance. Le Phare de la Loire reserved a special mention for what the commentator perceived as the specifically American parts of the program, which he found fresh and unusual. But he was impressed, too, with the band’s encore, a ‘fiery rendition’ of the popular French song Madelon, in which he saw not only Lieutenant Europe’s sensitivity towards his hosts, but also his ‘perfect understanding of French music’.




    Despite all this, the ultimate meaning of the evening did not reside in the music or the performance. The concert ended with the playing of the two national anthems to an audience standing in silent respect, a conclusion that the journalist described as a ‘religious symbol’ of France and America joining in a sense of common purpose and direction. From this feeling of unity flowed the ‘endless applause’ that brought the evening to a close and marked it as an ‘indelible date’ in the memory of Nantes.




    There was of course no recording made of the concert, but it is possible to get an idea of how it sounded from the recordings made by Pathé in 1919 after the band returned to the United States.22 Some of these pieces (for instance, ‘Memphis Blues’ and ‘Plantation Echoes’) were on the program of the Nantes concert. For today’s listener, the music may appear both familiar and quaint, but for 1919 French audiences, its syncopated drive, technical effects such as slurs, unconventional tonguing and rhythmic shifts, as well as the use of blue notes and mutes to colour tonal patterns, would have contributed significantly to the sense of newness.23 Europe later recounted a discussion with the leader of the band of the Garde Républicaine after a concert for 50 000 people in the Tuileries Gardens in October 1918:




    

      After the concert was over, the leader of the band of the Garde Républicain [sic] came over and asked me for the score of one of the jazz compositions we had played. He said he wanted his band to play it. I gave it to him, and the next day he again came to see me. He explained that he couldn’t seem to get the effects I got, and asked me to go to a rehearsal. I went with him. The great band played the composition superbly—but he was right: the jazz effects were missing. I took an instrument and showed him how it could be done, and he told me that his own musicians felt sure that my band had used special instruments. Indeed, some of them, afterward attending one of my rehearsals, did not believe what I had said until after they had examined the instruments used by my men.24


    




    It has been queried whether Europe’s music can be canonically defined as jazz,25 and Badger concludes that it is a ‘primitive sort of big band jazz’.26 However, one should not overlook the significance, in Europe’s routine, of the singing, and especially of the dancing that was so closely linked to the music. Jean-Christophe Averty’s television history of jazz in France contains a clip of one of the dances: although brief, it gives an idea of the joyful energy with which the dancing soldiers were able to transcend the bulk of their uniforms and, by symbolic extension, the heaviness of the historical moment. For French audiences, this reintegration of physicality into music would be one of the hallmarks of the jazz experience.




    There is thus an important historical coincidence of the emergence of early jazz and indications of an early French interest in jazz. However, it cannot be taken for granted, even from a musical perspective, that French audiences were already attracted by what would later be called the specificities of jazz. Badger entitles one of his chapters Tilling France full of jazz’,27 but in truth, jazz, for much of its first decade in France, was only one of many elements present in an extraordinary period of artistic renewal that had begun during the Belle Epoque, and continued more or less unabated during World War I.




    As we shall see, the French avant-garde took to jazz because it was a new colour to add to what they believed to be an infinite rainbow of novelty. It is nonetheless evident that the James Reese Europe band and its performances were part of a crucial cultural discovery—one that promised an end to the deadlock of European history manifest in four years of relentless trench warfare. The band stood for America, the friend and liberator. The symbolically named American band leader seemed to open a window onto a new world full of hope, by conjuring up the image of a ‘Europe’ in which the inhabitants of the old continent could project themselves into something other, a promise of an untrammelled future. Badger notes ‘a certain irony, and yet a certain appropriateness, in the fact that it was a black American lieutenant named Europe—a commander of machine guns, that most perfect symbol of depersonalised mechanical warfare—and his band that brought the welcome compensation of jazz to wartorn France’.28 There were, however, deeper ironies at work, on both the French and the American sides.




    From the French angle, the main irony lay in the complete failure to dissociate the music itself from an American presence identified as entirely altruistic and liberating. The story that the French constructed around the concert in Nantes is summed up in the headlines used to describe the event in both the local newspapers: ‘Manifestation franco-américaine’. It is a story of joint ventures, both past and future, and it is based on a belief in common values and in unshakeable friendship. One does not need to look very far forward to see that the enthusiasm of the mayor and people of Nantes was based on illusion. The winning of the war was not to be matched by good management of the peace, and Wilson’s failure to persuade his own Congress of the virtues of a League of Nations meant that the process at Versailles would produce an increase in conflict rather than a diminution of it, setting in train the gradual isolation of France and the step-by-stumbling-step progress towards World War II.




    In the city of Nantes, the awakening followed closely on the heels of Allied victory. During the war itself, the French had been caught up in various forms of Américanisation: they took to learning English, and rebaptised shops and hotels with English names; they imitated American fashion and followed the Americans’ sports competitions with assiduous enthusiasm; they even developed a new interest in the work of American writers and artists. But local patience with the American presence was quickly eroded by the effects of the US preparations for withdrawal: deterioration of the roads because of heavy traffic, bullying requisition tactics, increased prostitution, and alcohol-induced violence on the part of American soldiers. By the summer of 1919, conflict between the US soldiers and the French locals was open and frequent: the Star-Spangled Banner, which for two years had been flown throughout Nantes as a symbol of salvation, was now subject to burning. Particularly shocking to the French was the brutal treatment by white troops of black American soldiers and dockers. The change of mood in the city was remarkable. While there had been a few grumbles since the time of the American arrival, they had been very much a minor undercurrent in the overall climate of optimism. By early 1919, overt hostility was the order of the day and the local authorities had difficulty in containing it.29




    Europe and his band came out of that night at the Graslin Theatre elated by their reception, and convinced that their French audience was free of any colour prejudice. They were right enough about that, and could justifiably reach the conclusion that this was proof of their full status as Americans. At the same time they could be proud of their contribution, as black Americans, to this foreign perception of ‘Americanness’. Their pride was reinforced when the band, along with the rest of the 369th Regiment, was integrated into the French army. On the battlefields of Champagne and beyond, the regiment comported itself with great valour, gaining the nickname ‘the Harlem Hellfighters’. However, the sense of having been valued for their humanity, their skills as musicians, their bravery as soldiers, and their friendship as Americans would be a source of frustration and embitterment once they returned to the United States. The years following the war were to produce some of the worst race-based violence in the nation’s history, with multiple riots, burnings and lynchings.30




    After Nantes, the band travelled to Aix-les-Bains as part of the entertainment for the newly established leave area for the American Expeditionary Forces. It arrived with the first group of soldiers (283 of them—all white) and led the procession that marched through the town under the enthusiastic gaze of the assembled citizens and dignitaries. ‘Applause rang out as the parade passed by,’ reported the journalist of Le Journal d’Aix-les-Bains, ‘accompanied by the band of the American negroes and the one from Aix-les-Bains.’31 During this sojourn, which was extended for two weeks beyond the original plan, the local press was full of praise for Europe’s music, noting ‘a prodigiously skilful drum duo’32 and generally brilliant performances by both band and singers.33




    However, as distinct from the Nantes experience, Europe’s performances were presented as part of a large-scale leave and recreation operation that involved a weekly turnover of thousands of soldiers, and as many—if not more—French artists and performers as Americans. The band was in Aix essentially to perform for compatriots, not for the French.34 Indeed, town life was turned upside down: even if some local merchants benefited by raising their prices,35 American habits of excessive washing, drinking, and otherwise amusing themselves provoked concern and, occasionally, alarm. For local spectators of so much American activity, it would have been difficult to separate James Europe’s music from the general perplexity.




    From Aix, the band proceeded to its tour of military duty. In late August, it went to Paris, and, among other performances, played in a major festival organised by the YMCA for the Allies in the Tuileries. This was essentially an American event, and was reported as such by the American press.36 Europe’s band opened the day’s proceedings and also the concert section. But it was only one of five military bands—and not even the only band to play jazz37—and there were many other entertainments, including operatic singing and fencing exhibitions. The French press reports emphasised the mixed nature of the event: the variety of music emerges as an emblem of a new order of things in which national perspectives are blurred, and different cultures blended and layered. Jazz was part of a broader cultural fusion whose meaning was yet to be revealed.




    

      This afternoon’s big outdoor festival in the Tuileries, organised in honour of the Allied soldiers by the American division of the Paris YMCA, attracted a considerable crowd . . . Many soldiers of the Allied army had accepted the kind invitation of the great American association: ‘poilus’, ‘yanks’, ‘tommies’, ‘arditis’, Belgians, Serbs, Greeks, Poles, Czechoslovaks, Montenegrins, and even Japanese, crowded into the broad paths of the gardens, and their varied uniforms of all shades from khaki to French blue melded pleasandy under the greenery of the tall trees.38


    




    The difference in perspective between the American reports, full of burgeoning national pride, and the French ones, which reflect the need for cooperation, is, as we have already suggested, significant. It would not be long before the ephemeral nature of the friendship embodied in the Tuileries festival would become evident.




    On their return to the United States, Europe’s band led the 369th in a triumphant victory parade all the way up Fifth Avenue to Harlem. Europe resumed his career as a professional musician, using the ‘Hellfighters’ as his main vehicle. It was, however, short-lived. He arrived back in New York in February 1919, and by May he was dead, tragically murdered in a trifling dispute with Herbert Wright, one of his own drummers.39




    The story of the 369th Infantry band’s tour in France shows an engagement and interchange between the two cultures that extended well beyond the question of art. Those who reported on the ‘Franco-American manifestation’ recognised this, and without ignoring the originality of the music, used it to affirm the positive relationship between the two cultures. In more than one way, this event presents a model of how French culture would deal with the jazz phenomenon in the 1920s and 1930s.




    During the last year of World War I, a small number of jazz musicians began to find work in the Paris music halls and cabarets, laying the groundwork for what would soon become a veritable revolution in France’s musical entertainment. The most durable of these musicians was Louis Mitchell, who secured a residency at the Casino de Paris in October 1918,40 and was to remain in Paris for many years. At the same time, something equally as significant for the French jazz age was happening on the other side of the Channel, when Will Marion Cook brought a large group of musicians together as the Southern Syncopated Orchestra. The name shows the seriousness of Cook’s aim to elevate black American music to the highest levels of dignity, and it is an ironic coincidence that the Southern Syncopated Orchestra was in London at the same time as the all white Original Dixieland Jazz Band, whose rollicking antics Cook despised.41 The SSO spent almost three years in Britain, performing at Buckingham Palace, the Philharmonic Hall, the Royal Albert Hall, and many other places. Under the direction of W. H. Wellmon, it performed in May 1921 at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées in Paris. At its height, the orchestra included Ε. E. Thompson, whose success during the war as a military band master had earned him the nickname of the ‘black Sousa’. It also included the trumpeter Arthur Briggs, later to become a fixture of the Paris jazz scene, and most importantly, from a historical perspective, Sidney Bechet, whom Cook allowed the privilege of improvising on his own composition, the ‘Characteristic Blues’. Bechet would be the first jazz giant in France.42




    One of the enthusiastic members of the SSO audience was Ernest Ansermet, the 36-year-old conductor of the Ballets russes who were in London performing the premiere of Manuel de Falla’s The Three Cornered Hat. Ansermet was so moved by the SSO music that he wrote about it, and the article that he published in La Revue romande has been universally acclaimed as the first piece of serious jazz criticism. It does indeed mark the first time that a prominent musician of the high art tradition offered a considered reflection on the nature and importance of jazz. Ansermet was very much a man of what the poet Apollinaire called ‘the new spirit’. It was he who conducted Parade in 1917, and his work with Diaghilev ensured that he was at the forefront of development in music, dance and theatre. During his 1916 visit to the United States, he collected ragtime sheet music which he shared with his friend Stravinsky, who in turn had no hesitation in building elements of the form into his own compositions, such as the ‘Soldier’s Tale’, ‘Piano-Rag-Music’ and ‘Ragtime for Eleven Instruments’.




    Ansermet’s 1919 article, ‘Sur un orchestre nègre’,43 began by noting how pervasive ragtime had become. He distinguished between what he called ‘authentic’ ragtime and its facile imitations, defining authenticity by the degree to which the music stayed close to its ethnic origins. The music was the emanation of the genius of a particular race, whose African origins Ansermet saw as quintessential. This was the music of a people who, having been geographically removed from their roots, had nonetheless managed to graft onto the music they had learned in America enough of the fundamentals of their lost African world to create a place of their own in the new one. What delighted Ansermet especially was the musicians’ complete absorption in the rhythm of their music, an effect that transformed their playing into a spectacle of movement and dance. And like the members of the Garde Republicaine listening to James Europe’s band in the Tuileries Gardens, Ansermet had the impression that trombones, clarinets, saxophones, violins and drums were being transformed into different instruments by virtue of their being played by these black musicians.
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