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African-American Essay -- Music
by Jim Cuomo
commissioned by the Portland School System; People make music. This essay is about them.
Preface....
Any approach toward analysing the impact of African-American music must include a certain editorial stance regarding inclusion and exclusion. Some important musicians will be left out. Certain impossible comparisons must be made. It all has to do with sound. Music is organized sound. Those who organise these sounds into patterns are the composers and performers. Humans have hands and feet. They clap and they dance. We all have voices. Around the world we have used our voices in song. The variety is intoxicating. This is the same all over the world and in every time period. External events influence how these organized sounds reach others.
A singer with a microphone will more likely be heard than one without. Throughout the development of the human race, certain have had control of that microphone and many have had to remain silent. In the eighteenth century it is said that the young Wolfgang's older sister was the real talent in the Mozart family. It was however impossible for the people of that century in Europe to imagine a career for her. This prejudice is still with us today. The history of African-American music is also a history of missed opportunities. Women simply did not have the chances afforded . If a woman is in a band, it is assumed that she is the singer. This continues today. With this barrier to acceptance before them, it is a miracle that any women were able to be heard. An interesting work needs to be done. Historians must research and find recordings of these under-represented innovators. This is not the intention of this work.
African-American music has been completely dominated by men since its inception. Some women have had their music heard. Many gave up their instrumental prowess to concentrate on singing. The purpose of this short essay is to present the music of the most enduring and influential African-American composers and performers.
There are many quotes in this essay that date from decades ago. Throughout the last several centuries terminology has continued changing. Thus the quoted use of terms like: Negro, colored, black, Afro-American, African-American, people of color. The astute observer can even date the quotes from Leroi Jones or W.E.B. Dubois as to the way they use these terms. If in doubt check the dates in the footnotes.
The term "American" often refers to the United States. In reality it, of course, includes all the nations of our hemisphere. When other countries are meant they are mentioned by name, otherwise the USA is meant.
Another evolving term - tribal. Unhappily in many languages this word has been used perjoratively. As we now realize that all of us come from some tribal group, we thankfully have left those days behind. Anyone studying African social organization today knows that value
judgments of that kind have no place in scholarship. This essay is only words. The musicians discussed have left a legacy. It is based in tradition and expanded by innovation and thankfully can be heard today. Just listen.
Throughout this work the importance of individual achievement and influence will be seen by citing dozens of musical innovators. By discussing these musicians and their relationship with their cultural surroundings and the musical influences they found around them one will be able to reassess properly the monumental influence African and African-American music has had on everyone everywhere. In each corner of the world one can easily hear the pervasive influence of African-American music. All countries have popular music. This popular music, mixed as it is with ethnic themes, has one over-riding connection.
That connection is Africa. More precisely- African-American music.
* How did this come about? What are the sources of this immense influence?
* How long has this cross-cultivation been going on?
* Who started it?
* Where was the first African-American music made?
* Is it jazz?
* Blues?
* Spirituals?
* Was it ragtime?
These questions form the basis of this work.
Who is to answer them? In the past one hundred years much has been written about the phenomenon of African-American music. Lesser known are the opinions of the musicians themselves. The creators of this diverse music have strong views on all these questions. Their views are stronger yet when discussing each other. Thoughts by many musicians are included here. Sometimes stories conflict. As none of the early history was recorded we must surmise how the music was performed by tracing the musical line backward from the first recordings.
Certain of those featured wrote music and successfully distributed it throughout the world. For the most part, the history of African-American music is an aural history. For this we need sound recordings. Included with this work is a selected discography. This subject can best be taught with sound not words. African-American music is today itself an amalgam of several musics of our time. Jazz and its antecedents, certainly. Jazz and its descendents, most obviously. The advent in the past fifty years of rhythm and blues, soul, reggae, funk, and rap, and the links between these are discussed. Anyone who knows this subject has favorites. This essay attempts a balance. The famous are here; innovators above all are analyzed; many unsung creators are mentioned. The influence of all is put into perspective. One hopes that the mosaic that is African-American music is herein presented in a way that spurs research. Of the innumerable musicians not mentioned, no slight is intended. Each of those discussed will point to other great composers and solists. Follow the sound. The teacher and the student are invited to listen to the accomplishments of the creators of African-American music and to complete the survey by searching for their own favorites. The musicians discussed are beyond doubt innovators in their fields whose influences can be heard everywhere in the world.
It will be seen that today's music was indeed made from several musics in its formative period. Some of those germ elements continue to exist on their own such as blues and spirituals. Other root sources, having finished their job, are seldom heard today such as work songs, shouts and hollers, and minstrelsy.
A new African-American music is today forming and, as it always has, is taking elements from all over the world and creating a tapestry of styles all united by one ineffable ingredient...rhythm. The basic drive, aggressive variety, and improvisatory fury all played a part in early ragtime and blues. European brass band music was subsumed and jazz came out. Now after decades more of collaboration, coincidence, and diversity the original fascination with Africa is being renewed. This time the fertilisation happens directly. A century ago the African influence on America was already several generations removed. The complex cross-rhythms of Ghana and Dahomey are coming back to America fresh, new and original.
This time all the complexities are being studied. How different ancient jazz and modern jazz is from modern African drumming. The accents are there, as is the forward motion. The cross rhythms that Africans find so easy and natural are still a mystery to most musicians.
Long ago transcription was abandonned when it was discovered that trying to notate African rhythm was impossible for the simple reason that European music can not cope with multiple rhythms, much less simultaneous tempi. Real African percussionists play with a unique floating sensibility. One tempo is embroidered with another. One instrument's down-beat becomes another's up-beat. Then it imperceptibly shifts revealing a third or yet a fourth counter-rhythm. African-American music has yet to assimulate the complexities of African rhythmic tradition. However in America, with the wonderful music of Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Chuck Berry, Ray Charles, Jimi Hendrix, George Clinton, and Bob Marley, one can begin to appreciate the variety and cross-fertilization. These are the main musicians discussed. A list of the musicians with whom they co-created their music runs into the thousands. Each an important voice, so wonderfully diverse is African-American music.
If history has anything to offer we can guess that this music will continue to benefit from this fusion. More than ever African-American music has simply become America's music.
"Jazz is what I play for a living" Louis Armstrong {1}
It is generally conceded that jazz is a synthesis of many musical forms being performed in the nineteenth century. These earlier forms--ragtime, minstrelsy, brass band, creole, spirituals, work songs, shouts and hollers, and the blues (which unlike some of the other sources is alive and well.) are all important. Jazz has succeeded by creating an amalgam of these and has been most successful when welcoming new influences. This universality can be seen by the rhythms found in every popular music.
In every field of endeavour there are pioneers, creators, perpetuators, preservers, archivists. In jazz there is a constant stream of pioneers. Each jazz era, each style, in fact each performance has a pioneer. The true jazz musician is constantly creating. Jazz is an improvisatory art. Even those who play music from earlier periods can create. It is open-ended. The next solo played may be the best ever played. Each of the pioneers felt this. Parallel to the men and women who made jazz, there are the innovators in other African-American forms. Once Duke Ellington hoped for a time when the barriers would all come down. Now is the time. The variety apparent on listening to modern world music makes it clear that a new fusion has taken place..
These names are by any standards giants of African-American music. By examining their lives,
their music, and their associates we can make some sense of an impossibly diverse subject.
* Louis Armstrong --The first solo voice in African-American music. The most influential of all.
* Duke Ellington --The first true African-American composer. He virtually invented big band jazz.
* Charlie Parker --The simultaneous revolution in harmony, melody, and rhythm. Modern jazz's chief innovator.
* Miles Davis --A chameleon, changing several times, creating new forms at every junction.
* Chuck Berry --The inspiration for all rock written since. An electric guitar soloist copied to this day.
* Ray Charles --Soulful blues and rocking rhythm. Pianist, singer, bandleader.
* Jimi Hendrix --The electric guitarist who changed the entire approach to modern rock. An influence on everyone.
* George Clinton --Funk pioneer. A huge influence on all modern rap, funk, and hip-hop.
* Bob Marley --Popularised reggae with his political stance seamlessly woven into his music.
A second group can be referenced here:
* Sarah Vaughn
* Ella Fitzgerald
* Fletcher Henderson
* Sidney Bechet
* Jelly Roll Morton
* Charlie Christian
* Count Basie
* Billie Holiday
* Max Roach
* Thelonious Monk
* Charles Mingus
* Clifford Brown
* Dizzy Gillespie
* John Coltrane
* Ornette Coleman
Special sections on Mary Lou Williams and Benny Carter.
LOUIS ARMSTRONG...
Louis Armstrong, born in New Orleans on July 4, 1900 became the dominant figure in jazz. His music has had a lasting influence to this day. Louis learned the trumpet in the Waif's Home for Boys when he was thirteen having been caught in an over boisterous New Year's celebration involving firearms. This year and a half stay turned out well for Louis and of course
for jazz.
« From 14 to 17 years old he regularly heard the best groups in town, above all Joe "King" Oliver [cornet] who played with the band led by Kid Ory [trombone].. Ory had a rollicking band and Oliver was the star. When King Oliver got an offer to go to Chicago, Louis at 17 was given the
trumpet chair. (A cornet is like a trumpet but shorter and more compact. They play in the same key and are interchangeable in sound and technique.) One view of the dynamic Louis Armstrong:
In the small hours, a friend and I were wandering around the French quarter, when suddenly I heard a trumpet in the distance. I couldn't see anything but an excursion boat gliding through the mist back to port. Then the tune became more distinct. The boat was still far off. But in the bow I could see a Negro standing in the wind, holding a trumpet high and sending out the most brilliant notes I had ever heard. It was jazz. It was what I had been hoping to hear all through the night. I don't even know whether it was "Tiger Rag" or "Panama." But it was Louis Armstrong descending from the sky like a god. the ship hugged the bank as if it were driven there by the powerful trumpet beats. I stayed absolutely still, just listening, until the boat dropped anchor.
...Jack Teagarden [trombone] recounting his New Orleans visit of 1921
At 22 Louis received a telegram from King Oliver inviting him to Chicago to join the band. That band had Lil Hardin on piano. Louis and Lil soon wed. Louis first recorded with King Oliver in April 1923. Louis was making his mark. By 24 he had accepted an offer to join Fletcher Henderson [arranger] in New York. Here is one view of his arrival there.
Then Louis Armstrong hit town! I went mad with the rest of the town. I tried to walk like him, talk like him, eat like him, sleep like him. I even bought a pair of big policeman shoes like he used to wear and stood outside his apartment waiting for him to come out so I could look at him. Finally, I got to shake hands and talk with him!
...Rex Stewart [trumpet] {3}
At 25 Louis returned as featured soloist in his wife's band- Lil's Dreamland Syncopators. Always the featured soloist, his aggressive confident style was being copied everywhere. They tried, at least. The "Hot Five" and "Hot Seven" recordings made when he was 25 to 28 are still the classic small group jazz formation. These recordings have had an enormous impact on generations of musicians. His soaring trumpet, ready to burst, yet always in control still thrills today. Even Charlie Parker a generationlater would quote from Armstrong's solos.
Louis also may have invented "scat singing". Legend has it that the lyrics
fell off the music stand and Louis simply sang a chorus of swinging nonsense syllables. It became so famous that it was included in the sheet music. By his 30th year his star was secure. The musicians surrounding him were starting to catch up with his virtuosity. Style was changing rapidly now with radio and movies. Louis remained king of his personal vision. Every jazz musician has been touched by his music.
One trumpeter who had begun to master the high-notes that Armstrong played with such ease was told: "Now, youmade your point. Now, let them think it's a little hard for you to do it. You're making it look too easy."{4}
Today many if they know him at all, think of his chart-topping version of "Hello Dolly" recorded at 63 years old. One misses the true Armstrong if one starts here. Criticized- by jazz elitists too young to remember his glory years as an innovator-for doing such a popular Broadway tune he replied.
It's not the number that counts, it's the way you play it. That's what makes jazz. {5}
Here are the salient aspects of Louis Armstrong's accomplishments.
1. First as a singer his "jazzy" style can be seen in the work of Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, Cab Calloway, etc..
2. Prior to the 1940's Louis Armstrong was the most widely imitated jazz improvisor.
3. He at once popularised and extended the New Orleans trumpet style.
4. In addition to the creative energies he displayed, his technique was beyond comparison being far ahead of anyone around until the thirties.
5. He was the first to leave the melody during his flights of improvisation thus creating new melodies. This continues to be the way jazz is played.
6. His rhythmic style was the transition to free-flowing swing from the rigidity of ragtime. His solos marked the change from group improvisation, inherited from the brass bands, to featured artists, a style that dominates music today.
When told by Clark Terry [trumpet] that Harvard wanted to give him an honorary degree Louis dismissed it. "Where were they forty years ago when i needed them?"
It was the breaks Joe King Oliver and Louis Armstrong played together that had the musicians wondering. Whenever Joe made a break, Louis would be right there with the second to it, and he never missed. And people couldn't understand that. But Louis Armstrong was a genius.
...Preston Jackson [trombone]
Fletcher Henderson remembering Louis Armstrong arriving in New York."Truthfully, I didn't expect him to accept the offer, and I was very surprised when he came to New York and joined us.The band at first was inclined to be a bit reserved toward the new arrival and there seemed to be a little tension in the air. At rehearsal he was perplexed by the trumpet part I gave him...the parts were well marked with all the dynamics of the music and at one point the orchestration was indicated as fff (fortissimo or very loud) with a diminuendo down to pp (pianissimo or very soft) The band followed these notations and was playing very softly while Louis still played his part at full volume. I stopped the band and said "Louis you are not following the arrangement." Louis objected, saying, "I'm reading everything on this sheet." I said, "But Louis, how about that "pp"? And Louis broke us all up by replying," Oh, I thought that meant 'pound plenty." There was no tension after that. {7}
When Armstrong died at 71. Duke Ellington [composer] said"
If anyone was Mr. Jazz, it was Louis Armstrong. He was the epitome of jazz and always will be. Every trumpet player who decided he wanted to lean towards the American idiom was influenced by him... He is what I call an American standard, an American original...
I love him. God bless him."
There were other wonderful musicians of this era. One importantcontributor was Sidney Bechet. Starting in New Orleans and ending in Paris (where many musicians went to be able to develop their vision.) he has been called the "Louis Armstrong of the soprano saxophone."{8}
Ernest Ansermet [conductor] said upon hearing Sidney Bechet in Europe. The first thing that strikes one about the Southern Syncopated Orchestra is the astonishing perfection, the superb taste, and the fervor of its playing. There is in the orchestra an extraordinary clarinet virtuoso (Bechet would later find his real voice on the soprano saxophone.) I wish to set down the name of this artist of genius. As for myself, I shall never forget it--it is SIdney Bechet..one who can say nothing of his art, save that he follows it his "own way" and when one thinks that this 'own way' is perhaps the highway the whole world will swing along tomorrow." {9}
DUKE ELLINGTON...
The first real composer of African-American music, the most prolific, and certainly the most important was Edward Kennedy Ellington born in Washington D.C. in 1899. Already composing in his teens, Ellington's success as an innovator continued until his death at 74.
The orchestra was his instrument. Although an excellent pianist in the rambunctious post-ragtime/boogie woogie style, his compositions transcended style and even today many of his works sound avant-garde. His influence on all big bands to this day and all composers forever can be witnessed by his enormous repertoire.
In essence the Duke Ellington Orchestra had many guises.
1. His sacred works, though less-known, point to the synthesis he hoped would eventually occur between jazz, classical, and religious music.
2. He was the first to write music for specific players. This resulted in a repertoire of special works featuring the wonderful soloists that stayed with his band through decades.
3. Ellington could present an entire evening of concert musicusing many of his extended works. Most artists would concentrate on the short three minute form that 78 rpm records afforded. Although creating hundreds of pieces for this format, Ellington also wrote long, extended pieces obviously meant for performance. Later when 33 rpm became the norm, these extended works could be recorded in their entirety to the delight of new generations.
4. World music, today's catch-all category, may well have been conceived by Ellington as he prepared his band for pieces like "Caravan," "Latin American Suite," and his Africa-based work.
5. Ellington's band could be sweet. A repertoire loaded with songs like "Prelude to a Kiss," "Sophisticated Lady," "Satin Doll," "Daydream." made an evening with his orchestra into a romantic night out.
6. Finally as a composer, he could point to a quite modern repertoire of experiments and orchestral textures. Ellington loved color--sight and sound. His titles even reflect this:"On a Turquoise Cloud," "Mood Indigo," "Black and Tan Fantasy."
7. As a popular composer Ellington can claim "I'm Beginning to See the Light," "Solitude," "Don't Get Around Much Anymore ","In a Mellotone," and many more including movie scores for Paris Blues, Anatomy of a Murder, Asphalt Jungle, Assault on a Queen.
With few other musicians does one have the problem of knowing where to start as one does with Duke Ellington's career. In one way, it is easy. He kept a big band together for almost fifty years. Some of the musicians stayed with him for that entire time. He wrote more than a thousand pieces; counting arrangements that number easily doubles.
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