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ABSTRACT 

Musicologist Loren Kajikawa (2019, 156) asserts that U.S. music schools 

demonstrate a possessive investment in Western art music, tacitly reinforcing white 

supremacy as a dominant ideology. Jazz musician and philosophy scholar Lee Caplan 

(2021, 93) connects this possessive investment to jazz historicism, suggesting that 

conventional jazz history narratives substitute jazz’s racialized developmental context 

with a Eurocentric developmental logic. This project aims to demonstrate how 

conventional jazz history narratives express a Eurocentric bias that harmfully distorts jazz 

history, undermines the agency of jazz musicians, and obstructs its antiracist potential. 

Using Caplan’s proposed methodology, this project examines four notable 

stylistic periods in what standard college textbooks depict as conventional jazz history to 

pinpoint and analyze the gaps created by overlooking the racialized tensions intrinsic to 

jazz’s stylistic development. This dissertation argues that jazz history textbooks that 

target the college market contribute to the possessive investment in Western art music. 

Minimizing jazz musicians’ social realities constructs inaccurate and incomplete 

historical narratives that inadequately account for stylistic developments that undermine 

or deconstruct the Eurocentric logic within the conventional jazz history narrative. 
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To the perfectionist. 

Sometimes, good enough 

is plenty good enough. 

Find success in the attempt,  

not the outcome. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This project aims to demonstrate how Eurocentric bias informs jazz 

historiography and obstructs its antiracist potential. Following the recent wave of 

antiracist initiatives in U.S. schools and music departments, this project draws on Loren 

Kajikawa’s (2019) assessment that U.S. music schools demonstrate a possessive 

investment in Western art music, thus tacitly reinforcing white supremacy as a dominant 

ideology. Jazz musician and philosopher Lee Caplan (2021) connects this possessive 

investment to jazz historicism, suggesting that conventional jazz history narratives often 

replace the genre’s racialized historical context with a Eurocentric developmental logic. 

This study explores how Eurocentric bias undermines the agency of jazz musicians 

within conventional jazz history narratives. Minimizing jazz musicians’ social realities 

constructs inaccurate and incomplete historical narratives that inadequately account for 

the stylistic developments that undermine or deconstruct the Eurocentric logic within 

conventional jazz history narrative. This dissertation argues that college-level jazz history 

textbooks contribute to the possessive investment in Western art music. 

Literature Review 

Kajikawa (2019) riffs on the title phrase of George Lipsitz’s (1998) The 

Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity Politics to 

emphasize the white supremacy undergirding U.S. music schools’ and departments’ 

prioritization of Western art music over all other music. Portrayed as a universal standard, 

Western art music has accumulated significant value and prestige in institutional settings 

over the past two centuries. However, this accumulated prestige proves problematic in 
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today’s antiracist rethinking of college music curricula because Western art music’s status 

derives from a history of excluding non-white music and non-white people from 

American academic institutions. 

Kajikawa (2021) notes that despite increasing market pressures to diversify their 

offerings, music schools’ deep investment in racialized systems of inequity allows them 

to maintain a status quo that resists calls for significant changes to the curriculum while 

also subsidizing specialization in “classical music” with the resources garnered by 

“othered” music styles. For example, Kajikawa (2019) states that “at many institutions 

across the country, large lecture classes on the history of rock and roll, hip hop, and the 

blues now subsidize intimate studio lessons in classical music performance,” highlighting 

how “even curricular changes that appear to redress past exclusions can find themselves 

co-opted to preserve the status quo” (p.166). While equating academic viability with 

financial gain presents a precarious and problematic approach to education in the United 

States, this example demonstrates the inequity inherent in this arrangement since many 

public research universities now operate with a “revenue- centered management” budget 

that requires each college within a university to raise its funds through student 

enrollment, funds which are then distributed throughout the college without accounting 

for or rewarding the departments that have earned the most money for the college. In 

doing so, U.S. music schools and departments dispossess the institutional funds garnered 

by the success and popularity of “non-classical” music to supplement the less financially 

viable “classical” music. 

In their exploration of racialized power dynamics within music studies, scholars 

like Hess (2019), Kajikawa (2019), Ewell (2020), Caplan (2021), and Roth (2022) utilize 
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race-conscious methods and challenges that, in the words of Kimberlé Crenshaw et al. 

(2019), “interrogate the epistemic parameters of racial power to enable emancipatory 

possibilities both within the academy and beyond” (p.1). These investigations reveal how 

academic traditions in music studies often mask the continued social reproduction of 

racial hierarchies under the guise of a colorblind ideology. As these scholars argue, 

colorblindness (or colordeafness) asserts abstract egalitarian ideals that obscure and 

normalize the persistence of racial inequity and injustice. 

Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2016) describes colorblind ideology as “the 

new racism” (p. 29) that, unlike the Jim Crow era, achieves racial domination “in a more 

refined and, thus, much more dangerous manner, in terms of both behaviors and 

justification for the racial status quo.” Bonilla-Silva (2016) notes that racism is chiefly “a 

systemic, societal, or structural problem” and continues as follows: 

Racism is foundational in America (Feagin, 2000), and indeed, it is as 
American as apple pie. Racism during slavery and Jim Crow was not 
about some bad people but about a society partially organized around race. 
And once the logic and practice of race became part of the structure of the 
nation, all members of the polity have participated in systemic racism— 
some as beneficiaries (whites) and some as victims (non-whites). Racism 
has always been about providing what McIntosh (1988) called “white 
privilege” to the social group recognized as “whites” in all areas of life— 
social, economic, political, and psychological. Therefore, racism exists 
today not as a remnant from the past or as a behavioral expression of 
prejudiced (bad) people, as so many analysts believe. Instead, racism 
remains in place because it benefits whites as a social group. (Bonilla-
Silva, 2016, p. 27) 

Here, Bonilla-Silva asserts that the core issue of racism does not rest in the psychology or 

behavior of “bad” individuals; rather, these “bad” individuals constitute byproducts of 

larger societal structures that reproduce racial hierarchies that privilege “whiteness.” 

Also, the inequities created by racial hierarchy are not simply holdovers from previous 

historical periods but represent the outcomes of racism operating currently. Furthermore, 
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Bonilla-Silva (2016, pp.29-30) asserts that colorblind racism acts as the current racial 

ideology that facilitates, perpetuates, and reinforces this racial hierarchy. Professor Ibram 

X. Kendi (2019) elaborates on the effects of colorblindness: 

The common idea of claiming ‘color blindness’ is akin to the notion of 
being ‘not racist’—as with the ‘not racist,’ the colorblind individual, by 
ostensibly failing to see race, fails to see racism and falls into racist 
passivity. The language of color blindness—like the language of ‘not 
racist’—is a mask to hide racism. (Kendi, 2019, p. 10) 

Kendi believes that being “not racist” proves unhelpful in abolishing racism. Both Kendi 

and Bonilla-Silva agree that the passivity of this stance enables racial inequity to persist 

and thrive. This reasoning leads Kendi to the idea of antiracism, which he defines as “a 

powerful collection of antiracist policies that lead to racial equity and are substantiated by 

antiracist ideas” (Kendi, 2019, p. 20). If it leads to racial equity, one can consider any 

law, action, or idea antiracist. This collection of actions and ideas must possess a racial 

awareness or consciousness of racism’s realities to achieve this outcome. 

Kendi (2016) defines a racist idea as “any concept that regards one racial group as 

inferior or superior to another racial group in any way” (p.5). Kendi links the history of 

racist ideas to the ongoing debates about the disparities among racialized groups in the 

U.S., explicitly highlighting anti-Black ideas and actions. Kendi’s (2016) perspective 

aligns with Caplan’s (2021) critique of jazz historicism, which traces how early jazz 

narratives, informed by racist ideas, portrayed Black Americans and their music as 

inferior to European standards. Caplan (2021) observes that these Eurocentric views in 

jazz criticism often highlight jazz musicians’ proficiency in Western European art music 

as a benchmark for jazz’s artistic progression, sidestepping the socio-politically 

complicated aesthetic debates that contextualize jazz’s stylistic development. Caplan’s 

(2021, pp.88-9) example shows how the racist and primitivist logic of early jazz 
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constitutes the same rationale that grants modern jazz styles their high art status under the 

colorblind rhetoric of “highbrow” and “lowbrow” music. This colorblind evolutionary 

discourse became ubiquitous based on the inherent assumption that European music 

represented the standard-bearer for all American music styles and made “Black genius” 

only possible through demonstrations of European excellence. 

Scott DeVeaux’s (1991) critique of conventional approaches to writing jazz 

history, often referred to as “the jazz tradition,” provides particularly relevant 

observations about the rationale for sidestepping jazz history’s racialized social context. 

DeVeaux (1991) notes how the desire for academic validation led to a jazz canon that 

often presents an oversimplified and incomplete history. Adopting Marshall Stearns’ 

(1956) historical model that carefully negotiated Jim Crow Era academic conventions, the 

conventional narrative overlooks critical historical events and trends that challenge or 

disrupt the linear presentation of jazz’s evolution, particularly those involving complex 

racial dynamics and racially informed opinions on jazz’s aesthetic standards. 

Musicologist Kenneth Prouty (2010) points out that despite decades of criticism 

that grew out of DeVeaux’s critique—commonly known as “the new jazz studies”—jazz 

history textbooks remain mostly unchanged and still rely heavily on a modernist jazz 

canon that draws significance from selected sonic material associated with the 

Smithsonian Collection of Classic Jazz (1963). This reliance on a Western art canon 

model undermines the importance of jazz musicians’ actions and their specific socially 

rooted aesthetic meanings and contexts. The conventional approach of jazz history 

textbooks fails to acknowledge or adequately integrate the anti-Black context and 

historical significance of jazz musicians whose musical or social decisions challenged the 
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Eurocentric logic and linear development of the conventional jazz history narrative. This 

study argues that the jazz musicians’ intentional engagement with their racially 

inequitable realities constitutes the primary force driving jazz’s stylistic evolution. 

Replacing the Eurocentric logic behind jazz’s stylistic development with this complex but 

more historically accurate social context would produce a more coherent, nuanced, and 

antiracist narrative in jazz history textbooks. This approach would aid in moving the 

conventional jazz history narrative away from its reliance on a Eurocentric framework 

and network of canonical figures to explain jazz’s stylistic development. 

Using Caplan’s proposed methodology, this project examines four notable stylistic 

periods in conventional jazz history, as depicted in standard textbooks, to pinpoint and 

analyze the gaps created by overlooking how musicians and audiences negotiate tensions 

between jazz’s ethnic origin and anti-Black social and political systems inherent to jazz’s 

stylistic development. This research aims to demonstrate the efficacy of social theories on 

race and racism in addressing these gaps and enriches the conventional jazz history 

narrative’s antiracist utility. These insights suggest that jazz history scholars consider 

adjusting academic-oriented jazz history textbooks to reflect jazz’s social context as a 

primary influence on stylistic development. 

This project references older versions of several jazz history textbooks because 

these versions are the most accessible for the researcher. However, the issues explored 

here exist for all updated versions of these textbooks because, as Prouty demonstrated, 

derive from the Stearns (1956) model. Moreover, DeVeaux & Giddins's (2009) and Mark 

Gridley’s (2009) books receive the most attention because they are the most popular and, 

in this researcher’s opinion, represent the most comprehensive and useful models. 
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This project also contains numerous uses of the phrase “sociopolitical context” or 

“racialized social context,” used to refer overarchingly to the social norms throughout 

U.S. history that negatively affect Black Americans and devalue Black American culture. 
 
While this context typically produces anti-Black or white supremacist outcomes, the 

methods and severity of these outcomes differ across historical periods. For example, Jim 

Crow Laws directly affected the lived experiences of jazz musicians and audiences before 

the 1964 Civils Rights Act. This meant that jazz musicians and audiences lived in a 

racially segregated society by law, requiring individuals to negotiate their relationship 

with anything associated with race at the expense of their freedom and survival in the 

United States. This context points to how social forces, specifically anti-Blackness, and 

white supremacy, directly affect music creation and consumption in the United States, 

thus challenging the notion of jazz as an autonomous artform existing outside of or 

separate from the social realities of its creators and consumers. 

The individuals examined in this project align predominantly with the hegemonic 

norms within the modernist jazz canon, revealing limits on this analysis. Despite 

reinforcing these exclusionary factors, these figures also have the potential to challenge 

the Eurocentric or colorblind tendencies prevalent in conventional jazz history narratives. 

These examples disrupt the standard narrative more directly than other canonic figures 

due to the distinct ways their historical contributions intersect with jazz’s historical 

context and racialized power dynamics. This research also argues that their unique 

position affects how the narrative portrays these canonic figures and their contributions to 

jazz and American music history and culture. 
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While this study focuses primarily on the interplay between normative social 

hierarchies and how navigating these social realities shapes jazz’s stylistic development, it 

acknowledges a lack of depth when addressing the complex and intersecting power 

dynamics involving race, gender, sexuality, class, culture, and embodiment within its 

current scope. This project also limits its scope to a U.S. context. It does not thoroughly 

explore how these observations interact with jazz’s growing global context or the 

significance of critical theories on post-colonialism and racialized power structures. 

Nevertheless, by prioritizing social interests, this dissertation illuminates the actions and 

attitudes of canonical jazz figures in a new light. This approach enriches our 

understanding of these figures, which creates opportunities for future studies to engage 

with a more diverse and inclusive range of individuals and styles in musical and social 

analysis of jazz history. 

Post-Ragtime 

In Jazz Among the Discourses, historian Krin Gabbard (1995) asserts that the 

relationship between style and racialized social and political struggle represents an issue 

fundamental to jazz and U.S. history. Jazz scholars (Lott, 1995; Thomas, 1995; DeVeaux, 

1997; Monson, 2007) typically favor modern styles and musicians over more traditional 

styles when analyzing jazz’s sociopolitical function, given their more pronounced 

challenges to social norms. However, favoring modern styles to illustrate jazz’s 

sociopolitical impact potentially undersells how more traditional jazz styles and 

musicians significantly impacted or challenged sociopolitical norms before the Civil 

Rights movement. This chapter explores the racialized sociopolitical context of early jazz 

styles by highlighting how the sociopolitical agency of early musicians informed jazz’s 
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stylistic development. This case study examines the historical impact of Paul Whiteman 

and Lieutenant James Reese Europe and how conventional jazz history narratives 

undermine early jazz’s sociopolitical context and disregard the individual agency of jazz 

musicians. This study argues that “the jazz tradition” (DeVeaux, 1991, p.1) or “jazz’s 

conventional history” (Prouty, 2010, p.1) distances early jazz from its folk or ethnic 

origins and undermines how race-conscious attitudes of jazz musicians like Lt. Europe 

drive stylistic development. In conclusion, this analysis demonstrates how the racialized 

sociopolitical context radically alters the historical perception of early jazz history and 

highlights the jazz tradition’s inability to provide this essential context. 

Swing Music 

Many historians, like Gridley, Schuller, and Baraka, note that the shift from using 

the term “swing” as a verb describing jazz’s unique rhythmic quality to a noun used to 

market jazz-influenced music created conditions in which critics no longer perceived 

swing and jazz as mutually exclusive. Performer and educator Lee Evans (2011) asserts 

that jazz history textbooks like Mark Gridley’s (2009) Jazz Styles present unclear or 

contradictory criteria for their survey of “Swing Era” jazz, citing the omission of multiple 

big-band leaders and a discrepancy between the popularity of many bands that appeared 

less “jazz-oriented” than others. This chapter examines hot jazz’s stylistic development 

during the 1920s and 1930s to uncover a consensus regarding jazz-oriented swing bands 

and why these narratives struggle to offer specific criteria to distinguish bands based on 

their style or performance. Specifically, this analysis focuses on how the racial discourse 

about American music during this period affected musicians and band leaders like Benny 

Goodman, Fletcher Henderson, Duke Ellington, and Count Basie. This study argues that 
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the omission of this racialized sociopolitical context combined with an over-reliance on 

canonic figures creates a colorblind narrative and obscures how racial discrimination 

informed jazz’s public perception and stylistic development. Ultimately, the impact of 

racial segregation on American music consumption during the Jim Crow Era manifests in 

these textbooks as the displacement of influential Black jazz musicians from the core 

Swing Era narrative, given its emphasis on the popularity of jazz-influenced music, and 

leads to the conflation of swing-style jazz and popular music associated with the swing 

craze. 

Bop 

The work of scholars like Scott DeVeaux (1997) and Ingrid Monson (2007) 

demonstrates how “extra-musical” factors directly contribute to the development of 

modern jazz styles. Despite the substantial scholarly criticism that echoes this approach, 

dubbed “The New Jazz Studies,” jazz history textbooks still struggle to incorporate extra- 

musical influence into their historical narratives. This chapter examines how Ross 

Russel’s evolutionary framework invokes a Eurocentric developmental logic that 

inherently undermines the sociopolitical agency of Black jazz musicians and prevents a 

complete understanding of bebop’s emergence. Specifically, this project examines 

influential jazz writers and critics during the initial stages of bebop to show how their 

understanding of jazz ignores the sociopolitical intentions of its creators. This 

misinterpretation led to the initial dismissal of Monk as a bebop musician, which 

manifests in current jazz history textbooks as his displacement from the core bebop 

narrative. This analysis argues that historians misrecognize dazzling technical virtuosity 

as essential to bebop rather than specific to Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie, causing 
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them to overlook Monk’s timbral and syntactical disruptions as a precursor to free jazz 

and other post-bop styles. In conclusion, historical analysis that abstracts jazz’s stylistic 

changes from the actions of its innovators misinterprets bebop musicians’ rejection of 

convention as musically paradoxical instead of intentionally disruptive. 

Post-Bop 

DeVeaux (1991) highlights how the narrative’s linear cohesion completely 

unravels with the emergence of multiple highly divergent styles after bebop. Historian and 

educator Lee Caplan (2021) suggests that the Eurocentric teleology used to construct the 

jazz tradition cannot account for elements that contribute to its deconstruction and 

recommends consulting the work of Fred Moten (2003) and other authors within the 

Black Radical Tradition to improve their understanding of jazz and its history. This 

chapter examines jazz history textbooks’ presentation of jazz after bebop to uncover how 

Moten’s insights on Black performance aesthetics provide a narrative framework that 

unifies post-bop jazz styles with the jazz tradition via the racialized sociopolitical aspects 

of jazz’s development. Specifically, this study highlights the jazz tradition’s inability to 

integrate any racialized sociopolitical analysis into their historicism, leading to a 

complete reliance on a network of canonic figures for their historical narrative, 

exemplifying Amiri Baraka’s (1963) critique of jazz critics’ disinterest in the attitudes of 

Black jazz musicians. This study argues that Black performance aesthetics represent a 

primary determinant of jazz’s historical development that requires a complex and 

nuanced understanding of the sociopolitical attitudes of jazz’s pioneers and practitioners. 

In conclusion, this more race-conscious approach addresses common critiques of the 

conventional jazz history narrative by following the Black music studies traditions that 
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perceive and utilize Black American music to improve Black Americans’ sociopolitical 

positions in the U.S. 

Discussion 

The previous four chapters explore how jazz history textbooks’ reliance on the 

Western art music model results in a lack of adequate social context that undermines the 

sociopolitical agency of jazz musicians, especially black jazz musicians whose actions 

and ideas explicitly challenge anti-Black social norms. This chapter elaborates on how 

these findings relate to relevant literature on jazz historiography, academic music 

settings, and antiracist scholarly activism. This study argues that attributing jazz’s 

stylistic development to the agency of jazz musicians within their unique historical 

realities allows jazz history textbooks to present a more comprehensive and antiracist 

historical narrative. In conclusion, this chapter looks to antiracist sociopolitical theories to 

explore recommendations for future jazz historiographic and scholarly opportunities. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this project hopes to illustrate how the possessive investment in 

Western art standards results in a bias that undermines the agency of musicians and 

audiences, suppresses the significance of sociopolitical context to historical narratives, 

and distorts comprehensive chronicling of jazz’s stylistic development. While selective in 

its scope, this project shows how these obstacles obstruct the effectiveness of antiracist 

initiatives in U.S. schools and music departments. Building on the insights of this project, 

conventional narratives should shift towards chronicling jazz history as a social 

phenomenon rather than cataloging sonic qualities that reinforce its connections to the 

Western art music canon. Shifting towards this perspective opens the door for generating 
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more inclusive and nuanced narratives in academic settings that more acutely align with 

current trends in jazz history discourse.  
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CHAPTER 2 

POST-RAGTIME 

Scholars Eric Lott (1995), Lorenzo Thomas (1995), Scott DeVeaux (1997), and 

Ingrid Monson (2007) typically look to modern jazz—meaning jazz after bebop’s 

emergence in the 1940s—when analyzing jazz’s sociopolitical context and impact, given 

their more pronounced deviation from conventions of traditional jazz—meaning jazz 

before bebop’s emergence. However, solely favoring modern styles to illustrate jazz’s 

sociopolitical impact potentially undersells how more traditional jazz styles and 

musicians significantly impacted or challenged sociopolitical norms before the Civil 

Rights movement. This chapter explores the racialized sociopolitical context of early jazz 

styles by highlighting how the sociopolitical agency of early musicians informed jazz’s 

stylistic development. This case study examines the historical impact of Paul Whiteman 

and Lieutenant James Reese Europe on the period when jazz first received mainstream 

attention to demonstrate how conventional jazz history narratives typically overlook early 

jazz’s sociopolitical context and disregard the individual agency of jazz musicians. This 

study argues that “the jazz tradition” (DeVeaux, 1991, p.1) or “jazz’s conventional 

history” (Prouty, 2010, p.1) distances early jazz from its folk or ethnic origins and 

undermines how race-conscious attitudes of jazz musicians like Lt. Europe drive stylistic 

development. 

The analysis in this chapter thus demonstrates how incorporating jazz’s 

sociopolitical context that directly engages with debates on American music standards 

and racial hegemony at the end of WWI radically alters the historical perception of early 
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jazz history and highlights the conventional narrative framework’s inability to provide 

significance to this relevant social context. 

Throughout this chapter, sociopolitical context refers to the explicitly anti-Black 

social and political systems that directly affected the realities of jazz musicians and 

audiences. During this period, individuals viewed jazz as a musical style deriving directly 

from Black or African American music traditions or practices. This racial association 

forces any person engaging with jazz to also navigate the anti-Black systems and beliefs 

that, as the race riots during the summer of 1919 demonstrated, had potentially deadly 

consequences for anyone viewed as challenging or even disrupting the overtly white 

supremacist hierarchy in the United States. Navigating this racial hierarchy proved 

especially dangerous for Black Americans. Anti-Blackness directly informs the risk 

musicians and listeners accept when navigating the racialized social and political systems 

and beliefs linked to jazz in the United States during the 1910s and 1920s. 

In his exploration of written criticism of popular dance music during the 1910s, 

music historian Ron Welburn (1987) notes that when jazz became more popular than 

ragtime in the United States, writers lacked clarity and depth when differentiating the two 

styles. This initial lack of clarity and depth creates the circumstances that led to the 

construction of the conventional jazz history narrative and, perhaps inadvertently, its 

resulting shortcomings (DeVeaux, 1991). 

Welburn (1987) points out how the emergent discourse on the “Original Dixieland 

Jass Band” led many writers to overlook music outside of New Orleans when chronicling 

or describing jazz or jazz-related practices during that time. Welburn (1987) also notes 

that American music criticism primarily focused on “classical music” (p.36) or the 
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European music tradition, so most journalistic writing on early jazz came from reportage 

on popular music and not from music critics. Due to these circumstances, Welburn 

asserts that historiographic discourse overlooks descriptive accounts of early jazz 

performances before 1917 or outside New Orleans. Welburn (1987) refers to writer and 

musician James Weldon Johnson’s (1930) book Black Manhattan. Johnson (1930) claims 

to have heard “the first modern jazz band… on a New York stage” (pp.120) in 1905 and 

surmises that Lieutenant James Reese Europe, who arrived in New York the year before, 

likely led the ensemble. Johnson’s description exemplifies the accounts of early jazz that 

historians often overlooked. 

James Reese Europe significantly impacted international jazz during the early 

1900s (Floyd, 1988, pp.5-8). In 1919, Lt. Europe led the 369th Infantry Regiment, 

nicknamed the Harlem Hell Fighters, the first group to perform live jazz overseas. The 

overwhelmingly positive reception of jazz in France led directly to the championing of 

Black American art forms by French critics such as Hugues Panassié and Charles 

Delaunay in the 1930s (Mawer, 2014; Suddarth, 2008). Before his positive reception 

overseas, Europe served as an orchestra leader for Vernon and Irene Castle, one of the 

most popular dance groups in the U.S. Lt. Europe also led the creation of The Clef Club, 

a musician’s union that helped prevent the exploitation of Black musicians in New York 

due to their restriction from white music unions. In 1912, The Clef Club’s Orchestra, led 

by Europe, performed “New York’s first formal concert exclusively of Negro music” 

(Peress, 2004, p.3). Europe also led a group called “The Memphis Students” in “the first 

public concert of syncopated music” (Floyd, 1988, p.6). Wellburn (1987) suggests that 
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James Weldon Johnson likely witnessed these performances and described them in his 

early descriptions of jazz. 

Tragically, one of the bandsmen fatally wounded Lt. Europe shortly after the 369th 

Infantry band’s return to the US. Lt. Europe received “the first-ever public funeral for an 

African American in the city’s history,” which had an overwhelming turnout and 

widespread reporting in the mainstream press (Brooks, 2004, pp.288-289). His funeral’s 

massive attendance and media coverage further support his immense impact despite his 

relatively brief time in New York. This chapter explores how and why conventional jazz 

history narratives often overlook or dismiss Lt. James Reese Europe’s contributions to 

and comments on jazz’s early stylistic development. More specifically, this research 

explores how conventional jazz history narratives effectively displace Lt. Europe and the 

Harlem Hell Fighters outside of “jazz proper,” which DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) briefly 

describe as “the lineage from Louis Armstrong to Charlie Parker to Miles Davis to 

Ornette Coleman” (p.440). This research begins by reviewing the literature concerning 

Lt. James Reese Europe. The section that follows the literature review compares Europe’s 

treatment by conventional jazz history narratives to his stylistic contemporaries. The 

closing section interprets these findings to posit an explanation for why musicians like Lt. 

Europe often receive marginal or displaced recognition in conventional jazz history 

narratives. 

Conventional Jazz History Narratives and The Harlem Hell Fighters 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009, pp.67-68) provide the most detailed account of Lt. 

James Reese Europe’s contributions to jazz. However, this biographical section exists in a 

chapter titled “The Roots of Jazz,” dedicated to contributions that essentially exist outside 
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of “jazz proper” (p.440) but set the stage for jazz’s emergence in the next chapter, titled 

“New Orleans.” The sub-section’s title, “The Castles and James Reese Europe,” implies 

that his most significant contributions stem from his work with that dance group. Also, 

this sub-section rests within the “Popular Music” section, sandwiched between “Blues” 

and “Ragtime.” DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) loosely tie Lt. Europe to later developments 

in jazz, distinguishing their narrative from others, but the location effectively displaces 

his contributions from the core narrative. 

Moreover, this chapter separates the contributions that pre-date “jazz proper,” but 

this distinction appears more stylistic than chronological. The “New Orleans” chapter 

traces the unique circumstances that fostered New Orleans-style jazz. Notably, the 

chapter highlights Manual Perez and Buddy Bolden, whose contributions to the New 

Orleans jazz style pre-date WWI and the Harlem Hell Fighters. This observation indicates 

that Lt. Europe and everything within “The Roots of Jazz” do not stylistically represent 

jazz. Interestingly, in Jazz (DeVeaux & Giddins, p.2009), Lt. Europe’s stylistic 

contemporary, Paul Whiteman, in their chapter titled “New York,” which appears after 

“New Orleans” and within the space dedicated to “jazz proper” or the core stylistic 

narrative. 

An obvious rationale behind Lt. Europe’s displacement stems from multiple 

accounts often associating his music with “ragtime.” Conversely, Whiteman’s music 

frequently receives ties to the word “jazz.” The title of Reid Badger’s (1995) biography of 

James Reese Europe, A Life in Ragtime, certainly encourages the association. In The 

History of Jazz, music historian Ted Gioia (2021) writes, “Europe’s Society Orchestra 

stood out as a late ragtime idiom, rather than a harbinger of the Jazz Age” (p.126) 
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However, ragtime historian Edward Berlin (1980, p.16) notes that before 1917, writers 

and musicians often used the terms “ragtime” and “jazz” interchangeably. Given the 

multiple references to jazz and the surveyed period, Badger’s (1995) use of “ragtime” 

aligns more with pre-Prohibition era descriptions of Black American dance music 

practices. Welburn (1987) notes that, within the recording industry, ragtime represented 

“essentially a piano music” (p.36), and recordings of “another new popular dance music, 

largely ensemble, not known as jazz” also went under the label ragtime or modern dance 

music until 1917. 

Berlin’s (1980) and Wellburn’s (1987) observations provide vital context for 

descriptions of dance music before the 1920s. Misinterpreting Lt. Europe’s music as 

unrelated or dissimilar to the jazz idiom partially stems from the word “jazz” not yet 

existing in mainstream American vocabulary. Frank Tirro’s (1997) Jazz: A History also 

briefly mentions Lt. Europe in the section “Jazz Before the Name ‘Jazz’ Emerged” (p.58), 

further corroborating the scarcity of “jazz” as a descriptor for syncopated dance music 

and supporting the idea of Lt. Europe as an early jazz practitioner. Tirro (1997) does not 

discuss Lt. Europe’s time with the Castles nor the 369th Infantry Band but does include a 

picture of him conducting the Hell Fighters in Paris during the war. 

Lt. Europe’s Society Orchestra, the group that accompanied Vernon and Irene 

Castle, the top-rated dancers at the time (Brooks, 2004), represents another endeavor 

historians often refer to when distancing him from the jazz idiom. In Lost Sounds: Blacks 

and the Birth of the Recording Industry 1890-1919, Tim Brooks (2004) notes that Europe 

and Vernon Castle created the music and steps to the foxtrot, “one of the most popular 

dances of the twentieth century” (p.273). Brooks (2004) notes that the Castles also had an 
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all-white house orchestra, and Europe was “essentially the Castles’ ‘hot’ orchestra leader” 

(p.273). This “hot” designation refers to a style of race music directly associated with 

early jazz and Black American music traditions (Thacker, 2002; Garrett, 2013). Lt. 

Europe’s Society Orchestra and the 369th Infantry “Harlem Hell Fighters” represent 

distinct groups and perform various songs for different audiences. 

This distinction between groups and styles is not always clear and can lead to a 

conflation of the stylistic variety Europe achieved with his music. Stylistic adaptability 

appears commonplace among American musicians who played popular music during the 

time. However, the “hot” music designation typically refers to a more jazz-oriented style 

compared to “sweet” or “symphonic” music, suggesting that Lt. Europe’s groups held a 

distinct jazz orientation. 

According to historians Jeffery Sammons & John Morrow (2014), the 369th 

Infantry Regiment, originally named the “Harlem Rattlers” (p.2), was the first black 

military unit officially recognized by the state of New York. The group began as the 15th 

National Guard infantry unit and lobbied for the opportunity to participate in the war 

effort. Historians believe the group received the name “Hell Fighters” from a German 

military unit but gained mainstream popularity through the American press along with the 

publishing of the band’s Pathé Records recording (Sammons & Morrow 2014). 

Although he initially entered the military as a machine gunner, leadership quickly 

placed Lt. Europe in charge of assembling a band after sustaining severe injuries in battle. 

Lt. Europe gathered the willing musicians from the Clef Club and several clarinetists 

from Puerto Rico to comprise the group. Various accounts point to the group being 

exceptionally talented. One account describes how the extreme racial tension during the 
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unit’s training in South Carolina temporarily dissolved during one of the band’s 

performances. This performance even received a positive review from a music critic 

known for his racist disposition towards Black music groups. The infantry band was so 

outstanding that the military ordered them to serve as General Pershing’s band before 

receiving orders to aid French military efforts. The band’s time as General Pershing’s 

group predates the notion of “Pershing’s Own”—a designation given to the top army 

band in the nation. Despite this, Badger notes that Europe’s group regularly received 

recognition as the best military band. 

The 369th Infantry Band was primarily responsible for spreading the jazz craze in 

France. The group’s first introduction came at a performance on the Champs Élysées in 

Paris. The group was so popular that the French government requested that they extend 

their tour in Europe after the war ended. Europe gives a personal account of French 

citizens choosing to attend a performance of the Hell Fighters over one of the more 

famous British symphonic groups performing on the same date. 

Gioia’s (2021) and Badger’s (1995) narratives contain contradictory or potentially 

confusing assertions. In the “ragtime” biography, Badger (1995) titles a chapter “Filling 

France Full of Jazz” (p.190) chronicling Lt. Europe’s experience in France. Badger notes 

the newness of the word “jazz” in the European vernacular due to the dissemination of 

records from “The Original Dixieland Jazz Band” (Badger, 1995, p.190) in 1917, no 

more than two years prior. In the chapter, Badger quotes Europe’s brief explanation of 

“jazz effects” by presenting “the notion that jazz was something done to music in 

performance” when attempting to explain to the press and French musicians how to 

perform the music (Badger, 1995, pp.193-4). This account notes that the French musicians 
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could not achieve the same sounds as Lt. Europe’s band despite having sheet music. 

Europe’s account states that the French musicians believed the Americans were using 

special instruments until the French musicians examined his band’s instruments. Not only 

does this chapter suggest that listeners during the time referred to his music as “jazz,” but 

Europe himself articulates several ideas that align with current understandings of the jazz 

idiom. 

To understand jazz, it is well to know that it isn’t merely a series of 
uncontrollable spasms or outbursts of enthusiasm scattered through a 
composition and discharged on the four winds, first by one wing and then 
by another of the band. Of course, if a player feels an attack of something 
which he believes to be a jazz novelty rumbling in his system, it is not the 
Europe rule to make him choke it back and thus run the risk of cheating 
the world out of a good thing. Any player can try anything once. If it 
doesn’t come out a fliv on harmony, it can remain as a toot to be used 
whenever there’s a place where it won’t crowd regular notes over the bars. 
(Badger, 2004, p.194) 

Europe clearly articulates a commonly cited distinction between ragtime and jazz, the 

incorporation of individual improvisation. Gioia (2021, 126) uses a similar rationale to 

assert that Europe’s music paralleled ragtime by citing the music’s reliance on “unison 

voicings, and its “preference for set compositions over loose improvisation.” Here, Gioia 

references Europe’s Society Orchestra rather than the 369th Infantry Band. Gioia never 

mentions the Harlem Hell Fighters or the significance of their performances overseas. 

This oversight may explain his interpretation of Europe’s musical style. 

In his analysis of early jazz criticism, music scholar Ron Welburn (1987) points 

out that writers often used jazz and ragtime interchangeably before switching to jazz 

exclusively in the 1920s. Welburn (1987) attributes the lack of clarity regarding 

distinctions between American dance music’s varying styles to disinterest in the genre 

(compared to European classical music) and its practitioners’ disinterest in explaining the 
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music to critics. While Welburn cites the impatience of individuals on record—Jim 

Europe, Paul Whiteman, and ‘Gus’ Edwards—to explain jazz or seriously engage with 

criticism, it is also highly likely that racial segregation may be acting as a tacit 

contributor to this perceived lack of interest by music critics or practitioners. One could 

assume that reporters and critics for prominent periodicals were white and did not spend 

substantial time at many places where Black musicians performed. The lack of 

documented work that deeply engages with early jazz supports this assumption. It seems 

plausible that, if not for racial segregation, more white music critics would have 

frequented Black spaces, and the opportunities to find more willing interviewees would 

have increased. Vice versa, if the innovations of Black Americans in the music field 

received more attention from music critics, or more music critics did not focus so 

intensely on European classics at the time (Wellburn, 1987, p.36), accounts of early jazz 

and its intricacies may have provided more insight for researchers today. These ideas 

implicate lawful racial segregation as a critical factor in the lack of clarity on jazz styles 

during this pivotal period. 

The literature suggests that a clear consensus has never existed regarding the 

parameters of early jazz. However, James Reese Europe emphasized preparing and 

performing syncopated and Black vernacular music, aligning with most early jazz 

descriptions. Also, several critics and Lt. Europe himself referred to his music as “jazz,” 

with Pathé Records advertising him as “The Jazz King” (Charters & Kunstadt, 1962, 

p.70) for his exclusive recording contract and an upcoming tour in the US. Regardless of 

his status as a jazz musician, Lt. Europe undoubtedly played an influential role in jazz’s 

popularity and development in its earliest stages. With this understanding, why doesn’t 
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his name regularly come up when discussing pioneers of early jazz? Comparing similar 

individuals who receive more attention in Jazz Studies proves helpful in addressing this 

question. In this instance, Scott Joplin and Paul Whiteman present fruitful comparisons. 

Joplin and Europe were Black American musicians associated with ragtime and 

considered at the top of their field. Joplin is arguably the most well-known ragtime 

pianist and composer. In contrast, Europe represents a significantly “jazzier” 

compositional style applied to what this researcher believes represents a legitimate early 

big band concept. Lt. Europe and Whiteman represent foils that lead “dance band” 

orchestras, and both have references as “kings of jazz” around roughly the same period. 

Comparing the literature and criticism of Europe against Joplin and Whiteman will 

highlight the stylistic and narrative differences that facilitate Europe’s marginalized status 

in Jazz Studies. 

Ragtime and Hot Jazz 

Ragtime historian Edward Berlin (2013) regards Scott Joplin as “ragtime’s 

greatest exponent” (p.2) and “the pre-eminent composer of piano ragtime.” Jazz studies 

scholars typically reference Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag” when discussing Joplin’s 

influence or contributions to the emergence of jazz. While practitioners of syncopated 

music strayed away from classic rags during the 1920s, Maple Leaf Rag remained a part 

of many jazz musicians’ repertoires. Jelly Roll Morton’s “Maple Leaf Rag” recordings in 

the Library of Congress represent some of the most referenced examples of explanations 

distinguishing jazz from ragtime. While this recording helps highlight key stylistic 

differences in piano performance, Gioia (2021, p.23) notes that the lines between the two 

styles can appear very fluid to “educated listeners, and not just at the turn of the century, 



25 

 

 

but well into the era of swing music and big bands.” This point aligns with the previously 

stated idea that people during the late 1910s and early 1920s often thought of jazz and 

ragtime interchangeably. Nancy Robbins & Guy Marco (1998) even raise the point that 

“early jazz groups continued to perform ragtime-era tunes; in fact, many old-timers in 

New Orleans called their style of jazz ‘ragtime.’” Gioia’s statement extends this blending 

of boundaries into the 1930s from a musical style standpoint. The multiple accounts 

referencing the fluidity between ragtime and early jazz undermine the notion that 

conventional jazz history narratives would overlook or dismiss Europe’s contributions 

due to a perception or association with ragtime. 

Europe’s contributions to jazz do not rival Joplin’s contributions to ragtime, but 

this comparison shows that they both represent precedent-setting individuals who 

influenced early jazz. Berlin (2013) notes that Joplin “strove for a ‘classical’ excellence in 

his music” and that he and his publishing partner John Stark referred to his works as 

“classic rags.” The notion of a classic version of a rag positions Joplin firmly in the 

ragtime idiom. Berlin (2013) also notes that the term “classic rags” also refers to Joplin-

influenced compositions and encourages “comparing their quality to that of European art 

music.” Using this designation confers a sense of authority within the ragtime genre. 

However, Lt. Europe differs significantly from Joplin since his group’s later 

performances possessed “jazz effects,” garnering Europe recognition as a “Jazz King.” 

These observations suggest that Lt. Europe’s style lies on the outskirts of ragtime and 

aligns more closely with the jazz genre. 

The support from publishing companies represents another significant difference 

between Joplin and Europe. Music historian David Szatmary (2021) points out that 
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jazz—and, by extension, its key figures—primarily gain mainstream popularity from the 

efforts of club owners, record label entrepreneurs, managers, marketers, and concert 

promoters. Joplin gained popularity not solely from the quality of his music but from the 

availability of his compositions and recordings. Europe only received significant record 

label support as a jazz musician right before death (Floyd, 1988, p.6). The label “Jazz 

King” (Badger, 1989, p.58) did not appear until Pathé Records began promoting Lt. 

Europe and the Harlem Hell Fighters in 1919. Similarly, several musicians received this 

royal designation in mainstream settings due to the support of business-minded sponsors 

or advertisers. While a scarcity of recordings may also have contributed to Europe’s 

music not receiving more recognition, historians have documented his contributions 

relatively well. Despite the availability of musical examples, his recorded commentary 

and catalog support the large-scale significance of his impact on early jazz. Buddy 

Bolden presents another instance of impact superseding the availability of materials. 

Despite having no recordings and only oral recollections of his contributions, Bolden 

potentially represents the first widely accepted practitioner of New Orleans-style jazz 

during the first decade of the 20th century (Ramsey & Smith, 1939; Hobson, 2014). 

Bolden recently received a biopic chronicling his life, but the film received a less-than-

stellar reception (Whitehead, 2019). Bolden’s lack of mainstream notoriety illustrates 

how public perception or name recognition still significantly impacts American jazz 

discourse. 

Comparing Joplin and Europe reveals that an association with ragtime does not 

warrant neglect within academic jazz settings. Although Joplin’s significance may 

overshadow Lt. Europe, Joplin’s contributions to jazz ultimately rest in the adaptation of 
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his “classic rag” by other jazz practitioners. On the other hand, Lt. Europe represents a 

more direct influence with his pioneering role in jazz’s international growth and early 

explanations of jazz as a musical concept. Additionally, this research suggests that he 

represents one of the earliest examples of “big band” leaders, a position held in high 

esteem in jazz studies. This chapter will compare James Reese Europe’s stylistic and 

narrative treatment to another “King of Jazz” in Paul Whiteman to better articulate this 

point. 

Paul Whiteman & his orchestras were most known for ushering in a period of 

“symphonic jazz,” with the introduction of George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue “in 

1924 (Lagasse, 2018). Before this accomplishment, Whiteman sold over a million copies 

of “Whispering/Japanese Sandman” in 1920 and became the most famous dance 

bandleader in the US (Johnson, 2002). Like Lt. Europe, Whiteman also served as a 

bandleader in the military during World War I. However, his military unit appears 

insignificant compared to Lt. Europe and the Harlem Hell Fighters, whose reputation of 

excellence allowed them to serve as General Pershing’s band before the concept of 

“Pershing’s Own” (Howells-Tierney, 1997, p.51) formally existed. 

Lt. Europe and the Harlem Hell Fighters’ performance of “Memphis Blues” 

presents an insightful contrast to “Whispering” by Paul Whiteman and His Ambassador 

Orchestra. Their similarities make sense, given that they were released only one year 

apart and represent the period’s popular music. A critical difference between the two 

songs resides in their melodies. “Memphis Blues” represents a much more syncopated 

idea, while “Whispering” follows a rhythmically even eighth-note line. “Whispering” 

also has a slower tempo, giving it a ballad-like feel, while “Memphis Blues” has a more 
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moderate marching tempo and feels much more upbeat. These attributes align Europe’s 

group more with “hot jazz,” while Whiteman’s arrangement sounds more “sweet.” 

During this time, “sweet” was a descriptor given to music that often functioned as the 

antithesis of “hot” and sometimes represented a pejorative for inauthentic jazz in many 

circles (Wilkinson, 2013). 

These similar yet contrasting styles represent an early example of the “hot” vs. 

“sweet” divide. Regardless of these designations, both tunes hold similarities but lack a 

complete mirroring of Jelly Roll Morton’s jazzier version of “Maple Leaf Rag.” 

Comparing the two orchestras to Morton also generates differences that reveal the 

limitations of having a solo piano as the sole reference point for all instrumentations. 

However, this section highlights the differences between these two songs and Morton’s 

example, illustrating that neither Europe nor Whiteman definitively mirrors another 

widely recognized example of early jazz. Given this point, it seems strange that writers do 

not address Europe and Whiteman similarly from a historical perspective. While 

musicians routinely push the boundaries of aesthetic standards and conventions, writers 

appear to gloss over these complexities or nuances when they challenge or disrupt the 

conventional jazz history narrative. 

In The History of Jazz, Ted Gioia (2021) discusses Europe and Whiteman. When 

addressing Lt. Europe, Gioia generally works to distance Europe from the jazz idiom. As 

previously mentioned, Gioia (2021) dismisses the idea of Lt. Europe representing a 

“harbinger of the Jazz Age” (p.126) and relegates him to the ragtime idiom. In the 

sections mentioning Europe, Gioia only uses the word “jazz” when distancing Europe 

from it. For example, Gioia states that Europe “anticipated the later evolution of big band 
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jazz,” positioning Lt. Europe outside of that development. Gioia (2021) also prefaces this 

statement by saying, “It would be going too far to see James Reese Europe as the 

originator of the jazz big band style” (p.126). Gioia justifies this claim by referencing 

Europe’s work with The Castles. The only reference Gioia gives to the 369th infantry lies 

in a passing statement that reads as follows: “Europe formed a military band that played a 

key role in popularizing African American music among overseas audiences” (p.126). 

The discounting of Europe as an originator of the big band style immediately follows this 

statement. Given the order of statements, Gioia uses Europe’s work with the Castles as 

his point of reference for diminishing his accomplishments in France with the Harlem 

Hell Fighters. 

In contrast, Gioia (2021) uses a significant amount of qualifying language to 

position Whiteman closer to the jazz idiom. Before Gioia gets to the section that deals 

specifically with Whiteman, he receives several references as a legitimizing force for 

different jazz soloists. Gioia (2021) begins Whiteman’s section by mentioning the band 

leader’s title as the “King of Jazz” (p.105). Gioia mentions several critics’ disdain for the 

title and the belief that Louis Armstrong represented “the real King of Jazz.” However, 

Gioia asserts that this conflict is too complex to dismiss Whiteman’s stature completely. 

Gioia (2021, p.106) then dedicates space to explaining how musicians could go between 

different musical idioms at the time. This nuanced interpretation appears accurate for 

most popular dance musicians, but Gioia does not afford Europe this same nuance in 

earlier passages. When addressing Whiteman’s musical style, Gioia has no reservations 

about using the word “jazz” as a descriptor to combat Whiteman’s previous critics. Gioia 

(2021) states that “the jazz credentials of the Whiteman band were also considerable” 
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despite his most impactful contribution to American music having an “equivocal position 

as a footnote to the history of classical music” (p.106). Gioia (2021) concedes that most 

of Whiteman’s music leaned toward the classical idiom but asserts that the “jazzier side 

of Whiteman deserves to be celebrated” (p. 106). Gioia also states that Whiteman “may 

not have lived up to his claim to be the King of Jazz, but neither was he a mere 

commoner in the kingdom of hot music.” Again, Gioia does not afford this grace and 

nuance to Lt. Europe, whose music sounds “hotter” with its blues inflections, one chief 

criticism leveled at Whiteman. Throughout his book, Gioia takes particular care to 

reinforce Whiteman’s association with the jazz idiom while actively disconnecting 

Europe. These observations do not dispute Paul Whiteman’s significance as a contributor 

to the jazz idiom. However, if jazz critics care not to discount Whiteman’s contributions, 

they should also take that same care with James Reese Europe. 

Joshua Berrett’s (2004) Louis Armstrong and Paul Whiteman: Two Kings of Jazz 

also mentions Whiteman and Europe in his historical analysis. Berrett’s book aims to 

contrast and provide nuance to Armstrong and Whiteman’s previously mentioned debate 

over the “King of Jazz” label. Here, Lt. Europe receives a brief mention concerning his 

work with The Castles. Like Gioia, Berrett distances Europe from the jazz idiom based 

on his work with The Castles. Berrett (2004) states, “Even though these were very largely 

note-reading, ‘straight’ players who rarely improvised, they caught the pulse of the times 

to perfection” (p.11). This sentence comes off as a backhanded compliment that suggests 

the group was stylistically far from jazz. Berrett neglects to mention the 369th Infantry 

band or their success overseas as a jazz ensemble. Europe only receives brief mention 

concerning Whiteman’s rise in popularity. Berrett notes that “Black and Creole musicians 
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maintained a virtual monopoly in supplying dance music for whites” until Europe died in 

1919. Berrett makes no mention of The Clef Club, Europe’s involvement with it, or the 

exploitation of Black American musicians before its creation. Berrett (2004) only notes 

the frustration of white American musicians at the lack of opportunities for the “best 

society gigs” (p. 20). DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) also neglect to mention the Clef Club’s 

role in resisting racialized disenfranchisement and exploitation. These examples 

demonstrate how a lack of proper context drastically distorts historical narratives. This 

distortion proves particularly harmful when it works to downplay or reframe historically 

specific racial disparities and systems of oppression that directly inform jazz’s history. 

Lt. Europe has a couple more references later in the book. One mention implicates 

him in reproducing the idea of Black musicians as “‘instinctive’ musical illiterates,” and 

the other lies within a book by Gilbert Seldes (1924) that advocates for acceptance of 

popular music as art and simultaneously positions Black Americans as uncivilized. The 

first instance references an account of Europe with the Society Orchestra, where the 

musicians would heavily rehearse and memorize popular tunes. Europe would take 

requests for songs they had already prepared, giving the illusion that the band arranged 

the music on the spot. Here, Berrett (2004, p.48) criticizes Lt. Europe for not promoting 

the idea that musicians could read. Interestingly, Europe’s Society Orchestra received 

criticism for being “very largely note-reading, ‘straight’ players who rarely improvised.” 

(p.11). Pointing out this contradiction does not justify Europe’s actions. However, these 

examples indicate how casually critics diminish Europe’s musical credibility without 

attempting to add nuance or rescue his achievements. 
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The second instance involving the praising of Black music and the marginalizing 

of Black people uses Europe as an example of someone who “would have surpassed Paul 

Whiteman as a conductor had he lived longer” (Berrett, 2004, p.65). This example 

presented the idea that Whiteman and Europe were indeed contemporaries. However, 

Gioia and Berrett’s historical narratives do not treat them as such. As previously 

mentioned, Gioia does much to salvage Whiteman’s reputation and contributions without 

doing the same for Europe. Berrett’s book positions Whiteman as a contemporary to 

Louis Armstrong, one of the most iconic and pioneering jazz soloists of all time, again 

raising Whiteman’s status within mainstream narratives while simultaneously, through 

omission, symbolically discounting and diminishing Europe. 

In these textbooks, a pattern emerges in approaches to addressing James Reese 

Europe’s contributions. In accounts that focus on Europe as an individual, he typically 

receives praise for his work and calls for more attention and respect for his 

accomplishments. These positive reflections of Europe usually come from personal 

biographies or scholarly work rooted in amplifying Black voices and topics (Badger, 

1995; Goines & Shepard, 1998; Peress, 2004; Welburn, 1987). However, within the 

context of jazz-oriented historical narratives such as Gioia and Berrett, Europe routinely 

gets diminished when mentioned. Like Martin Williams’s (1983) The Jazz Tradition or 

Fred Ramsey's (1939) Jazzmen, other mainstream Jazz Studies historical narratives barely 

mention him. When referenced, jazz historians regularly position Europe as separate from 

jazz, using his work with The Castles as an example. His work with The Clef Club and 

The Harlem Hell Fighters rarely receives mention in these historical narratives. 
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As presented in these literary findings, labeling James Reese Europe as an early 

jazz musician instead of a late ragtime musician does not constitute an egregious 

misrepresentation. The jazz studies field’s inclination to regularly highlight Paul 

Whiteman’s contributions, regardless of the debates over his stylistic choices, should also 

exist for Lt. Europe. As previously presented, Scott Joplin’s contribution receives ample 

attention despite his impact on jazz, primarily stemming from jazz musicians’ adoption 

and standardization of “Maple Leaf Rag” and the contrast of Joplin’s classic ragtime style 

against early jazz. These findings call for speculation into why the impact of James Reese 

Europe, The Harlem Hell Fighters, and The Clef Club on the New York music scene 

regularly goes underreported in jazz studies. This project suggests two reasons for this 

phenomenon. First, James Reese Europe, The Harlem Hell Fighters, and The Clef Club 

represent a race-conscious agenda that assumes an antiracist tendency rather than a 

colorblind one. Second, Reese represents a definitive link between jazz, ragtime, and 

blues that conflicts with the notion of jazz as autonomous that informs most conventional 

jazz history narratives that typically distance jazz from blues and ragtime. 

Colorblind and Race-Conscious American Music 

As mentioned before, most jazz historians cite Lt. Europe’s Society Orchestra and 

neglect The Harlem Hell Fighters when justifying Lt. Europe’s placement as more of jazz 

“pre-history” or outside of “jazz proper,” despite Paul Whiteman’s qualified inclusion 

based on his impact on jazz’s notoriety. Given that the Harlem Hell Fighters’ music 

arguably impacts jazz history more than his work with the Society Orchestra, their 

marginal inclusion in conventional jazz history narratives seems like a significant oversite 

or misinterpretation. 
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However, one significant distinction stands out when examining the context of 

these two groups. The Society Orchestra represents a group of Black musicians who 

primarily receive recognition based on their ability to accompany Vernon and Irene 

Castle, a successful mainstream white American ballroom dance group. Conversely, The 

Harlem Hell Fighters represent a Black American music group with a well-respected 

Black bandleader who articulated a “decidedly pro-Negro” musical approach, and his 

publicized comments “had no parallel or rival up to that time” (Wellburn, 1987, p.38). 

Here, publicly declaring Black American music represented a quintessentially 

“American” and inherently valuable cultural product to the United States openly disrupts 

white supremacist hierarchies built on devaluing anything associated with Black 

Americans. 

Europe’s racial identity and positive stance on jazz and Black music in the 

American music field do not warrant his exclusion from “jazz proper” or the core of 

conventional jazz history narratives. However, Lt. Europe’s historical significance does 

not easily fit into conventional academic historiographic methods that present jazz’s 

stylistic development as abstract or colorblind. Lt. Europe presents an openly race-

conscious subject that disrupts the idea of a colorblind or socio-politically detached 

stylistic or historical development. The disparate narrative treatment and placement of Lt. 

James Reese Europe and Paul Whiteman suggest that jazz studies conventions follow a 

colorblind ideology. 

In many ways, James Reese Europe personifies an antiracist position, while 

conventional jazz history narratives embody a colorblind position, putting them at odds. 

Europe’s comments on the value of “negro music” (Welburn, 1987) represented a 
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disruptive idea to the country’s racial structures during the 1920s. Before the legal and 

social changes ushered in by the Civil Rights movements, like Lt. Europe, most 

Americans were, for better or worse, extremely race-conscious, and the omission of this 

awareness from historical subjects represents a more recent phenomenon. Before the 

success of Marshal Stearn’s (1956) The Story of Jazz, other narratives like Rudi Blesh’s 

(1946) Shining Trumpets or Sidney Finkelstein’s (1948) Jazz: A People’s Music engaged 

more directly with the racial and sociopolitical dynamics that inform jazz history 

discourse. Stearns’ success hinged on his narrative’s similarity to the Western Art music 

canon during the 1950s, which followed Enlightenment ideals of high art possessing 

value outside of its social or cultural context (Ramsey, 2013, p,3). Constructing a 

historical narrative that mirrors Western Art music ideals required diminishing the 

significance of the music’s social context. This move proved especially essential to avoid 

the overtly racist structures and attitudes of the Jim Crow Era that prohibited the study of 

jazz due to its racialized associations. 

Jazz history textbooks do not displace Lt. Europe’s contributions because of his 

“decidedly pro-Negro” (Wellburn, 1987, p.38) stance but because these narratives cannot 

readily convey his thoughts and actions as race-neutral or colorblind. The neglect of 

Europe’s contributions implies that mainstream jazz narrative—and the field of jazz 

studies by extension—operate under a colorblind ideology and leave little or no space for 

individuals or actions that challenge this idea. 

Regularly including James Reese Europe, The Harlem Hell Fighters, and The Clef 

Club within conventional jazz history narratives would implicate jazz musicians in 

potentially engaging with a larger sociopolitical goal of “racial equality through the arts” 
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(Ramsey, 1996, p.25). Suggesting that the jazz idiom possesses a historically definitive 

pro- Black or antiracist position presents a significant challenge to the current colorblind 

conventions of music schools in the US. Including an antiracist positionality as a defining 

feature seems advantageous to more current attempts to create more diverse and inclusive 

academic settings. However, this also undermines colorblind conventions perpetuating 

American institutions’ possessive investment in Western European Art. Including an 

antiracist position would drastically recontextualize Europe’s historical significance and 

contributions to jazz’s stylistic development. From an antiracist perspective, exploiting 

musicians of color or their music presents a severe deviation from the desired outcomes; 

conversely, financially empowering musicians of color and their music represents a 

noteworthy antiracist contribution. 

Paul Whiteman’s need to “make a lady out of jazz” (Tucker, 1998, p.273) by 

adopting a more symphonic style, along with the massive mainstream support of his 

music, also supports the idea that, in general, Americans did not value Black music as 

highly as James Reese Europe. Lt. Europe also attempts to position “negro music” as 

America’s only original folk music. Europe’s immense success overseas likely caused 

him to recognize the value of Black American music as potentially rivaling European 

classics. His comments on the French audience’s reception of the 369th infantry band 

support this idea (Badger, 1989; 1995). The notion that Black American music was not 

inherently inferior to European classics represents an “unprecedented” antiracist idea, 

especially for the time. Europe’s reference to Dvorak’s treatment of folk music suggests 

that Black American music should receive comparable respect and recognition. However, 

Europe’s emphasis on the merits of “negro music” represents a critical departure from the 
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anti-Black systems and beliefs of that time. These opposing ideologies represent the main 

difference between Whiteman and Europe. The ease with which conventional narratives 

incorporate Whiteman and the apparent difficulty of acknowledging Lt. Europe 

represents a juxtaposition that suggests mainstream jazz studies may be more aligned 

with a Eurocentric position rather than an antiracist one. While Whiteman appears to 

have several writers and critics striving to rescue him from obscurity, Europe remains in 

the shadows. Understanding the juxtaposition of Whiteman and Europe as an example of 

the negotiation of antiracist and Eurocentric ideology within conventional jazz history 

narratives illuminates how a “laissez-faire” neglect of Europe’s significant contributions 

to jazz history easily translates to “laissez-faire racism” (Bonilla-Silva 2016, p.29) that 

facilitates the unfair treatment of influential Black Americans who do not fit into a 

colorblind or Eurocentric historical narrative. 

When specific musicians possess an impact too significant to omit, conventional 

jazz history narratives regularly elect to distance them from the jazz idiom or “jazz 

proper.” Lt. Europe represents a prime example of this distancing. As previously shown, 

several historical narratives distanced Lt. Europe’s contributions from the jazz idiom but 

did not do the same for Paul Whiteman. Another critical difference between these two 

individuals is that Whiteman’s style incorporates more European symphonic musical 

ideas while Europe incorporates more Black vernacular musical ideas from ragtime and 

blues. While the conventional jazz history narrative would corroborate that early jazz 

emerged out of the blues and ragtime, conventional jazz narratives commonly convey an 

unnatural distancing of these styles. This practice is especially perplexing considering the 

often-unquestioned grouping of early jazz, swing, and bebop, an issue highlighted in 
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Scott DeVeaux’s (1991) “Constructing the Jazz Tradition: Jazz Historiography.” DeVeaux 

(1991) states that “again and again, present-day musicians, whether neo-classicist or 

avant-garde, invoke the past, keeping before the public’s eye the idea that musics as 

diverse as those of King Oliver and the Art Ensemble of Chicago are in some fundamental 

sense the same music” (p.531). In this example, King Oliver represents early New 

Orleans-style jazz, while The Art Ensemble of Chicago intends to represent genre-less 

music. If people initially used jazz and ragtime interchangeably, and swing, bebop, and 

early jazz also share the term, why did ragtime not receive this same narrative inclusion? 

From a stylistic standpoint, ragtime more closely resembles early jazz than bebop. 

Additionally, the pedagogical approach to jazz piano begins with ragtime (Berlin, 

2013). Given this direct stylistic influence and other shared musical qualities, wouldn’t 

ragtime warrant a more direct association with jazz like the other more contemporary 

styles? This research suggests that this reclaiming of ragtime never truly happened 

because the term ragtime had become inseparable from “Blackness” while other styles 

had a more contested racialized status. 

In this example, “Blackness” does not mean Black culture or people. This 

reference to “Blackness” represents a parallel to the concept of “whiteness” as a 

disembodied possession within the US’s racialized context. Legal scholar and critical race 

theorist Cheryl Harris (1993) notes the legal precedents that merge racial identity with 

property in America. These precedents also grant holders of “whiteness” certain rights 

and privileges by law. Harris (1993) points out that: 

The right to exclude was the central principle, too, of whiteness as 
identity, for mainly whiteness has been characterized not by an inherent 
unifying characteristic but by the exclusion of others deemed to be ‘not 
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white.’ The possessors of whiteness were granted the legal right to exclude 
others from the privileges inhering in whiteness. (Harris, 1993, p.1736) 

Claiming “whiteness” gave its holders the ability to exclude others from claiming 

“whiteness” as an identity and the privileges that accompanied it. Harris (1993) also 

explains that “inherent in the concept of ‘being white’ was the right to own or hold 

whiteness to the exclusion and subordination of Blacks” and that “because ‘identity is… 

continuously being constituted through social interaction,’ the assigned political, 

economic, and social inferiority of Blacks necessarily shaped white identity” (p.1737). 

This statement highlights how the devaluing of Black identity constructs white identity, 

making the exclusion and subordination of Black people a requirement. Harris (1993) 

points out that this exclusion runs parallel to the ideals of white supremacy, noting that 

“recognizing or identifying oneself as white is thus a claim of racial purity, and the 

assertion that one is free of any taint of Black blood.” (p.1737) This line illustrates the 

US’s racial hierarchy, where the possession of “whiteness” grants special rights and 

privileges while the possession of “Blackness” entails subordination and exclusion. 

While possessing many Black performers contributes to the racialization of 

ragtime and the blues, this work suggests that music’s perception as possessing 

“Blackness” mandates an exclusion from “whiteness” and its privileges. Berlin (2013) 

elaborates on the closeness of the association between ragtime and racial identity here: 

The most important element of ragtime, the rhythmic syncopation that 
distinguishes it from other contemporary dance music, was recognized as a 
general trait of African American music. It was commented upon by 
various 19th-century writers in reference to performances of vocal and 
instrumental music by blacks and was disseminated and mimicked as a 
stereotype in blackface minstrelsy. (Berlin, 2013, p.2) 

This passage highlights the merging of ragtime and syncopation with Black American 

identity and the subsequent reinforcement of that conflation through the performance of 
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blackface minstrelsy. The close associations with the stereotypes of blackface minstrelsy 

and incorporation of plantation dances like the “cakewalk” (Berlin, 2013, p.2) link 

ragtime to chattel slavery directly, the embodiment of exclusion and subordination based 

on the possession of “Blackness” in the US. This understanding makes the incentive to 

distance oneself from “Blackness” clear. From this perspective, “Blackness” represents a 

barrier to entry that restricts the music and its practitioners from attaining the privileges 

of “whiteness” despite its immense popularity. This distancing also mirrors comments 

from music critics on Paul Whiteman’s attempts to “civilize” or “make a lady out of jazz” 

(Barret, 2004, 41), with the commissioning and performance of George Gershwin’s 

“Rhapsody in Blue,” Whiteman’s crowning achievement in the field of jazz studies. 

These comments invoke the notion of making jazz more respectable or acceptable to 

mainstream white audiences. As mentioned, Whiteman’s music’s main stylistic 

distinction in 1920 and Lt. Europe’s music in 1919 happens in the melody’s syncopation. 

Syncopation becomes the distinction that bars ragtime from a more privileged status. 

Whiteman’s reduced use of syncopation also demonstrates one of the first 

attempts to distance jazz from “Blackness.” As previously mentioned, Whiteman’s music 

was massively popular; however, his style of jazz did not become the standard mainly 

because the use of syncopation had already been established potentially as far back as the 

1890s with Buddy Bolden and became cemented by the recording of “Livery Stable 

Blues” by the Original Dixieland Jazz Band (ODJB) in 1917. Although the ODJB 

consisted of white musicians, the use of syncopation metaphorically functioned as the 

“taint of Black blood” (Harris, 1993, p.1740) that restricted the music from the full 

privileges of “whiteness.” These events and Europe’s success in New York and France 
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set an early precedent for jazz’s complicated negotiations concerning the racialized 

identity of the field and its attempts to attain the privileges associated with possessing 

“whiteness” through the diminishing of “Blackness.” On its own, the opportunity to 

negotiate a racialized identity in this manner represents a privilege completely 

unavailable to ragtime or blues at the time. 

Musically, these racialized negotiations reveal themselves via debates over 

contrasting styles such as “sweet” versus “hot” (Thacker, 2002), “cool jazz” versus “hard 

bop” (Jago, 2017), or most currently “neotraditional” versus “free” versus “fusion” 

(DeVeaux, 1991). These stylistic differences appear irreducible to their practitioners’ 

racialized identities but represent disputes over economic or social status based on 

negotiating racialized associations held by various musical aspects. While these wars 

over style represent the musical performance perspective, the historical narrative 

represents a different battlefield. 

Writers, scholars, and critics also attempt to negotiate the music’s possession of 

the privileges of “whiteness” and its associations with “Blackness.” As previously 

mentioned, jazz could never fully access the full privileges of “whiteness” due to the 

cemented association of syncopation to “Blackness” that invokes a metaphorical “one- 

drop rule” (Harris, 1993, p.1740). However, conventional jazz history narratives procure 

the privileges of “whiteness” by regularly distancing the music from “Blackness” 

whenever possible, including the unnatural but frequent practice of distancing ragtime 

and the blues from early jazz. This practice of distancing or attempting to draw attention 

away from “Blackness” mirrors the notion of racial passing, also mentioned by Harris 

(1993), where individuals who have features associated with “whiteness” can temporarily 
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gain access to some of its privileges by hiding anything associated with “Blackness.” 

Conventional jazz narratives and academic music programs have no issue celebrating 

Scott Joplin’s influence, given that he represents a classic form of ragtime that easily 

contrasts against and effectively distanced from early jazz. Lt. Europe, however, makes 

distancing early jazz from ragtime and the blues much more difficult. Recognizing Lt. 

Europe’s significance to jazz history effectively draws attention to the genre’s 

“Blackness” and jeopardizes access to privileges associated with “whiteness.” The ODJB 

also makes this distancing hot jazz somewhat complicated from a stylistic standpoint. 

However, the notion of an all-white New Orleans jazz band recording the first jazz album 

for mainstream consumption—outside the ‘race record” category—still grants some room 

to distance early jazz from “Blackness.” Paul Whiteman’s musical approach represents 

early jazz’s most successful attempt to distance early jazz from “Blackness,” so much so 

that some critics rejected his inclusion in the jazz genre. Despite this, jazz history 

textbooks regularly attempt to highlight Whiteman’s contributions to the idiom, thereby 

granting more wiggle room concerning the racialized historical narrative of jazz. 

Conventional jazz history narratives cannot easily separate Europe’s contributions 

to early jazz from “Blackness.” He possesses an abundance of “Blackness” in his music, 

his commentary, and his body. The easiest way to address Europe’s contributions to early 

jazz—with the intent to acquire the privileges of “whiteness” or maintain some distance 

from “Blackness”—manifests by simply distancing Europe from the entire jazz idiom, 

like ragtime or the blues, rather than embrace the evident connections between these 

styles. This act appears crucial because the main link between these styles lies in their 
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restriction from or subordination to European classics due to their possession of 

“Blackness.” 

In this chapter, applying Caplan’s epistemological shift allows readers and 

historians to analyze how musicians navigate Eurocentric social norms and how those 

choices directly affect their musical style during this transitional period between ragtime 

and early jazz. Whiteman’s approach presents a form of jazz that prioritizes mirroring the 

European symphonic tradition. Lt. Europe’s approach presents a form of jazz that 

prioritizes resembling the Black American music tradition. Whiteman’s approach 

reinforces white supremacist systems that value European music and devalue Black 

American music. Lt. Europe’s approach resists white supremacist norms by asserting that 

Black American music holds intrinsic value, independent of any comparison to European 

music. Analyzing how musical approaches reinforce or resist white supremacist norms 

provides a useful starting point for understanding and presenting the social context that 

informs how jazz develops in the United States. 

Presenting Lt. Europe’s music and contributions as a part of “jazz proper” 

prevents the abstraction of jazz from its racialized origins and disruptive emergence in the 

overtly anti-Black historical context. This recontextualizing further complicates the 

notion of jazz’s linear development by highlighting the tension surrounding pro-Black 

and anti-Black understanding of jazz during its introduction to mainstream audiences. 

However, prioritizing this tension helps conventional jazz narratives avoid blindly 

reproducing the anti-Black conventions that distanced jazz’s racialized origins and 

associations to make it more compatible with white supremacist systems and beliefs in the 

United States during this period. 



44 

 

 

Lieutenant James Reese Europe represents a monumental early jazz pioneer who 

significantly impacted American music during the early twentieth century. Conventional 

jazz history narratives should not undersell or overlook his contributions to early jazz’s 

development. Unfortunately, the colorblind predisposition of mainstream jazz studies and 

Europe’s close association with “Blackness” leaves him susceptible to displacement or 

erasure from mainstream historical narratives. The unequal narrative treatment Europe 

receives compared to his white counterpart—who enjoys the privilege of receiving 

comparisons to one of the most iconic jazz figures of all time—represents the harmful 

effects of laissez-faire attitudes concerning race and racism’s impact on the field of jazz 

studies. Jazz history narratives should take care to understand these effects better, given 

the negotiations regarding this racialized music and the academic field’s possessive 

investment in “classical” music.  
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CHAPTER 3  

SWING 

Gunther Schuller’s (1989) The Swing Era, Ted Gioia’s (2021) The History of Jazz, 

and the books referenced in Prouty’s (2010) “Toward Jazz’s ‘Official’ History: The 

Debates and Discourses of Jazz History Textbooks,” begin their surveys of the swing 

style with the story of Benny Goodman and portray this stylistic period as synonymous 

with the mainstream popularity of swing music. However, most jazz textbooks also 

acknowledge that “swing” presents a particularly convoluted term because “some of the 

most popular swing music did not swing” (Tanner, Megill, & Gerow, 2001, p.110). This 

observation indicates a significant stylistic difference between popular swing music—that 

did not swing—and the swing style—that used a jazz-oriented swing feel as its 

foundation. This chapter examines how ambiguous definitions of swing music and the 

swing style undermine the utility of “The Swing Era” as a pivotal period of stylistic 

development. Moreover, this issue enables a misplaced emphasis on specific individuals 

and primes an overreliance on canonic figures to maintain the conventional jazz history 

narrative’s cohesion. 

The Swing Style and Swing Music 

In the Grove Dictionary of Music, jazz historian and professor Howard Spring 

(2013) defines “swing” as “a way of playing music that results in a feeling of forward 

motion or momentum, often accompanied by a propensity to embody the music in some 

form of rhythmic movement” (p.1). Spring (2013) elaborates on how musicians create 

this swing feel. When music swings, it is usually the result of a combination of 

characteristics related to musical pulse, how that pulse is divided, phrasing, and 
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articulation. Each of these is open to variation on both the individual and the ensemble 

level. In other words, there are different degrees and kinds of swing depending on the 

interplay of these characteristics and their interpretation. 

Later in the entry, Spring (2013) mentions that musicians often accent offbeat 

notes, stress weak beats, and play asymmetrical eighth notes (swing eighth notes) to 

achieve this swing feeling. Because several popular swing bands did not perform a style 

built on the swing feel, debates emerged over what bands and songs stylistically 

represented jazz. These stylistic debates create the historical context that differentiates 

popular swing music from traditional jazz due to the absence of a swing feel. 

Stearns (1956) notes that before the swing era, “the word ‘swing’ was only a verb 

employed to describe the basic jazz quality,” and Stearns also asserts that “good jazz 

should ‘swing’” (p.197). Before the swing era, hot jazz musicians used these techniques 

to create the swing feel, and sweet and symphonic jazz typically did not. Stearns’ 

explanation echoes the sentiment of Duke Ellington’s “It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t 

Got That Swing),” which appears to comment on these debates, suggesting that jazz 

should create the swing feeling regardless of the style. Not all swing bands practiced the 

swing feeling described here. This definition of the swing style refers to music played by 

large dance bands emulating the hot jazz style. Conversely, swing music more precisely 

refers to what Gridley (2009, p.121) identifies as the big-band style that represented the 

dominant approach to popular music at the time and did not require the swing feel. 

Gridley (2009) suggests that viewing jazz as synonymous with popular music 

during this period represents an oversimplification (p.121). Gridley states that musicians 

and journalists typically differentiated swing-era big bands based on the presence of a 
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swing feel, an association with “the jazz tradition,” and jazz improvisation as a customary 

practice. He also notes that many groups did not prioritize improvisation, but this practice 

appears common for even “jazz-oriented” (p.121) big bands. This statement suggests that 

deprioritizing group improvisation signifies a necessary shift in approach, given that the 

increased number of players left less room for effective group improvisation. 

Gridley (2009) also suggests that “if readers identify music as ‘jazz’ whenever it 

swings, this era clearly marks a peak for jazz” (p.121). However, this statement also 

conflicts with the previous observation that much swing-era music did not swing (Tanner, 

Megill, & Gerow, 2001, p.110). Together, these statements suggest that the assumed 

popularity of a jazz-oriented swing style appears based on the increase in large ensembles 

that can swing compared to the previous era. However, implementing the swing feel does 

not correlate with increased mainstream popularity since many popular groups did not 

swing. 

Also, Gridley’s (2009) definition of the jazz tradition includes any music that 

anyone has ever called jazz, regardless of the swing feel or improvisation (p.10). 

However, Gridley (2009) contradicts this idea by stating that his swing era chapter 

focuses “only the most jazz-oriented bands and soloists from the 1930s and 1940s big 

band scene” (p.10). Contradicting an already vague definition further undercuts the 

validity of his previous reference to the jazz tradition to indicate the orientation of a big 

band. 

Moreover, Duke Ellington and Count Basie, two of the most influential and jazz- 

oriented bandleaders of the time, exist separately from this swing-era chapter. The need to 

separate the most jazz-oriented bands from “the swing era” suggests that the period does 
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not prioritize a jazz orientation, contradicting the typical portrayal of jazz and popular 

music as synonymous. This observation calls into question the purpose of the swing era 

as a stylistic period. The different perspectives on the musical parameters of jazz provide 

the necessary context to understanding the swing era’s defining characteristics and hold 

significant implications for how historians might portray the period as a part of jazz’s 

larger historical narrative. 

Stearns (1956) notes that the swing music craze represented the American public’s 

desire for large orchestras and hot jazz and suggests that, although the music industry 

presented this genre as new, the performing style existed well before the American public 

took interest (p.198). Large dance bands typically employed designated hot soloists but 

did not perform hot music and could not swing as an ensemble (p.181). Large dance 

orchestras struggled to create the swing feeling due to an inability to perform the group 

improvisation associated with the smaller hot jazz ensembles. Jazz musicians developed 

the swing style due to a need for large groups to achieve a swing feel that matched the hot 

soloists and mimicked the interplay in New Orleans polyphony. The swing style does not 

equate to swing music but represents large dance orchestras (big bands) that used the 

swing feel as their foundation. Additionally, making the swing feel optional in swing 

music may have resulted partially from the difficulty of finding white musicians who 

could swing or regularly play in the hot jazz style. 

The consensus among textbooks to center their presentation of the swing style 

around the music’s popularity rather than its stylistic emergence appears remarkable, 

given the ambiguity around swing music and its relation to hot jazz. Given the 

overarching narrative’s emphasis on musical continuity, several of these textbooks have 
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definitions of swing music that conflict with other books or with their initial definition of 

swing music. As previously mentioned, Stearns and Ellington believe jazz should swing, 

but Tanner, Megill, & Gerow (2001) note that much swing-era music did not swing. 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009, p. 164) also note that swing music included several bands 

and styles that differed from the public’s perception of jazz, specifically mentioning 

Sammy Kaye and Hal Kemp, who led very successful bands during this period. Here, the 

swing feel signifies a fundamental characteristic of the swing style or jazz-oriented big 

bands, but only for some swing music. Also, it becomes clear that jazz and swing music 

were not as synonymous as the common assertions about this period. The conventional 

narrative of the swing era presents a historical perspective that does not prioritize stylistic 

development because it tends to avoid any strong stances on the stylistic parameters of 

jazz in any period. However, adopting a broader definition of jazz caters to an 

uninformed public perception of jazz that relies mainly on the intentionally misleading 

marketing of jazz and swing to subvert the previous negative associations with hot jazz. 

Jazz Historiography and The Swing Craze 

Due to an awareness of “the various strains of prejudice that place classical music 

in a loftier position in the cultural hierarchy” (Gabbard, 1995a, p.2), the need to 

legitimize jazz represented a constant concern for jazz historians. Emphasizing a link to 

mainstream popularity validates jazz’s significance due to its assumed importance to this 

period in American music history. From this perspective, differentiating swing-era or the 

swing style from popular swing music that lacked jazz effects appears disadvantageous 

since it could undermine the accumulated prestige jazz received during this period. 

Gunther Schuller (1989) describes the swing era as “that remarkable period in American 
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musical history when jazz was synonymous with America’s popular music, its social 

dances, and its musical entertainment” (p.4). Marshall Stearns (1956, pp.197–198) echoes 

this sentiment by describing the swing era as the convergence of mainstream music 

interests and developments in jazz. These definitions link the swing era to jazz’s 

popularity. “The swing era” generally refers to the period in which swing held peak 

relevance to the American public. However, as mentioned before, the term “swing” does 

not refer to the swing style or jazz exclusively, and the centrality of popularity to 

descriptions of the “swing era” suggests the dominance of swing music more than the 

swing style. If swing music constitutes the definitive style of the swing era more than the 

swing style, this period appears more concerned with the music’s popular reception than 

its stylistic development. This distinction creates additional problems when tying swing 

music’s popularity to jazz’s stylistic development. 

During most of the 1920s and 1930s, Paul Whiteman’s symphonic jazz style 

found public acceptance in a “quasi-symphonic adaptation” that only retained “vestigial 

elements to suggest the source of inspiration” (Stearns, 1956, p.115), seeming to validate 

the public perception that jazz represented incomplete or unrefined music without these 

interventions. Whiteman’s overwhelming success informed the American public’s 

understanding of the word jazz but did not share a stylistic foundation with hot jazz or 

traditional New Orleans music. The “consensus view” intentionally avoids the multiple 

debates over authenticity before and after the swing era that often would rely on racially 

essentialist definitions of jazz. The stylistic difference between the symphonic and hot 

jazz styles makes it difficult to explain the significance of popular swing bands and the 

development of the swing style because the consensus or conventional view presents 
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them all as the same or related based on an intentionally undiscerning use of the word 

jazz. This approach proved necessary for establishing a suitable historical framework but 

also overlooks the American public’s early perception of jazz as “merely noise, a product 

of the honky tonks” (Wald, 2009, p.73) or “merely a resource, a primitive music from 

which art music could be developed” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.115). With jazz 

currently experiencing an abundance of cultural capital, scholars and musicians find 

themselves torn between defining jazz based on an undiscerning public perception and an 

undefined but heavily implied stylistic tradition. 

Schuller’s use of the word “jazz” in an American popular music context might 

refer specifically to the hot jazz style rather than the general public’s use of the term that 

included sweet or symphonic jazz. The lack of specificity leaves the reader to assume 

Schuller’s intentions. In the Whiteman context, the reader would understand jazz to have 

already aligned with the popular dance music tastes of the 1920s. However, that context 

conflicts with the intent to highlight a new public acceptance and popularity associated 

with jazz in the 1930s. Conversely, Schuller could be referring to the typical use of the 

term, but this suggests that the popularity relates more directly to the word jazz rather 

than any stylistic associations since many dance bands immolated the Whiteman style but 

actively avoided associations with the word jazz as well as the hot jazz style. Gridley 

(2009, p.121) points out that measuring jazz’s popularity during the swing era hinges on 

how one defines jazz. This observation makes understanding the different viewpoints on 

jazz and the swing style vital for determining the narrative function of the swing era 

within the jazz canon. Jazz history books typically privilege the significance of stylistic 

development over trends in music consumption when detailing the periods before and 
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after the swing era. Suppose the overarching historical narrative of these books suddenly 

changes for the swing era. In that case, understanding the explanations for this shift 

becomes necessary. It offers an opportunity to clarify key terms and adjust the canon to 

improve its continuity and utility as a teaching tool. 

Canonic Band Leaders 

The conventional narrative’s reluctance to clearly define the characteristics of the 

swing style makes relying on prominent figures necessary for presenting jazz’s historical 

narrative. Benny Goodman became the standard bearer for the swing era, given his 

centrality to the popularity of swing music during the swing era. Presenting Goodman as 

the standard bearer based on his popularity proves problematic, given that Jim Crow 

segregation restricted Black musicians from opportunities to perform on a national 

broadcast. Historians point to this variable as pivotal to Goodman’s national success. 

Additionally, the previous section reveals how the stylistic trends of swing music 

differ from those of the swing style. While the Goodman orchestra did practice the swing 

style, Goodman’s success led more directly to the popularity of the big-band style, which 

makes him essential to the popularity of swing music but not necessarily for the 

popularity or development of jazz since the swing feel proved optional in swing music 

and not required for mainstream popularity. 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009, p.177) highlight that, before Goodman’s success, most 

white dance orchestra musicians only got the chance to perform hot jazz during late-night 

jam sessions outside of the public’s eye. During that time, the standard approach of the 

more commercially viable dance orchestras, which typically mirrored the Paul Whiteman 

Orchestra, would hire one or two soloists who could play in the hot jazz style while the 
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rest of the group provided a non-swinging accompaniment (Stearns, 1956, p.181). Jazz 

historian Jeffrey Magee (2005) notes that Fletcher Henderson & his orchestra represented 

an ideal candidate for the radio opportunity that would ultimately launch Goodman’s 

career, but “no black band could entertain the possibility of having a commercially 

sponsored network radio program” (p.192). The Black musicians in Harlem who 

regularly performed in the hot style never received opportunities for their music to reach 

the network radio stations’ national audiences. The radio program’s format requiring 

“jazz-oriented music” (Magee, 2005, p.192) to contrast the sweet and Latin dance music 

reveals that the oppressive racial norms of the 1930s directly inform the public’s 

perception and acceptance of jazz. This observation further complicates the conventional 

narrative’s tacitly building its vague definitions of jazz around the public’s understanding 

of jazz. 

Despite the ambiguity around conventional definitions of jazz, most historians 

recognize that popular swing music did not necessarily swing or have a jazz orientation. 

Many popular all-white dance bands copied Goodman’s approach, which included hiring 

a Black arranger. Other swing bands would attempt to make “watered-down” (Gridley, 

2009, p.405; DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.2) versions of what they heard, meaning they 

reduced the jazz orientation of Goodman’s style to produce swing music that only 

retained jazz’s “vestigial elements to suggest the source of inspiration” (DeVeaux & 

Giddins, 2009, p.115) presumably in hopes of increasing mainstream marketability. This 

marketing approach originated in the 1920s with Paul Whiteman and set the foundation 

for the public’s definition of jazz. Consequently, it becomes unclear whether the Swing 

Era can adequately represent a period of stylistic development or, more so, represents a 
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trend in American music consumption. In either case, Goodman’s role in the stylistic 

development of jazz or jazz-oriented big-band music needs more clarification. 

Goodman’s centrality to the stylistic development of jazz becomes increasingly 

questionable, given that the swing style already existed and thrived in Harlem before the 

creation of the Goodman Orchestra. Stearns (1965, p.198) states that Harlem big bands 

had already established the swing style in the late 1920s, and Schuller (1989, pp.3-4) 

notes the development of a more blues-based swing style in Kansas City around the same 

time. 

Additionally, Schuller’s account asserts that Goodman had a dwindling interest in 

developments in jazz and would have never hired Fletcher Henderson or adopted the 

swing style without the influence of record executive John Hammond. While dedicating 

an entire chapter to the “King of Swing,” Schuller (1989) characterizes Goodman as a 

“great clarinetist” who demonstrated great technical facility but was not particularly 

creative or profound (pp.44-45). Schuller even suggests that the Goodman orchestra’s 

style changed minimally during the 1930s and primarily relied on the established formula 

from the beginning of the decade. Here, Schuller (1989) asserts that Goodman 

significantly impacted popular music, or “the process of musical acculturation to be found 

in all large American cities” (p.12). However, his impact on the musical development of 

jazz begins and ends with his collaboration with Fletcher Henderson. 

While few historians appear to dispute Schuller’s assertion of Goodman’s limited 

stylistic contributions to jazz, almost all jazz history textbooks—including Schuller’s 

lengthy analysis—begin their narrative with the emergence of Goodman as a pivotal 

figure in the stylistic development of jazz. Comparing the Henderson Orchestra and 



55 

 

 

Goodman Orchestra’s recordings of “New King Porter Stomp” among the various 

iterations of the original “King Porter Stomp” corroborates Schuller’s appraisal but 

complicates the notion of any individual figure as central to the development of the swing 

style. In his outline of “King Porter Stomp” recordings from 1923–35, Jeffrey Magee 

(2005, p.131) highlights that Henderson’s arrangements exemplify the “liquidation” of a 

stock arrangement, notated pieces rooted in the ragtime tradition, into a head 

arrangement. This process gradually restructures the piece to allow for more solo 

choruses that the ensemble can repeat as needed. Magee’s outline shows that the primary 

shifts in musical form took place before Goodman’s recording and match the form of 

Henderson’s 1932-33 recordings but contains five trio choruses instead of six. This 

change likely occurs from the need to fit the tune into the limited recording time limit. 

Goodman’s version has a slower tempo, similar to Henderson’s 1928 recording, 

which also has fewer trio choruses than the 1932-33 version. The Goodman and 

Henderson recordings share similar background accompaniment, stomp sections, and tag 

endings. When examining how the Goodman and Henderson recordings differ, Schuller 

and Steans highlight that Goodman’s version sounds much more rehearsed than 

Henderson’s. Evidence of this occurs four bars into the first strain when the ensemble 

backgrounds jump out of the texture. This background figure differs entirely from the 

Henderson recordings, with the drummer emphasizing the ensemble figure that suggests a 

half cadence instead of the smoother return to the tonic in Henderson’s recording, where 

the backgrounds offer no pronounced emphasis here. The soloist on the Henderson 

recording remains at the front of the texture for the entirety of the first strain. However, 

the soloists on the Goodman version land on the tonic, as if to end the solo early and 
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allow the ensemble to shine, but the band emphasizes the dominant, which asserts that the 

strain has not finished. 

The Goodman orchestra uses a dramatic dynamic contrast to highlight the shift in 

texture. The precision and execution of this new material directly contrast with the 

looseness demonstrated in Henderson’s recordings, allowing the soloist to improvise 

freely over the entire strain without interruption. History books often associate the swing 

style with this “a looser, less stiff rhythmic feel” (Gridley, 2009, p.99) and attribute 

“technical perfection and polish” (Schuller, 1965, pp.9) to Goodman’s influence but insist 

that one comes at the expense of the other. The reader must listen to the Henderson and 

Goodman ensemble’s differing articulations to better understand this assertion. When 

examining the ensemble figure in the first strain, The Goodman orchestra’s attacks and 

releases have more clarity. However, the evenness of their note lengths tends to undercut 

the unevenness of the swing eighth notes. Music theorist Matthew Butterfield (2011) 

suggests that the tension created between the unevenness of swing eighth notes 

contributes to the feeling of forward momentum or drive associated with the swing feel. 

The background accompaniment in the middle of the first strain for Henderson’s 

recording contains strings of swing eight notes that sound much more connected, subtly 

but consistently highlighting their unevenness and contributing to a laidback swing feel. 

While both ensembles successfully achieve an enjoyable swing feel, Schuller and Stearns 

suggest that Goodman’s desire for precision subtracts from the overall swing feel 

achieved by Henderson’s ensemble and soloists. While a diminished swing feel may 

characterize much of the swing era’s most popular music, this characteristic conflicts with 

most descriptions of the swing style. 
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While a slightly diminished swing feel supports Schuller’s point that Goodman’s 

influence did not contribute heavily to the development of the swing style, the use of 

varied dynamic contrast did represent a unique feature in 1935, although many swing 

bands would not continue this practice in the future (Schuller, 1989, pp.21-22). Using 

extreme and varied dynamic contrast also represents a technique shared by The Count 

Basie Orchestra, an ensemble that historians present as possessing a particularly 

exceptional swing feel. 

While Schuller (1989) describes Gene Krupa as “an oftentimes annoyingly 

overbearing drummer,” he commends Krupa’s tact in “New King Porter Stomp” (p.21). 

Krupa’s accentuation of the band’s rhythms and transitions demonstrates a drumming 

style that shares similarities with Jo Jones in the Basie Orchestra, representing a departure 

from typical swing band drummers but anticipating modern jazz drumming. While one 

may not attribute this stylistic contribution directly to Benny Goodman, it remains an 

integral part of the Goodman story. Jazz history books typically do not provide a deep 

historical analysis of Krupa or Jo Jones, leaving a need to clarify the origins of this style. 

However, their importance to these groups highlights the collaborative effort of stylistic 

development that can go overlooked when historical narratives follow canonic figures 

instead of the musical elements that shift jazz styles. 

Despite awareness and agreeance with Schuller’s (1989) assessment of Goodman, 

jazz history textbooks still reinforce Goodman as central to the development of the swing 

style by including the influence of the Henderson brothers and Don Redman on the 

orchestra’s style. However, these nods to the swing style’s early developmental stages, 

especially Fletcher Henderson’s arrangements, function as a preamble to the story of 
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Benny Goodman’s success rather than the core of jazz’s stylistic development. This 

approach to explaining the period prioritizes developments in American music tastes 

rather than jazz or swing styles. Conflating the popularity of swing or big-band music 

with the development of the swing style creates confusion around the swing era’s 

connection to jazz history. This conflation happens because of the census view’s aversion 

to providing precise stylistic characteristics of jazz and its emphasis on the stories of 

individuals rather than the music. 

Additionally, other significant influences on swing music, like Duke Ellington or 

Count Basie orchestras, routinely received attention outside the space designated for the 

swing era. Jazz history textbooks typically begin with the story of Benny Goodman and 

then include the stories of Ellington and Basie. Stearns presents a notable deviation by 

placing many of Ellington’s early big-band credits in the chapter titled “The Jazz Age 

Ends,” which also mentions the emergence of the Kansas City Style and suggests this 

period as necessary to the development of the big-band or jazz orchestra. Historians may 

separate Ellington and Basie (and, by extension, Bennie Moten) from the swing era due 

to their careers and impact exceeding the limits of the swing craze. However, their 

overarching influence appears more in line with the stylistic development of the swing 

style and jazz, which also do not easily fit within the parameters of the popularity of 

swing music. Regardless of the reason, separating these highly influential bands 

reinforces the idea that the swing era refers more directly to the popularity of swing 

music rather than the stylistic development of jazz or the swing style. Moreover, the need 

to separate them from the swing era also highlights the ineffectiveness of focusing on the 
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careers of individuals to organize jazz’s historical narrative rather than focusing on shifts 

in musical style. 

In Ellington’s case, his musical influence on jazz proves diverse and reaches 

across stylistic periods and genres. Ellington & his orchestra provide a helpful example of 

the need for a jazz canon based on the defining characteristics of the music rather than the 

histories of various well-known individuals. However, this more discerning approach 

requires less ambiguous definitions of key terms, which appears improbable for the 

conventional approach to achieve, given its non-discerning tendency. Ellington’s 

displacement also seems ironic since Stearns’ definition of “good jazz” comes from a 

Duke Ellington tune. Ellington’s creativity and variety support his ability to influence and 

inspire shifts in jazz’s stylistic development but make him an unsuitable story to 

encapsulate any single stylistic period. Conversely, Goodman’s lack of variety makes 

him ideal for personifying a style but also encourages homogeneity rather than 

innovation. Additionally, Duke Ellington cannot take sole credit for the wide-ranging 

influence of the Ellington Orchestra. This idea proves true for Goodman and Basie and 

the influence and impact of their orchestras. In the Western art music canon, composers 

directly impact stylistic development based on the creativity of their compositional work. 

In jazz, the performers of musical works play a much more active role in the music-

making process, especially when considering the prominence of solo or group 

improvisation. For example, several sidemen proved very influential on the standard 

performance practices during their time and into the future. 

Part of the significance of bandleaders like Ellington, Goodman, and Basie stems 

from their groups employing several of these influential sidemen. The presence of these 
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exceptional performers also contributed to the band and its leaders’ overall success. The 

emphasis on bandleaders may unintentionally misrepresent their impact on stylistic shifts 

in jazz, specifically when the leader is not responsible for composing or arranging the 

music. All the members play a vital role in the overall success and influence of the group, 

especially during the swing era. 

Kansas City Swing 

As mentioned earlier, the centrality of the Goodman orchestra to the swing era 

narrative displaced the Count Basie orchestra, but seemingly for Basie’s geographic 

origins, which employed a more blues-based or riff-based approach to the swing style. 

Goodman’s style came directly from the innovation of jazz musicians in Harlem, which 

included Ellington, Redman, and the Henderson Brothers. This style often involved 

recomposing popular melodies into a jazz-oriented style (Stearns 1965, p.211). However, 

the Kansas City music tradition proposed a different approach to the issue of making a 

dance orchestra swing that would influence the next major stylistic shift in jazz history. 

Centering Goodman’s style reinforces a New York-centric historical narrative and 

marginalizes other stylistic developments in jazz. New York City appears central to jazz’s 

national popularity. However, jazz’s origins in New Orleans and its multiple regional 

variations make it clear that its stylistic development represents a national phenomenon. 

The focus on the Goodman story reinforces a historical perspective that emphasizes the 

widespread reproduction of a specific individual and subverts the development of the 

swing style, which should highlight jazz musicians’ collective response to the difficulties 

of performing hot jazz in a large group setting. 
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While Schuller (1989) begins his book with a chapter dedicated solely to “The 

‘King’ of Swing—Benny Goodman,” he places Basie in a chapter titled “The 

Quintessence of Swing” alongside Jimmie Lunceford to highlight the contrasting 

approaches to the swing style “between the Southwest and the Eastern seaboard” and to 

emphasize the existence of multiple ways to achieve a large group swing feel. Schuller 

also re-emphasizes the importance of the swing feel by describing Ellington’s 1932 hit 

tune as “prophetic” and asserts that “the infectious rhythmic element known as swing was 

an essential and distinguishing characteristic of jazz—without which in fact jazz was not 

jazz” (p.222) implying that any music before or during the swing era that does not swing 

cannot stylistically represent jazz. Schuller goes on to highlight the Basie Orchestra’s 

emphasis on simplicity—which seems to refer more specifically to a lower priority on 

written orchestration compared to Ellington and Lunceford—and the rhythm section’s 

exceptional swing feel, which Schuller attributes to Freddie Green’s guitar technique 

allowing the drums, bass, and piano more rhythmic and harmonic freedom. The expanded 

roles of this rhythm section also directly influenced how rhythm sections functioned from 

that moment forward. 

The Kansas City concept of the swing style begins with the Bennie Moten 

Orchestra, the group Basie would join in 1929 and lead after Moten died in 1935. In 

1932, the group recorded “Moten Swing,” which demonstrated the Kansas City swing 

style and showed how the musicians nationwide had begun to develop and standardize 

their unique approaches to large-group jazz performance before the launch of the swing 

craze in 1935. Historians typically distance Moten Swing from the stylistic development 

of the swing style because the song represented a riff-based approach rather than the 
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more compositional approach of Ellington and Henderson. However, Schuller (1989, 

p.10) notes that incorporating riffs represented a common and overused feature for swing-

era bands. This observation suggests that—for better or worse—riffs represented an 

innovative and commonly used element by swing-era bands, not a precursor that holds a 

secondary status to the Harlem-based practice of rearranging pop tunes or stock 

arrangements. 

While the New York scene appears to house many of the most popular swing 

bands during the period, Kansas City’s jazz scene arguably holds a more lasting influence 

on jazz’s overarching stylistic development given the region’s connection to the ragtime 

tradition, the Basie Orchestra’s longevity of exemplifying the swing style, and the 

influence of several exceptional musicians such as Lester Young Charlie Parker. With 

their quintessential designation and lasting impact, the Basie Orchestra strongly 

challenges the centrality of the Goodman Orchestra and the swing craze’s significance to 

the development of the swing style. However, Goodman’s unshakable centrality 

demonstrates a priority on public perception of the word swing over the stylistic 

development of jazz or the swing style. Building the swing style’s historical narrative 

around the popularity of swing music reinscribes the racially discriminatory social and 

commercial systems that intended to distance any racialized associations with Black 

American music and musicians. From this perspective, centering Goodman and 

distancing Basie and Ellington appears logical, but presenting this period in American 

popular music as synonymous with the stylistic development of jazz perpetuates the use 

of confusing terms and contradictory explanations for jazz. Overlooking the conventional 

narrative’s implicit mirroring of the American public’s understanding of jazz replaces one 
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racially discriminatory perception of jazz for another that systemically enforced anti- 

Blackness. While conventional jazz history narratives prove more useful as racial norms 

shift over time, conventional narratives prove harmful and counterintuitive for early jazz 

and swing-style historiography. 

Conclusion 

This chapter reveals several issues tied to jazz history textbooks’ presentation of 

the swing era as a pivotal stylistic period. The textbooks obscure how “The Swing Era” 

refers more directly to swing music’s popularity than the swing style’s development. This 

vagueness proves problematic because “swing music” often refers to a style that actively 

avoids direct associations with hot jazz and its rhythmically uneven swing feel. 

Conventional jazz history narratives aim to avoid the aesthetic debates around jazz and 

swing because of their routine reliance on racialized essentialist categories. However, 

racialized essentialism governs the sociopolitical context that informs swing music’s 

avoidance of direct association with hot jazz. Sidestepping these debates and their 

historical context leads to vague explanations for swing music and the swing style within 

jazz history textbooks. 

Additionally, jazz history books tacitly overemphasize the singular contributions 

of band leaders to stylistic development. Like “classical music” historical narratives, jazz 

history textbooks tend to emphasize canonic figures despite jazz performance 

representing a much more collaborative effort. However, jazz musicians engage in a 

much more collaborative and improvisatory effort when creating and performing than the 

European art music tradition. This critical difference suggests that conventional narratives 

misplace this emphasis on individual canonic figures but remain tied to this practice to 
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maintain the integrity of the narrative. By extension, the music of these canonic 

individuals serves as examples of swing music or the swing style, given the conventional 

narrative’s inability to provide more precise definitions and explanations for jazz’s 

development. The swing-era narratives’ more direct connection to national popularity 

also impacts the canonic status of specific individuals, further undermining the 

effectiveness and clarity of the canonic model in jazz history textbooks. 

Due to the centrality of popularity to its narrative function, jazz textbooks may 

need to reconsider the usefulness of the swing era as a period of stylistic development. 

While the swing style did experience a boost in popularity due to its association with 

swing music, swing music’s popularity often led to more homogeneity rather than 

innovation. This observation demonstrates how the Goodman Orchestra exemplified the 

music of the swing era by championing a formulaic approach to swing music but also 

highlights that this approach left little room for stylistic development. Emphasis on the 

swing era or the swing craze, as opposed to the development of the swing style, suggests 

the importance of the most popular swing bands. As noted by Evans (2011), however, 

jazz historians seem uninterested in these more popular swing bands, such as the 

previously mentioned Sammy Kaye and Hal Kemp, due to their lack of creativity or jazz 

orientation. This discrepancy suggests a need for separate historical narratives to portray 

the impact of the swing style on popular music and the historical development of the 

swing style. 

While the conventional jazz history narrative has successfully distanced 

essentialist definitions from jazz and established a foundation for academic exploration of 

jazz history, it needs to clarify the defining characteristics of the swing style more 
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precisely. While prioritizing the swing style over “the swing era” appears useful, this shift 

would only prove effective with clear terms to set the foundation for detailing shifts in the 

swing style over time. Given that a jazz orientation seems preferable, it becomes 

imperative that jazz have a less ambiguous definition. While more concrete stylistic 

boundaries may prove more difficult for modern jazz, clarifying the key characteristics of 

jazz before the swing style’s emergence presents a more manageable task. The issue here 

becomes prioritizing the descriptions of jazz based on musical definitions rather than 

non-musical understandings of jazz. This discrepancy stems from the intentionally vague 

marketing of jazz to the American public, an issue that later chapters will address. While 

definitions of early jazz may invite debate, today’s jazz scholars have more analytical 

tools and frameworks and a century’s worth of hindsight to engage in productive 

discussions on the defining characteristics of the swing style. Again, having separate 

histories for jazz’s musical development and the progression of jazz’s public perception 

seems necessary. 

In this chapter, applying Caplan’s epistemological shift allows readers and 

historians to analyze how musicians navigate Eurocentric social norms and how those 

choices directly affect their musical style before and during the Swing Era. Swing bands 

whose musical approach embraced associations with Black American music traditions 

appear to experience less commercial success than those that downplayed these 

associations. In this context, musicians negotiate the value of Black American traditions 

against the potential costs of open association with Black American music traditions. 

Analyzing how swing musicians openly or covertly engage with jazz’s non-European 

elements and associations demonstrates how they navigate these more fluid but still 
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overtly white supremacist social norms in the United States before and during WWII. 

With tensions around Jim Crow laws increasing compared to the previous period, how 

musical approaches reinforce or resist white supremacist norms provides a useful starting 

point for understanding and presenting the social context that informs how jazz develops 

in the United States. 

By addressing these issues around prioritizing and clarifying the stylistic 

development of jazz and the swing style, jazz textbooks can move away from creating 

and reinforcing canonic figures to guide jazz’s historical narrative. While some names 

appear more often across jazz’s historical narrative, the specific contributions of these 

individuals can serve as the driving force behind the narrative instead of the individual’s 

personal history. Centering the defining features of the swing style and pivotal 

contributions that impact the style creates opportunities to include different musical 

examples to demonstrate a style or technique. Having clearly defined key terms and a 

narrative that prioritizes style over public perception would allow more flexibility for 

educators to customize their lessons. The last chapter of this project will explore possible 

contributing factors to the reluctance to adjust or significantly deviate from the 

conventional jazz canon despite the persistent criticism of its inadequacy.  
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CHAPTER 4 

BOP 

Jazz scholar Brian Casey (2020) identifies the chief tension in modern jazz 

historical discourse as the conflicting perspectives on bebop’s role in jazz’s development. 

These perspectives frame bebop as either a logical progression growing out of swing or a 

unique musical style whose practitioners initially rejected direct associations with swing 

music. Casey (2020, pp.220-221) concludes that bebop historicism oscillates between 

both perspectives, and the variance in narratives over time reflects the ideologies of the 

period when the writing occurred, the biases of the authors, and the available research 

materials and methodologies. Despite the assumed pluralism of Casey’s (2020) 

conclusion, DeVeaux (1997, pp.3-4) asserts that most critics, music scholars, and 

musicians favor an overarching evolutionary framework that emphasizes continuity 

between swing and bebop. While DeVaux (1991) critiques the flattening of jazz history 

into this linear model, his and other jazz history textbooks continue to replicate this 

flattened historical model, arguably due to an inherent bias towards European-based 

conceptions of musical progression and evolution. This chapter will examine the origins 

of bebop’s evolutionary model to show how jazz history textbooks impose a Eurocentric 

value system onto jazz that overemphasizes continuity between swing and bebop and 

undermines the agency and historical significance of bebop musicians like Thelonious 

Monk and their intent to disrupt racial, political, and economic norms. 

The Evolutionary Model 

According to DeVeaux (1991, p.538), Ross Russel’s (1948-9) essays represented 

one of the earliest frameworks that articulated continuity between bebop and swing. 
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Russel aimed to create a common ground between opposing stylistic camps based on a 

shared musical heritage. To accomplish this, Russel asserted that jazz possesses an 

organic quality that evolves and adapts over time. Russel’s evolutionary model 

successfully facilitated Marshall Stearns’ goal to legitimize jazz as a serious music 

worthy of scholarly attention (Prouty, 2010, p.22). This task required constructing a 

historical narrative to present a musical continuity to establish a teleology that mirrors the 

Western art music canon (Caplan, 2021, p.87). 

Although Russel and Steans never state that jazz musicians follow European art 

music standards, appealing to Eurocentric perspectives and conventions of music in the 

U.S. resulted in the conventional narrative that lacks nuance and cannot differentiate 

between jazz and European aesthetic standards. In his book, Stearns (1956) reinforces 

this parallel, stating, “As far as harmony is concerned, jazz is traveling the same path as 

classical music” (p. p.326), which implies that jazz adheres to Western art music 

aesthetics. This comparison to classical music would successfully legitimize jazz, 

especially in academic settings, by catering to U.S. music schools’ possessive investment 

in classical music. While helpful in gaining academic validation, Stearns’ (1956) 

approach places jazz within a pre-existing racial hierarchy (Caplan 2021, p.87) that 

privileges European music over Black American music. 

The framework for the contemporary understanding of jazz comes from the 

compiled essays of writer and Dial Records founder Ross Russel. Russell (1949) set the 

foundation for this parallel between jazz and classical music in the first of his four essays 

on bebop by describing bebop as a contemporary style whose controversial status mirrors 

the reception of James Joyce and Arnold Schoenberg, which invokes comparisons to the 
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20th-century avant-garde movement in Europe. This statement grants “working 

musicians” the authority to change jazz’s style and positions the “critics and jazz 

amateurs” as uninformed and invalid in their dismissal of the music. This attitude on the 

part of bebop musicians represented a departure from the commercially driven attitudes 

of the swing-er that disenfranchised Black jazz musicians.  

In his second essay, Russel (1949) correlates bebop’s change in sound or 

intonation to “that profound and delightful change in texture that occurred in French 

music with Debussy, and in French painting with Monet and Renoir” (Russel, 1949, 

p.200), further reinforcing the authority of bebop musicians via their connection to the 

Western art world. Russel (1949) also builds his defense of bebop on the idea that this 

contemporary style “raises [jazz] above the level of rigidly styled folk music (hillbilly 

music, gypsy music) to a music form which is a challenge to world musical culture” 

(Russel, 1949, p.188). Russel’s (1948-9) essays on bebop set the precedent for what music 

historian Guthrie Ramsey describes as “the scholarly world embedding jazz in the 

Eurocentric notion of Great Art’s transcendence of the social and political, which 

primarily occur through acts of formal musical analysis and written criticism” (Ramsey, 

2013, p.17). It is likely that Black American jazz musicians, inspired by calls for a 

“Double Victory” (Boehm, 2012, pp. 238-346) and the shifting socioeconomic landscape 

in the U.S. near the end of the Second World War (DeVeaux, 1997, pp.238-260), desired 

respect and recognition comparable to classical musicians, they held unique aesthetic 

standards that differed significantly from the European tradition. 

Per DeVeaux (1991, pp.544–547), historians like Russel and Stearns worked to 

validate jazz as “serious music” worthy of scholarly attention because of these assumed 
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similarities with classical music history, even though critics and writers previously 

celebrated jazz in the 1910s and 1920s because of its distinctness from classical music 

(Vernon, 2007; Kingsley, 1917). As evidence, he notes that Russel and others use the 

“organic” metaphor (Russel 1949, 195) to explain how the stylistic development of jazz 

parallels classical music. Russel (1949) and Stearns (1956) neglect differentiating jazz 

from the European tradition in their attempts to garner validation for the academic study 

of jazz. This omission allowed writers and historians to overlook or dismiss the critical 

differences between the two traditions. While differentiating jazz from European art 

during that time would work against their pursuit of validation, addressing the differences 

in origins and developmental context proves immensely important in present-day efforts 

to present a more comprehensive and antiracist historical narrative. 

In Russel’s second essay, “The Evolutionary Position of Bop,” he states that “the 

real nature of jazz history is organic” and proceeds to illustrate a musical lineage of 

trumpet players that connects “the great New Orleans tradition” of jazz to the 

contemporary music of Dizzy Gillespie. This idea assumes that “the impetus for change 

in jazz is internal. Jazz evolves in certain directions because its inner logic demands it” 

(DeVeaux, 1991, p.541). This “inner logic” grants the music autonomy to change and 

adapt, retroactively explaining how two contrasting styles share an abstract internal 

essence. This evolutionary narrative suggests that jazz’s development mirrors European 

music’s trajectory and warrants an elevated status as “serious” music worthy of scholarly 

attention to understanding the music’s internal logic for change. This notion of a shared 

inner logic appeared agreeable to opposing stylistic camps briefly. Traditional and 

modern jazz camps overlooked that this concept grants autonomy over changes to the 
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music abstractly rather than the musicians creating the music. This eventually leads to 

disagreements over what direction the music took based on the assumption that music 

creates and guides itself. These disagreements about the direction or goal of the music 

caused a splintering of styles in the 1950s and 1960s that further loosened the jazz 

tradition’s linear narrative thread. 

While the notion of autonomous art went unquestioned at the time, Russel’s 

evolutionary model tacitly adopted a Eurocentric hierarchy by tying modern jazz’s value 

to its similarities to European art music instead of its own inherent or self-evident value 

as a challenge to musical and social norms. This perspective asserts European music’s 

artistic dominance in the American music field and positions other Black American music 

forms as non-intellectual and inferior. The conventional demonstrates this hierarchal 

notion in its distancing of ragtime and vaudeville as a type of “pre-history” that exists 

outside the vague boundaries of “jazz proper.” 

Additionally, the metaphor of jazz as “an autonomous art, transcending its 

sometimes squalid social and economic setting, and taking its place in American culture 

as a creative discipline of intrinsic integrity” (DeVeaux, 1991, p.544) also undermines the 

agency of Black musicians and their lived experiences that directly inform bebop’s 

development. If jazz has an autonomous nature, it removes the relevance of jazz 

musicians’ thoughts and actions when creating music. The narrative reflects this concept 

by including short biographies of jazz’s canonic figures that do not relate to jazz’s 

stylistic development in any significant way. For example, Charlie Parker’s sub-section 

(DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, pp.284-285) chronicles his music career from self-taught 

novice to expert soloist whose struggles with addiction led him to New York. This section 
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does not make significant connections to Parker’s playing and the Kansas City music 

traditions or how this style managed to find a suitable home among the “real advanced 

New York Style” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.285) of Gillespie and Monk. Readers can 

only assume that Parker’s unique gifts and work ethic allowed him to dictate the wishes 

of this autonomous music. 

This perspective tends to overemphasize or marginalize individuals based on how 

seamlessly they fit into Eurocentric historical frameworks. Musicians like Parker, 

Gillespie, and Powell receive pronounced recognition, while Thelonious Monk and 

drummer Kenny Clarke appear unimportant. In this instance, the virtuosic soloists receive 

Paganini-like reverence, given their exceptional technical facility. Meanwhile, the rhythm 

section seems inconsequential and interchangeable but necessary as accompanists who 

only serve to support the soloists during their concertos. These frameworks intend to 

emphasize the individual creativity of soloists as composers, but this approach does not 

fit well for jazz music-making. Monson (1996) notes that jazz musicians engage in a 

much more collaborative creative process than Western art music composers, especially 

considering the improvisational interplay during a performance. 

Caplan (2021) notes that this evolutionary framework’s Eurocentrism reinscribes 

early notions of Black American music’s inferiority to European music. However, unlike 

previous models, this framework positions bebop rather than symphonic jazz as the 

modern solution to this primitivist dilemma. DeVeaux (1991) notes that adopting or 

imposing “the absolute standards of greatness of the European tradition” turns the distinct 

qualities that “marked [jazz] as African American” (p.546) into liabilities or impediments 

to the music’s growth and maturity. From this perspective, jazz matures only by 
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acknowledging European music’s primacy. DeVeaux (1991) references the 1961 movie 

“Paris Blues” as an example. The movie places European music at the top of a musical 

hierarchy and restricts jazz to a secondary position. This framework proves problematic 

because it mirrors the primitivistic depictions of early jazz as unrefined and inferior to 

European music (DeVeaux, 1991, p.547). 

Hard bop emerged in the mid-1950s as a rebuttal to the implied Eurocentric 

direction of this evolutionary development. Although it grants jazz a more privileged 

status as “art music” (DeVeaux, 1991, p.543), this Eurocentric hierarchy frames all other 

Black American music forms as folk or non-art music, suggesting that such forms are 

artistically inferior to jazz and European music. DeVeaux (1991) states that “[hard bop] 

served to counter the notion that becoming an art music somehow required jazz to shed its 

‘folk’ (i.e., ethnic) roots” (p. 547). With bebop initially representing a departure or a 

challenge to racially oppressive social norms and negative perspectives of Black 

American music, several Black jazz musicians felt compelled to reaffirm jazz’s racial 

associations and push against the idea of Eurocentric standards representing jazz’s ideal 

developmental path. 

Additionally, music historian David Rosenthal (1988) notes that several jazz 

critics and historians either attacked or dismissed the significance of hard bop’s shift in 

perspective. This aversion to jazz musicians’ attempt at race-conscious music-making 

during the 1950s and early 1960s manifests in the confusing racial politics linked to cool 

jazz and hardbop descriptions. As the popularity of Russel’s framework grew, and the 

perception of cool jazz grew as a less disruptive version of bebop, hard bop’s “ethnic 

emphasis” (DeVeaux, 1991, p.547) attempted to reinstate bebop’s racialized position as a 
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challenge to Eurocentric norms. The assumption that jazz’s development occurs strictly 

from stretching musical boundaries and separately from any sociopolitical influence 

directly undermines the significance of the hard bop movement. Music criticism uniquely 

influences the academic perception and acceptance of jazz. This idea receives more 

attention later in the study. 

The acceptance of Russel’s model for continuity and dismissal of hard bop’s 

significance supports the assumption that bebop emerged because jazz outgrew the 

formulaic constraints of swing. This perspective emphasizes the technical advancements 

made by swing musicians. However, it ignores how the music industry and mainstream 

music tastes—not the musical parameters of swing-style jazz—restricted or discouraged 

technical advancements made by musicians. As the previous chapter argued, the Swing 

Era and the popularity of swing music did not coincide with jazz’s stylistic developments, 

given the American public’s general disinterest in the musical expression or technical 

advancements of jazz musicians, especially Black jazz musicians. 

The idea that “jazz was synonymous with America’s popular music” (Schuller, 

1989, p.4) contradicts the music industry’s considerable efforts to subvert the American 

public’s negative perception of jazz by rebranding the music as “swing” (Stearns, 1956, 

p.197) and only permitting all-white dance orchestras a national audience (Magee, 2005, 

p.192). The constraints associated with swing music do not come from the limits of 

swing- style jazz but from the public’s aversion or indifference to Black American 

musical expression. The highly skilled but disgruntled swing musicians intended for 

bebop to challenge the social norms that restricted their musical creativity and 

commercial opportunities. These musicians achieved this goal by developing a musical 
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style that swing bands could not easily replicate, specifically if those swing musicians 

could not perform in a jazz-oriented style. 

Disembodied Music 

DeVeaux (1991), Ramsey (2013), and Klotz (2019) recognize that written 

criticism typically emphasizes the cohesion between traditional and modern jazz styles. 

However, this stylistic unity emphasizes the abstraction or disembodiment of the music 

from its sociopolitical connections and the lived experiences of Black jazz musicians. 

From this evolutionary perspective, jazz gained an elevated status as art music by 

shedding all extramusical associations or influences. When examining jazz’s transition to 

“serious” or “bona fide ‘Art” music during the 1940s and 1950s, music scholar Guthrie 

Ramsey (2013) notes the following. 

In the scholarly world, for example, jazz would need to be analyzed with 
tools from beyond its immediate cultural border. Jazz needed to be 
embedded into the nineteenth-century Eurocentric notion of Great Art’s 
transcendence of the social and political “everyday,” and this move was a 
major hurdle for this body of music. And naturalizing the shift has been 
achieved primarily, though not exclusively, by the acts of formal musical 
analysis and written criticism. (Ramsey, 2013, p.29) 

Here, Ramsey (2013) highlights how musical analysis and written criticism, like Russel’s 

(1948-9) and others, use Eurocentric logic to validate jazz’s status as an art transcending 

all extramusical associations. From this perspective, these frameworks assign Eurocentric 

ideals of high art to jazz and bebop’s musical development. These Eurocentric ideals 

effectively distance jazz and bebop from their foundations in the inherently political and 

embodied experiences of black jazz musicians. 

Jazz history books echo this disembodied logic that privileges the mind over the 

body. DeVeaux & Giddins (2009), in their elaboration on the increased harmonic 

dissonance of bebop, write that “keeping track of the nuances of harmony was a 
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demanding task, turning a physical, emotional music into the realm of the intellectual.” 

They support this idea with a quote from Howard McGhee that states, “With bop, you 

had to know——not feel; you had to know what you were doing.” In the full interview, 

McGhee elaborates on his statement by presenting an example of musicians mocking 

Charlie Parker for not knowing the chord changes to “Body and Soul” and, in response, 

spending three months memorizing and practicing the changes. From McGhee’s complete 

example, we understand that “knowing” refers specifically to knowing the chord changes 

rather than performing with the assumption that the song follows the commonly used II- 

V-I progression of popular tunes. McGhee’s reference does not imply a rejection of 

physicality or emotion in bebop performance. More accurately, McGhee’s example 

suggests that bebop requires more preparation than popular swing music. McGhee never 

suggests that bebop requires less emotion, and Parker’s diligence suggests an increased 

physical demand for performance. 

Moreover, “Body and Soul” represents a popular swing-era tune with the 

commonly used 32-bar AABA form but variations on the most common progression. This 

song became popularized by Coleman Hawkins, whose performance contributed to the 

emergence of bebop, but stylistically, Hawkins resembles a swing musician more than a 

bebop musician. Invoking Hawkins’ Body and Soul suggests that many swing musicians 

possessed the same type of “knowing” required for bebop. This further supports the idea 

that the swing style did not become creatively stagnant, but that creative expansion did 

not align with the interests of the American music industry or mainstream swing music 

consumption. From this more profound understanding of McGhee’s assertion of 

“knowing,” it becomes clear that the implied move from physical to intellectual comes 
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from historians more than musicians. Ramsey’s (2013) placement of the phrase “body of 

music” (p.29) works to intentionally highlight the difficulty of distancing jazz and bebop 

from the sociopolitical implications of a racialized embodiment. 

Music historian Kelsey Klotz (2019) notes that several Black American writers 

often link Black American lived experiences to a “constant sense of embodiment” (p. 34). 

While DeVeaux (1991) cites hard bop as an example of a collective reaction against a 

view of jazz as disembodied, Klotz (2019) suggests that Miles Davis’s attention to 

specific physical signifiers during jazz performance challenged or complicated the 

racialized dialectic between mind and body. The racial narratives in jazz criticism 

“hierarchically associated the body with blackness and the mind with whiteness” (Klotz, 

2019, p.34). Here, Davis’s sweat signifies a racially embodied performance that 

contradicts cool jazz’s associations with disembodiment and whiteness. Both Ramsey 

(2013) and Klotz (2019) assert that influential Black jazz musicians during the 1940s and 

1950s used bebop as a medium to generate and articulate a unique expression of Black 

masculinity that subverted stereotypical perceptions of Black male musicians. 

The hard-bop movement and Davis’s racialized and gendered embodiment of cool 

jazz also represent reactions against this disembodied jazz discourse. As mentioned 

before, the notion of autonomous music removes the creative agency of musicians as a 

significant factor in jazz’s stylistic development. Autonomous art also asserts the idea of 

art that holds value outside of time and space. Hard bop’s intentionally ethnic 

foregrounding functions as jazz musicians’ challenge to abstract and Eurocentric ideals. 

While Davis’s musical style does not contain the same ethnic emphasis, his emphasis on 

jazz as an embodied art inherently draws attention to his ethnicity and disrupts abstract 
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assumptions regarding how the music manifests, given the evident accentuation of the 

physical labor he endures to produce sound and create music. 

The tendency to portray jazz’s historical development as following a disembodied 

logic echoes the concerns of Krin Gabbard (1995), Ramsey (2001), and Lee Caplan 

(2022) regarding the harm that can occur from using Eurocentric discourse to assess 

Black American music. The notion of a disembodied organic unity inherently undermines 

the agency of Black jazz musicians who intentionally created bebop to challenge the 

sociopolitical norms tied to the Black lived experience in the American music field. The 

reproduction of this narrative erodes the significance of Black jazz musicians’ lived 

experience to jazz’s stylistic development. Historians’ constant attempts to acknowledge 

the importance of Black jazz musicians’ lived experiences in the prefaces and 

interspersed short biographies demonstrate an awareness of the significance of Black jazz 

musicians’ lived experiences and that this perspective does not easily fit within 

commonly used historical frameworks that organize jazz’s stylistic development. 

The persistent reproduction of a disembodied stylistic development appears 

especially perplexing since Russel’s framework only emerged at the end of the 1940s, 

had several jazz musicians challenge it in the 1950s, and became ineffective after the 

1960s. This conflict between abstract musical unity and sociopolitical embodied music- 

making forces conventional narratives to rely on canonic figures, implying the 

importance of Black musicians’ lived experience but struggling to connect this 

implication to stylistic development. This conflict also creates a gap where these 

frameworks overlook or marginalize specific musicians who influenced jazz’s stylistic 

development but clashed with the Eurocentric disembodied logic. Thelonious Monk 
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presents a notable example of this phenomenon occurring within bebop historical 

narratives. 

Minimizing Monk 

Jazz history textbooks often point to complex harmony or increased dissonances 

as a defining feature of bebop-style jazz (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, pp.282-3; Gridley, 

2009, pp.164-6). However, these books do not directly attribute this development to 

Monk’s influence. After receiving mention in a list of bebop pioneers in the chapter’s 

introduction, DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) only reference Monk once more for the entire 

chapter. In this reference, Monk only exists as a witness to the brilliance of Bud Powell. 

This chapter presents Monk as having little to no apparent influence on the style’s 

emergence since it primarily chronicles the emergence of bebop. Marginalizing or 

overlooking Monk’s contribution to bebop’s emergence stems from the initial criticism of 

his unique musical approach. In his book Inside Jazz: The Roots of Jazz, which was 

initially published in 1949 as “Inside Bebop,” prominent jazz historian Leonard Feather 

(1977) asserted that Monk did not deserve equal attention to Parker or Gillespie because 

his solos did not demonstrate the same technical virtuosity and offered Bud Powell as a 

more suitable example of a bebop pianist. Feather (1977) states the following: 

Monk’s place in the jazz scene, according to most musicians in the bop 
movement, has been grossly distorted, as a result of some high-powered 
publicity work. He has written a few attractive tunes, but his lack of 
technique and continuity prevented him from accomplishing much as a 
pianist. (Feather, 1977, p.10) 

Here, Feather does not provide examples of musicians corroborating Monk’s status as 

overstated. Instead, Feather asserts the superiority of the Cootie Williams recording of 

“Round Midnight” and cites Monk’s peculiar habits while at Minton’s. Cootie Williams’ 

big-band arrangement of “Round Midnight” represents a much more traditional approach 
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to jazz that does not represent bebop stylistically. While Monk’s behavior did confuse 

many spectators, to posit a swing band version of a bebop tune presents a more suitable 

approach than Monk’s smaller ensemble version suggests a misunderstanding of Monk’s 

style or of bebop musicians’ desire to separate themselves and their music from swing era 

conventions. 

Jazz textbooks typically mirror Feather’s opinion by distancing Monk-focused 

sections from their initial presentation of bebop’s origins and impact. For example, 

DeVeaux & Giddins’s (2009) textbook presents Powell’s section within the “Bebop” 

chapter right after sections detailing the significance of Gillespie, Parker, and the 

importance of 52nd Street. Monk’s section does not appear until “Jazz Composition in the 

1950s,” which comes two chapters later and follows the chapter “The 1950s: Cool Jazz 

and Hard Bop.” This placement underplays Monk’s involvement in the origins of bebop 

and suggests his relevance only begins in the 1950s. Delaying specific attention to 

Monk’s significance also seems counterintuitive, given the references to Monk as a 

regular at Minton’s and an early mentor and influence for Powell (DeVeaux & Giddins, 

2009, p.297). This displacement mirrors Basie and Ellington’s treatment within swing-era 

historical narratives despite references to their direct contributions to stylistic 

development. 

Additionally, Feather’s (1977) account notes that Charlie Parker credited Monk 

“with many of the harmonic ideas that were incorporated into bebop” (p.15). This public 

recognition holds sizable weight, given Parker’s reluctance to admit any direct influence 

from Lester Young, a sax player he admired and someone several bebop musicians 

enthusiastically cited as a massive influence on their musical approach to soloing. 
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Parker’s comments and articles from New York Amsterdam News and The Pittsburgh 

Courier, two Black historical newspapers (Lion, 1948; Burley, 1948), corroborate the idea 

that Monk’s unique approach to harmony and rhythm directly contributed to the creation 

of bebop. 

Monk’s influence becomes indispensable when considering how harmonic 

language represents one of the most stylistically impactful aspects of 1940s bebop. Monk 

holding an elevated status troubles Feather’s perception of bebop because it challenges 

the primacy of virtuosity or technically dazzling solos as an essential feature of bebop 

playing. While Parker, Gillespie, and Powell certainly possessed highly virtuosic 

capabilities, historians like Feather typically misrepresent this feature as critical to the 

style rather than unique to these gifted performers. For example, Miles Davis’s solo 

performance shows the importance of personal creative expression over virtuosity. The 

increase in tempo and harmonic progressions typical of bebop demand a certain level of 

skillful execution not typically needed for swing music. However, these changes served 

as tools to separate their music from swing-era conventions and create an opportunity to 

express their unique musical ideas more freely, not demonstrate an adherence to 

European standards. Parker, Gillespie, and Powell performed to impress and dazzle, but 

their unique expressivity represents a specific approach to navigating a musical 

performance rather than a standard for musicians to duplicate. The misinterpretation of 

their technical virtuosity as the standard approach to bebop rather than specific to certain 

individuals led to the criticism of musicians like Charles Mingus, who lamented the 

widespread mimicking of Charlie Parker. While their styles differ, all these musicians 
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share an approach that challenges the preconceived boundaries of jazz or any Black 

music forms. 

While critics can use virtuosic soloing to support the idea that jazz’s stylistic 

development mirrors European art music, this also undermines the sociopolitical 

significance of virtuosic performance as a challenge to negative or limiting ideas of jazz 

musicians and Black jazz musicians’ agency in the creation of bebop. Understanding how 

bebop represented a revolution reveals how the existence of Black jazz musicians with 

immense technical skill challenged the racist idea that Black music and musicians were 

incapable of achieving such levels of technical proficiency. Eurocentric evolutionary 

narratives overlook this shift in perception when highlighting the continuity between 

technically skilled musicians and techniques during the swing era. Russel’s (1948-9) 

essays provide no insight or exploration into how racial identity or oppression informs 

and impacts jazz’s development or bebop’s emergence. However, the existence of 

advanced techniques among swing musicians highlights the overwhelming nature of 

racial stereotypes during that time that depicted Black musicians and Black music as 

primitive or ill-suited for continued execution and development of these techniques. This 

further illuminates the motives of bebop pioneers to challenge these harmful tropes more 

directly than before. The lack of adequate social context within conventional narratives 

obscures how the bebop’s emergence impacted musicians’ social reality more than their 

sonic practices. The social meaning tied to rejecting or disrupting restrictive swing-era 

conventions appears more significant than bebop’s sonic qualities since these advanced or 

extended techniques already existed amongst swing musicians. 
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Parker’s comments on Monk’s role in developing his style, Monk’s predisposition 

to challenging convention, and his role in Minton’s house band before Parker and 

Gillespie justify how Monk should hold a more prevalent role during bebop’s emergence 

in conventional narratives. However, Feather’s dismissal of Monk’s bebop soloist status 

based on a perceived lack of technically virtuosic solos reinforces Eurocentric standards 

that emphasize individual performance or “genius” in jazz and obscure the importance of 

collaboration. Collaboration has always represented a key characteristic in developing 

jazz and Black American music. In her in-depth analysis of the jazz rhythm section, 

Ingrid Monson (1996) notes that “the interplay among drums, bass, and piano in the 

rhythm section has generally been taken for granted in historical descriptions and 

analyses of jazz improvisation despite its importance in establishing the feeling and 

character of a performance” (p.1). Monson (1996) points out that jazz historians have 

focused primarily on individual soloists and overlooked the musical meanings created by 

the interplay between the soloist, the enabling and accentuating ensemble, and the 

reactions of a discerning audience. 

Grounding jazz performances within the context of a Black American music 

tradition conflicts with the concept of autonomous music because it emphasizes the 

music’s connection to the social realities of its musicians rather than an idealized abstract 

value. Monson (1996) grounds this collaborative exchange within “the richly textured 

aural legacy of jazz and African American music” (p.2). This statement adds a critical 

social context that Eurocentric narratives overlook or omit. 

Monson’s perspective also outlines the significance of the rhythm section and the 

sociopolitical context governing musical meaning-making and interaction during a jazz 
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performance. From Monson’s understanding, the soloist must negotiate their creative 

expression collaboratively with the rhythm section and the audience for a successful 

performance. This prioritizing of collaboration presents a notable contrast to the 

perspectives that show the “frontmen” or soloists as the chief drivers of stylistic 

development during bebop’s emergence. Overemphasizing specific individuals also 

mirrors the issues with swing-style historical narratives and jazz textbooks’ overreliance 

on canonic figures to explain stylistic developments, marginalizing influential musicians 

who destabilize a given historical narrative’s “organic” (Russel, 1949) unity. 

Accounts like Feather’s (1977) that praise Powell and Parker’s singular 

excellence overshadow the collaborative and contextual understanding of jazz 

performance. Monson’s (1996) analysis suggests that jazz music-making or “saying 

something” hinges on the interplay between the temporal sense of community present 

during an improvisational performance and the sociocultural history contextualizing the 

interaction. Monson’s perspective places value on an individual’s ability to creatively 

orchestrate self-expression within the larger group, while conventional narrative places 

value on complexity and significance regardless of context. Jazz history textbooks and 

other written criticism more often rely on decontextualized portrayals of jazz’s stylistic 

development because they adhere to 19th-century European ideals (Ramsey, 2013, p.17). 

Prioritizing the virtuosic ability of individuals like Powell over Monk demonstrates how 

Eurocentric perceptions of jazz undercut the significance of the sociopolitical context of 

musical meaning-making in jazz. 

Displacing Monk’s contributions from DeVeaux & Giddins’ (2009) initial bebop 

chapter substantiates Caplan’s claim that conventional narratives can harmfully distort 
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jazz history. Monk's location outside the core bebop narrative distances his disruption of 

Eurocentric notions of developmental progress since his playing cannot readily be 

attributed to any European or “classical music” predecessor. Monk’s deviation from 

European convention also represents an example of Caplan’s notion of a “deconstructive 

element” that challenges conventional notions of progress toward “classical music” 

standards. Minimizing Monk’s significance to bebop’s emergence also minimizes the 

persistent challenges to Caplan’s Eurocentric teleology throughout jazz development. 

Disrupting Social and Musical Conventions 

Examining the disruptiveness of Monk’s approach reveals insights regarding the 

link between bebop’s sociopolitical disruption and its stylistic development that jazz 

textbooks struggle to convey. Monk uniquely and intentionally troubles Eurocentric 

evolutionary logic. Moreover, Monk’s approach reveals how jazz musicians used musical 

expression to affect their social reality, directly undermining notions of jazz as 

autonomous from its social context or the lived experiences of its creators. 

According to Monk, his unorthodox approach was intentional. In an interview 

about his playing and non-standard fingerings, Monk stated: 

[O]ther musicians that are supposed to have good technique can’t do it the 
way that I’m doing it. They can’t do it as good as me because I know the 
right fingering. I have to figure out certain kinds of fingering [different 
from what] they taught you in the European school of music. Sometimes 
that don’t work—playing what I play. I know the right fingering, but I 
have to use my own some of the time. (Tomkins, 1965, p.11) 

These comments show Monk’s awareness of the dominance of Eurocentric convention in 

American music and articulate an intentional resistance to that system. His disruptive 

style exemplifies how bebop challenged and disrupted the swing music genre’s adherence 

to Eurocentric convention, especially compared to less jazz-oriented swing bands. The 
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intent to differ significantly from swing-era conventions stems from a desire to 

differentiate jazz or bebop from the European tradition. However, Monk’s more 

pronounced difference caused critics like Feather (1977, p.10) to undermine his music and 

his contributions to bebop’s emergence. 

Feurzeig (2011) demonstrates why Monk’s initial dismissal and later celebration 

exemplify the tension caused by his unconventional style. Analyzing “Round Midnight,” 

Feurzeig (2011, p.30) presents Monk’s approach as utilizing timbral and syntactical 

dissonance that deliberately or plausibly disrupts Eurocentric music conventions. Timbre 

and syntax typically represent underexamined musical aspects in conventional examples 

of musical analysis compared to “pitch- and harmony-oriented analysis” (Feurzeig 2011, 

45). Both Feurzeig (2011), DeVeaux, & Giddins (2009) note that “Afrodiasporic music” 

(Feurzeig, 2011, p.40) in general and “African American folk culture” (DeVeaux & 

Giddins (2009, p.9) specifically find it essential to utilize a wide array of timbral 

alterations. When the music first received national or international attention, timbre 

represented a critical feature distinguishing jazz from other American dance music. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, in Lt. Europe’s accounts of his time in France, he notes that the 

musicians intentionally altered the timbre of their instruments, so much so that French 

musicians asked to inspect the instruments to uncover physical alterations (The New 

York Tribune, 1919, pp.28-9). This observation demonstrates how “timbre variation” 

(DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p9) contributed directly to the differentiation of jazz and 

European music during the early 20th century. 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009, pp.8-17) note how jazz musicians alter timbre and 

syntax to generate a more distinct and unique musical expression “much more than their 
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classical counterparts” (p9). However, DeVeaux & Giddins only link timbre variation to 

individuals, failing to explore how this practice also helps generate unique and distinct 

styles or genres. Their “Bebop” (pp.279-307) chapter draws no connections to timbre 

during the style’s emergence or stylistic development. This blind spot prevents theirs and 

other jazz history textbooks from adequately conveying how Monk’s unique timbre and 

syntax contributed to bebop’s and post-bop’s development by using African American 

folk traditions to signify difference from Eurocentric conventions of swing music or any 

style in the American music field. 

Also, Chapter 3 explores the various versions of King Porter Stomp and reveals 

how jazz musicians routinely alter the conventional syntax of commonly known songs to 

facilitate their desired musical expression. Bebop musicians changed the form of popular 

tunes to distinguish their musical expression from previous versions. It also presents 

another example of altering the musical syntax to create a unique creative expression. 

Overlooking these features reveals how the narrative reinforces Eurocentric convention at 

the expense of historical context and musical agency. Exploring novel possibilities by 

disrupting conventional musical syntax represents a vital practice for bebop musicians. 

Therefore, the uniqueness of Monk’s dissonance proves inadequate to warrant the 

displacement of his essential contributions to early bebop. His marginalization reveals 

how the narrative reinforces Eurocentric convention at the expense of historical context 

and musical agency. 

Monk’s more straightforward right-hand melodies also do not align with 

Eurocentric notions of progress or excellence associated with musicians like Parker, 

Gillespie, or Powell. While Monk’s harmonies sound more complex than swing music, 
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the simplicity of his melodies and right-hand improvisation undermine the notion of 

increased complexity as a universal standard for bebop. Since jazz’s early history, 

European music represented the height of musical sophistication in the United States, and 

jazz represented primitive, less sophisticated music. As DeVeaux (1991) and Caplan 

(2021) show, jazz can only gain validation and prestige in this Eurocentric paradigm by 

becoming more like European music. The approach of musicians like Monk, who do not 

neatly align with this logic, becomes displaced within conventional jazz history 

narratives. Meanwhile, others receive outsized recognition regardless of their actions or 

intentions and challenge Eurocentric norms. The thoughts and actions of jazz musicians 

only hold relevance if they reinforce the narrative’s Eurocentric logic. The success of this 

narrative within the academic settings implicates the jazz studies field in the possessive 

investment in Western art music’s accumulated prestige. 

In the conventional narrative, jazz musicians’ creative agency becomes 

undermined when they disrupt Eurocentric norms, and these insights foreshadow the 

stylistic divergence into post-bop jazz styles. As mentioned, hardbop represented a 

rejection of Eurocentric norms that required jazz to distance itself from its ethnic or racial 

associations. The hardbop movement also demonstrated how jazz musicians exercised 

their agency to affect jazz’s stylistic standards and direction. Creative agency and social 

disruption became paramount for the free jazz and avant-garde movement. Coincidently, 

Monk’s recognition and prestige also steadily grew during the period after the height of 

bebop. 

Monk’s unconventional style exemplifies how bebop functions as a disruptive 

force, and historians cite its difference or peculiarity as the style’s most defining feature. 
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To current listeners, bebop represents a standard approach to jazz performance, but 

during its early reception, bebop’s most defining feature was its strangeness. Virtually all 

early descriptions of bebop reference its unfamiliarity. DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) 

include a marginal reference to Baraka’s (2013) autobiography, where he describes bebop 

and its strangeness as the most alluring aspect of the music. Baraka perceives the 

unfamiliarity and newness of bebop as a new or alternative “mode of being” that 

potentially subverts the familiar racialized struggles tied to Eurocentric norms in the US. 

However, jazz textbooks struggle to relay this key characteristic when following Russel’s 

evolutionary framework because it separates jazz’s developmental logic from its 

extramusical context. 

Russel’s defense of bebop relates its strangeness to the European music tradition, 

reinforcing the dominance of the Eurocentric norms that the American public found most 

familiar. This portrayal inherently undermines bebop musicians’ intention to signify 

difference as a means of disrupting social norms. Like the conventional jazz history 

narrative, Russel’s defense of bebop has no use for the sociopolitical agency of jazz 

musicians. Russel places bebop and jazz value in the music’s similarities to European 

music rather than its disruption of racially oppressive and creatively stagnant norms in 

the American music field during the time. 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) link Baraka’s (1963) articulation of bebop as the site 

of radical possibility to an unspecified “renewed sense of purpose” for young musicians 

and receives no further elaboration. With this renewed sense of purpose relating most 

directly to the social realities of Black musicians, elaborating on the significance of this 

connection to the early seeds of post-bop and the civil rights movement become 
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irrelevant or marginal at best. Moreover, relating bebop to intentional difference further 

undermines the validity of a linear narrative based on an autonomous Eurocentric stylistic 

development. Neglecting a deeper exploration of Baraka’s (1963) perspective, which 

reflects the historical practice in Black American culture of viewing Black music and 

culture as tools for social and political advancement (Ramsey, 1996; Gates & Jarret, 

2007), effectively renders bebop’s sociopolitical function as a tangential or secondary 

concern rather than its most defining characteristic. Presenting the turn away from 

European convention as bebop’s most defining trait, as opposed to its similarity to 

European music, also forces a conversation about why the musicians would make these 

decisions. Approaching this conversation more critically would prevent a colorblind 

historical narrative. However, jazz musicians’ socially informed thoughts and actions 

undermine the evolutionary logic that depicts jazz’s stylistic development as 

autonomously adhering to European art standards. 

Conclusion 

Caplan’s epistemological shift again allows readers and historians to analyze how 

musicians navigate Eurocentric social norms and how those choices directly affect their 

musical style before and during the emergence of bebop. Early bebop musicians appear to 

oppose Swing Era norms that commercially align with disassociating with Black 

American music traditions. In this context, musicians negotiate the value of Black 

American traditions against the potential costs of open association with Black American 

music traditions by initiating a complete break from traditional jazz styles while asserting 

the intrinsic value of Black music independent of commercial or mainstream success. 
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Analyzing how bebop musicians disregard Eurocentric norms, regardless of any 

reinterpretations through Eurocentric historical discourse, demonstrates how they 

navigate a white supremacist value system that commercially rewards disassociating with 

Black American music traditions. With increasing numbers of civil disobedience and 

protest coalescing into powerful social movements after WWII and the U.S.’s 

involvement in the Vietnam War, how musical approaches reinforce or resist white 

supremacist norms provides a useful starting point for understanding and presenting the 

social context that informs how jazz develops in the United States. 

Jazz history textbooks privilege bebop’s continuity with swing music over the 

disruption of swing-era conventions. This tendency grants historical significance to the 

sonic shifts that reinforce a Eurocentric coherence that undermines the music’s critical 

role as disruptive, especially to social norms. As a result, conventional narratives 

overlook or underrepresent the influence of musicians like Thelonius Monk because they 

assert a more direct challenge to European aesthetics. Bop-era jazz innovations like 

Monk’s prove irreducible or initially unintelligible to music critics with Eurocentric 

perspectives that reinforce a linear narrative of ever-increasing complexity. 

Ross Russel’s evolutionary model, which serves as the logic behind the 

conventional jazz history narrative, emerged to address negative criticism regarding 

bebop’s unfamiliar sound. This model positioned bebop as a more cerebral music 

comparable to European music and implied a shared aesthetic direction. While successful 

in leveraging the prestige of Western art music and facilitating the music’s acceptance as 

“serious music,” it proves ill-suited to express the need to create this new style that 

emerged from the musicians’ desires to break from the Eurocentric conventions of the 
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American music field that deem jazz and other Black American music forms as inferior 

or unserious compared to European music. Adopting the evolutionary perspective as the 

foundation for bebop’s historical narrative undermines the actions of musicians who 

disagreed with or challenged this direction. The evolutionary perspective hinges on the 

notion of jazz’s autonomy from its social or historical setting, which inherently 

undermines the thoughts and actions of the music’s creators. From this perspective, when 

musicians’ thoughts and actions do not align with the assumed Eurocentric logic, they 

become displaced or marginalized. 

Monk’s marginal significance in jazz history textbooks’ presentation of bebop’s 

origins demonstrates how the conventional narrative’s emphasis on musical evolution and 

de-emphasis on social revolution establishes a precedent that overlooks how musicians 

who challenge or resist Eurocentricity also anticipated post-bop styles’ rejection of 

convention. Monks’ and other bebop pioneers’ challenge to Eurocentricity was critical in 

music creation. That challenge became more relevant and pronounced during the post- 

bop era. As one of the most disruptive bebop pioneers, diminishing his role in bebop’s 

creation undermines the significance of bebop’s revolutionary impact to reinforce a 

Eurocentric logic behind jazz’s stylistic development. 

Failing to recognize the early seed of post-bop directly contributes to the 

discontinuity of post-1960s jazz styles within the conventional jazz narrative. Jazz history 

narratives splinter into divergent and conflicting paths after bebop because they base their 

continuity on an assumed stylistic progression that mirrors the Western art music canon. 

Alternatively, Moten (2003) posits a Black performance aesthetic as logic within black 

cultural products that continually challenges harmful or restrictive definitions of Black 
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culture and performance. Post-bop becomes the breaking point for the narrative’s 

cohesion because these styles most directly challenge Eurocentric aesthetic conventions. 

However, the precursors to these challenges emerge with bebop musicians’ challenges to 

anti-Black paradigms of the Swing era. When jazz history narratives overemphasize the 

evolutionary perspective that conveys a Eurocentric aesthetic progression, they inherently 

undermine the revolutionary or disruptive impact of bebop and obscure the more relevant 

continuity between bebop and post-bop styles as challenges to Eurocentric conventions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

POST-BOP 

The conventional narrative reflected in jazz history textbooks portrays a linear 

narrative across jazz’s stylistic shifts despite its shortcomings (Gabbard, 1995b; Prouty, 

2010). However, as DeVeaux (1991) and Caplan (2022) have noted, this linear narrative 

unravels when accounting for jazz’s extreme stylistic divergence after the late 1950s or 

the period after the height of bebop. According to Caplan (2022), the issue with the 

conventional narrative stems from relying on a Eurocentric teleology and the inability of 

that logic to explain the deconstructive elements jazz musicians utilized. With the 

emergence of post-bop jazz styles, the tension between the actions and impact of jazz 

musicians and the frameworks used to explain them reaches a breaking point. 

Jazz After Bebop 

In the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (Waters, 2015), jazz scholar 

Keith Waters defines post-bop as a “term that loosely refers to a body of music that 

emerged in the late 1950s and 60s that combined principles of bop, hardbop, modal jazz, 

and free jazz.” For this analysis, the term post-bop will refer to all styles associated with 

jazz that emerged in response to bebop, including “fusion,” which refers to “music 

situated on the boundary of jazz and pop.” (DeVeaux & Giddins 2009, 439) The term 

post-bop proves helpful in highlighting bebop as a critical pivot point in jazz’s historical 

development. Bebop represents a crucial event in jazz’s perception as “serious” music 

and the inciting incident for the rupture in jazz’s stylistic continuity and narrative 

cohesion. 
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As mentioned in Chapter 4, the initial debates around bebops’ function in Jazz’s 

history suggest that it holds a dual role. One perspective views bebop as a musical 

revolution that rejects the tropes of swing music, and the other as an evolution of the 

swing style that raised jazz into art music status. Ross Russel’s (1948-9) articles on bebop 

articulate a logic that resolves these conflicting interpretations and, as DeVeaux (1991) 

shows, forms the basis of “the jazz tradition” (i.e., the conventional narrative presented in 

most jazz history textbooks). However, Russel’s logic embodies the teleological narrative 

Caplan (2022) critiqued that validates bebop and, by extension, all Black American 

creativity based on its adherence to European art standards. 

To positively present this historical presentation of jazz as constantly changing, 

Russel asserts that jazz’s “capacity for growth” elevates the music “above the level of a 

rigidly styled folk music (hillbilly music, gypsy music) to a music form which is a 

challenge to world musical culture.” (Russel, 1949, p.188) This statement sets the 

foundation for bebop to represent the culmination of jazz’s transcendence from folk to art 

music. However, this statement implies that folk associations obstruct jazz’s evolution. 

When accounting for the racial associations tied to jazz’s folk origin, this notion 

echoes early jazz criticism that relied on racist and primitivist tropes that reinforced the 

music’s inferiority compared to European music. From this Eurocentric perspective, it is 

not surprising that Russel validates jazz’s stylistic shifts by reinforcing a connection to 

European art history. 

In his articles defending bebop, Russel asserts that “any contemporary style, 

whether that of a James Joyce or an Arnold Schonberg, remains controversial, and bebop 

is no exception” (Russel 1949, p.188). Here, Russel compares jazz’s development and 
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reception to trends in European art history. This follows a historical practice of 

comparing jazz to European art. However, unlike earlier periods, critics mostly used this 

comparison to validate or positively represent jazz styles during the emergence of bebop. 

In Russel’s (1949) second article, “The Evolutionary Position of Bop,” Russel (1949) 

also uses this comparison to combat criticism of bebop’s aural unfamiliarity. 

Complaints that bebop is not melodic are frequent. These same complaints 
greeted Debussy’s music at the turn of the century… The “sound” 
(intonation) of bebop is certainly unique in jazz, or for that matter, in 
music. It can be likened to that profound and delightful change in texture 
that occurred in French music with Debussy and in French painting with 
Monet and Renoir. (Russel, 1949, p.200) 

Russel (1949) combats bebop’s unfavorable reception by highlighting its resemblance to 

European art music. Comparing bebop to European classics quickly became customary to 

justify jazz’s artistic value to mainstream audiences. However, more recent jazz 

scholarship suggests that “the unremitting promulgation of a high art narrative… has 

proven detrimental to jazz’s viability” (Ake, 2019, p.82), making the music more 

stylistically rigid and exclusionary. 

In contrast, post-bop styles appear to challenge or resist this exclusionary 

direction and the adherence to Eurocentric art standards. For example, DeVeaux (1991) 

notes that “hard bop,” the stylistic trend that emerged in the mid to late 1950s, “served to 

counter the notion that becoming an art music somehow required jazz to shed its ‘folk’ 

(i.e., ethnic) roots” (p. 547). In her historical account of “Black Music and the Free Jazz 

Revolution 1957-1977,” Val Wilmer (2018) introduces the phrase “freedom in music” 

(p.1). She defines it as “that refusal to conform to any preconceived (i.e., European) 

patterns or rules.” She asserts that freedom represents “one of the chief virtues of Black or 

African American music.” DeVeaux (1991) notes that “Fusion subverts from the outset 
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the assumptions that popular and art are mutually exclusive categories,” which 

undermines the idea that musical forms show progress by moving from non-art towards 

high art. 

DeVeaux & Giddins’s (2009) jazz history textbook states that modal jazz sent 

Miles Davis “in the opposite direction” of chromatic harmony popularized by Charlie 

Parker because it used “fewer chords and less concentrated harmonies,” which disrupts 

the idea of increased harmonic complexity and conventional virtuosity as equating to 

progress. 

Cool-jazz styles also appear disinterested in this conventional progress despite its 

reputation as the least subversive post-bop style, especially considering Davis’s more 

reserved style exerted considerable influence over the genre. These observations reveal 

that post-bop styles share a defining characteristic that resists or disrupts conventional 

notions of progress or adherence to Eurocentric art traditions. This description echoes 

Fred Moten’s (2003) description of Black performance aesthetics. 

In addition to rigidity, comparing jazz to European music opens the door to 

judging jazz based on European standards. Amiri Baraka presents this critique in his 1963 

work “Jazz and the White Critic.” Baraka notes that basing criticism on standards outside 

the Black American music tradition prevents an accurate understanding of the music. 

Unfortunately, this customary practice remains present in current jazz history 

textbooks. DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) begin the “Avant-garde” (pp.407-408) chapter by 

strongly reinforcing this comparison of jazz to the European art tradition. The chapter 

begins by explaining that avant-gardism typically involves rejecting or challenging 

traditions and standards of the time. The turn away from convention often causes outrage 
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during that period, like jazz at the turn of the century (Engel, 1922) or bebop in the 1940s 

(Russel, 1948). However, DeVeaux & Giddins (2009, p.407) assert that “all art, 

traditional or avant-garde, must stand on its merit, independent of historical influences.” 

Identical to Russel, they cited examples of painters and musicians associated with the 

European avant-garde movements whose work initially received negative criticism. 

The first two sections of the chapter “The Avant-garde” strongly reinforce this 

comparison of European art to jazz. It does this by equating the 1920s early jazz scene to 

the 1920s European avant-garde movement (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.407). The 

section titled “The First Avant-Garde Wave” notes that this movement “consciously 

sought to fracture artistic conventions” and presents specific contextual influences for 

1920s European avant-gardism but no specified influences for the emergence of 1920s 

jazz. The section then notes the complaints about swing music compared to New Orleans 

jazz and the outrage against bebop in the 1940s. Here, the similarities between the 

European and American traditions hinge on their reception, but the intentions behind jazz 

musicians’ challenge to convention need more specificity and detail. The following 

section, “The Second Avant-Garde,” continues this comparison of European art 

movements based on societal shifts following World War II and its controversial 

mainstream reception. However, it lacks detail in explaining the influences or intentions 

of American musicians despite the war affecting Europe and the U.S. differently. 

With a lack of explanation or speculation on the motives of jazz musicians, 

readers need a reference for judging the merits of jazz during this period other than its 

newness and similarity to European art’s initial reception. Laying the foundation for this 

chapter on comparing jazz to European avant-gardism forces the reader to rely on 
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Russel’s evolutionary logic of constant change and progress despite post-bop styles’ 

apparent rebuttal to this approach. With no clear explanation of the motives of jazz 

musicians, this introduction to jazz in the 1960s leaves the reader to question what 

distinguishes the European art tradition from the American jazz tradition. 

In Mark Gridley’s (2009) Jazz Styles: History and Analysis, he does not compare 

jazz directly to European avant-garde movements and presents a more detailed 

chronicling of stylistic changes and approaches. However, this book also needs more 

specificity on the rationale for including commonly referenced canonic figures. It does 

not present or speculate on the influences or intentions behind the actions of these 

individuals and their success or lack thereof. Again, these presentations give readers an 

account of the shifts that occur but need a more specific and appropriate foundation on 

which to base the merit or significance of these changes. 

Musicians and Critics 

Post-bop styles’ rejection of Russel’s (1949) evolutionary logic reveals how the 

conventional framework used to explain jazz’s development has rarely, if ever, truly 

aligned with the styles or musicians. This discord comes from jazz critics’ reliance on 

analytical frameworks that emerged outside the genre. While jazz criticism eventually 

shifted towards validating the music rather than diminishing it. Conventional jazz history 

narratives still rely on Eurocentric standards to analyze and interpret jazz. The persistence 

of this reliance exists because of the tension between musicians and critics mentioned by 

Baraka (1963), stemming from the disconnect between Eurocentric critical perspectives 

and Black American sociocultural and political struggle in the United States. 
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The unfavorable press jazz received during the early 20th century positioned the 

music as immoral and primitive, typically linking these characteristics to its ethnic 

origins. Jacob Hardesty notes that during the 1920s, white educators attempted to curb 

white youth’s interests in jazz by endorsing “more ‘wholesome’ European-originated 

alternatives” (Hardesty, 2016, p.590) in response to concerns from the older generations. 

Carl Engel’s (1924) “Jazz: A Musical Discussion” challenges the public’s moral outrage 

in his attempt to defend jazz’s musical value. Engel concedes that the dancing associated 

with jazz does not encourage modesty. Instead, he argues that the break in social modesty 

follows a common historical trend for social dances and that outrage, as Hardesty notes, 

represented an uncritical perspective. Engel suggests that doubts about jazz’s musical 

value stem from negative attitudes toward jazz’s ethnic or folk origins that contribute to 

its perceived immorality. Since most written criticism on early jazz reinforced the music’s 

inferiority, the coincidence of swing music’s mainstream popularity and the increase in 

white musicians openly performing hot jazz supports Engels’s speculation. This history 

of negative criticism linked to jazz’s ethnic or racial associations underscores the 

persistence of the disconnect between written criticism and jazz. 

The tension between the music and conventional narratives created a disconnect 

between musicians and written criticism. Since jazz’s national notoriety began in 1917, 

musicians typically appear at odds with jazz’s mainstream reception and portrayal. 

Musicians commonly find issues with the interpretations of the music’s ethnic origins. 

James Reese Europe’s (1919) interviews and musical choices challenged the common 

belief that American musicians would benefit most from avoiding or hiding jazz’s racial 

associations and signifiers, thereby challenging the notion that these racialized 
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associations devalued the music. Duke Ellington expressed disinterest in the “jazz” label 

in favor of a more inclusive or eclectic category that remained tied to the influence of 

“Negro American” music. Historians like Ingrid Monson (2007), Scott DeVeaux (1997), 

and Eric Lott (1988) praise bebop musicians’ ability to disrupt racially disparate norms in 

the music industry and mainstream perception in the United States. The avant-garde or 

“New Thing” of the 1960s continued this racially or ethnically rooted challenge to 

Eurocentric convention in the United States. As DeVeaux (1991) posits, “ethnicity 

provides a core, a center of gravity for the narrative of jazz, and is one element that unites 

the several different kinds of narratives in use today” (p.529). While jazz criticism 

struggles to understand or articulate ethnicity’s role in jazz’s development, the field 

recognizes the music’s racial associations as central to its narrative. For example, 

musicologist David Ake (2019) notes that “not everyone ascribes to the idea of jazz as a 

‘Black music’” (p.83), and scholars outside of the United States appear less concerned 

with addressing the role of race and ethnicity in jazz. Ake (2019) also notes how this 

perspective exists alongside essentialist perspectives that discredit or undermine non-

Black musicians. Ake (2019) elaborates on the topic: 

[T]he immense contributions to jazz by African American musicians, 
dancers, listeners, and writers, along with the history of racism and 
racialized understandings and misunderstandings by non-black 
participants of black cultural creations, requires that we keep the complex 
and oftentimes contradictory notions of race on the front burner for the 
foreseeable futures. (Ake, 2019, p.83) 

This sentiment reveals how navigating race and racism in jazz historiography still 

frustrates historians and critics despite a keen awareness of its significance to the music’s 

history. 
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While racial politics have always played a primary role in jazz’s development, 

suggesting that a jazz history textbook should prioritize non-sonic factors directly 

conflicts with “the nineteenth-century Eurocentric notion of Great Art’s transcendence of 

the social and political ‘everyday’” (Ramsey, 2013, p.29) The reluctance to abandon this 

approach supports Caplan’s (2021) assertion that scholars do not fully grasp the 

consequences of this logic. Alternatively, the issue may lie in the jazz academic 

community’s need for a theory linking jazz musical styles to its racialized sociocultural 

context. Amiri Baraka’s (1963) “Jazz and the White Critic” asserts that the disconnect 

between musicians and critics comes from a disinterest in “the attitudes that produced 

[Negro music],” which represent sociocultural or non-sonic concerns. Baraka asserts that 

understanding these sociocultural influences and intentions proves unnecessary for a 

general appreciation of jazz but remains essential to understanding this music or any 

other Black American cultural expression. This disconnection leads jazz critics to use 

“white middle-brow standards of excellence as criteria for performance or a music” 

(Baraka, 1963, p.15). However, Baraka asserts that “[Negro music’s] most profound 

manifestations [are] completely antithetical to such standards” and “quite often [are] in 

direct reaction against them.” Baraka’s observations suggest that jazz history textbooks’ 

ability to provide an appreciation for jazz while remaining unable to offer a coherent 

understanding or explanation for the developmental logic of jazz styles stems from 

ignoring sociocultural factors and contributes to the disconnect between jazz musicians 

and jazz critics, especially concerning post-bop as a reaction against bebop conventions. 

Baraka (1963) also states that “Negro music is essentially the expression of an 

attitude, or a collection of attitudes, about the world, and only secondarily an attitude 
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about the way music is made” (p.2) and suggests that white critics, unlike white jazz 

musicians, do not commit to learning this attitude. Subsequently, white critics or critical 

perspectives rooted in European musical traditions fail to understand Black music’s 

developmental logic. The difference between where Baraka (1963) and Russel (1949) 

locate jazz’s developmental logic demonstrates this difference or failure in understanding. 

Like Russell, Baraka disapproves of critics who discredit traditional jazz styles for the 

sake of modern jazz styles and vice versa. However, Russel attributes jazz’s stylistic 

development to its “organic” nature (Russel, 1949, p.195), while Baraka views jazz 

development as the result of “a continuous though constantly evolving social philosophy 

directly attributable to the way the Negro responds to the psychological landscape that is 

his Western environment,” (Baraka, 1963, p.20) or the attitudes and sentiments that 

emerge from the positionality of Black Americans in the United States since the 

emergence of the blues. The Art Ensemble of Chicago’s pro-Black motto, Miles Davis’s 

desire to engage with avant-garde and fusion styles, and Sun Ra’s Afrofuturist imagery 

represent notable expressions of the unique attitudes and sentiments that stem from Black 

American positionality that disrupts Eurocentric logic or interpretation. 

Jazz History Textbooks and Post-bop’s Narrative Disruption 

In conjunction with Baraka’s (1963) observations, jazz history textbooks succeed 

in encouraging an appreciation of the music but struggle to provide a coherent 

understanding of the music and its stylistic development after bebop. This proves true 

particularly when assessing why jazz musicians’ styles begin to deviate so dramatically 

despite the music’s new-found prestige. Due to this breakdown in developmental logic, 

jazz history textbooks must rely on canon figures to hold the narrative together. Although 
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the textbooks already devoted significant space to chronicling the lives of canonic figures 

before and during the height of bebop, the lack of stylistic similarity between post-bop 

musicians leaves the reader questioning the historical significance of these individuals 

and how they relate to each other. The stylistic dissimilarity of post-bop reveals how jazz 

history textbooks typically use canonic figures to bridge gaps in understanding that occur 

when the narrative cannot provide a compelling musical explanation beyond vague 

assertions of experimentalism for significant shifts in musical practice. For example, 

these narratives use the careers of Miles Davis and John Coltrane as bridges between 

bebop and post-bop. 

The fourteenth chapter of DeVeaux & Giddins’s Jazz (2009, p.371) presents an 

engaging account of Miles Davis’s life that pauses at the creation of Kind of Blue (Davis, 

1959), briefly explores the life of Bill Evans, and then transitions to the life of John 

Coltrane. Coltrane’s section appears as an interlude to Davis’s career. However, it frames 

Coltrane’s impact as comparable to Davis yet in an abbreviated amount of time. This 

section concludes with Coltrane’s (1966) Ascension before returning to Davis and his 

Second Quintet. The chapter ends with an analysis of E.S.P. (Davis, 1965) and hints at 

Davis’s response to the overwhelming popularity of rock and roll in a future chapter. A 

chapter dedicated to Miles Davis that does not chronicle his entire career, as well as 

separate John Coltrane’s musical output from his influence on the jazz avant-garde, 

demonstrates how jazz history relies on canonic figures to stitch divergent styles together 

into an overarching narrative and disguise an inability to explain the disruptive 

emergence of “free jazz” or the avant-garde. 
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The following three chapters examine “The Avant-Garde,” “Fusion (to 1960),” 

which includes “R&B, Singers, and Latin Jazz; and “Fusion after 1960,” which focuses 

on “Jazz, Rock, and Beyond.” Although Miles Davis and his sphere of influence provide 

the foundation for these chapters, it does him a disservice because the narrative needs to 

explain the significance of his contributions and how they relate to anything outside his 

career. The lack of explanation for significant shifts in stylistic trends illustrates the 

practical problems of relying on individuals to frame jazz’s historical narrative. While 

Davis’s influence over the jazz field is undeniable, the focus on his career as a vehicle to 

present modal music without a means to tie it to other stylistic trends leaves the 

subsequent chapters detached from each other and the whole of jazz history. For example, 

the text (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.377) mentions that Davis’s pursuit of modal jazz 

sent him in the opposite direction of increasingly complex chord progressions but also 

contributed to the success of Kind of Blue. The text also mentions that “modal 

improvisation was not new to jazz” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.377), and other 

musicians, like Charles Mingus, Dave Brubeck, and George Russell, also sought to 

deviate from “the dominion of chord changes” (p.377). However, the text provides no 

clear explanation for Davis’s approach’s overwhelming success and positive reception 

compared to others. Readers appear led to accept that Davis’s life dictates the direction of 

jazz history since the narrative does not explain why Davis exerted more influence than 

his contemporaries. The text misses an opportunity to explore the social or historical 

context that relates specifically to Davis, his audience, and the transition from bebop to 

cool jazz and modal jazz. 
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After the Davis-centric transitional chapter, the reader suddenly experiences a 

disorienting backward time shift to the late 1950s and the emergence of avant-garde jazz, 

which has little to do with Davis, given his scarce reference. Davis’s scarcity contradicts 

the conclusion of the previous chapter that “between 1965 and 1968, [Davis] found his 

own way to be avant-garde” (DeVeaux & Giddins 2007, p.394) and does not explain why 

someone with such an outsized impact before and after this chapter has so little 

involvement in this creative movement. Moreover, this chapter suddenly returns to 

highlighting Coltrane as one of the three most highly influential figures in the movement 

that stretches to the mid-1980s. This confusing back-and-forth emphasis between stylistic 

periods and canonic figures undermines the significance of both. 

The chapter on fusion also feels disorienting, given that it reaches back to the 

1920s and stops in the 1960s. Until this book’s final part, the narrative timeline has 

progressed linearly. This chapter positions fusion as a sort of parallel timeline devoted to 

commercial or popular music trends that tangentially or directly influenced by “jazz 

proper (for example, the lineage from Louis Armstrong to Charlie Parker to Miles Davis 

to Ornette Coleman)” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.440). This “jazz proper” description 

echoes DeVeaux’s notion of “the jazz tradition” or the conventional jazz history narrative. 

While it may appear coincidental or convenient, its recurrence suggests that 1960 

represents a critical delineating point across all of jazz’s divergent movements. However, 

scholars often leave the reader to infer that, missing an opportunity to highlight this 

critical pivot point. For example, Davis released Kind of Blue in 1959, representing 

arguably his most iconic body of work and the highest-selling jazz album ever. These 

narratives cannot connect this monumental achievement to the other monumental shifts 
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during this time. The narrative has neither room nor ability to explore the impact of Kind 

of Blue on the jazz world and the American music field other than representing the 

culmination of Davis’s fixation with chromatic harmony and contributed to the success of 

Coltrane’s Giant Steps and Evans’s Portrait in Jazz later that year. These textbooks never 

speculate that, in the same year, Ornette Coleman would begin recording The Shape of 

Jazz to Come, which would completely disrupt the jazz world. Given the book’s reliance 

on Davis’s career, it seems fitting to use Davis’s career, again, to structure the narrative 

with Kind of Blue as a significant pivot point for modern jazz history. 

Unfortunately, conventional jazz history narratives cannot entertain this idea 

because it opens the door for an interpretation that does not present the music as an 

idealized artistic medium chiefly driven towards the “transcendence of the social and 

political ‘everyday’” but rather an artistic medium very much interested in engaging with 

the populous but only on specific terms. These sociocultural implications become even 

more interesting when accounting for the political implication from Baraka’s perspective 

of jazz as a music that reflects the sentiments associated with the positionality of Black 

Americans in the United States. The political impact of Black American art and culture 

raised by scholars like Baraka (1963), Ramsey (1997), and Gates & Jarret (2007) become 

even more intriguing under the context that significant shifts in jazz coincide with 

significant shifts at the height of the Civil Rights era. For this more intriguing narrative to 

flourish, conventional narratives would have to contend with the idea that jazz, as 

“Negro” or Black American music, has always been concerned with sociocultural and 

political engagement. However, critics and historians have often dismissed these factors 

as secondary or non-essential to jazz’s development. 
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Additionally, the canon figures need a more convincing explanation behind their 

inclusion outside of their connection to previous canon figures. This trend stems from an 

awareness of essential figures in jazz’s history but a limited understanding of the 

intentions and circumstances that drive these individuals to make certain decisions. The 

logical issues of a canon-reliant jazz history tie directly to the absence of sociocultural 

analysis observed by Baraka. 

Jazz History Textbooks and Post-bop’s Narrative Disruption 

In conjunction with Baraka’s observations, jazz history textbooks succeed in 

encouraging an appreciation of the music but struggle to provide a coherent 

understanding of the music and its stylistic development after bebop, particularly 

concerning why jazz musicians’ styles begin to deviate so dramatically despite the 

music’s new-found prestige. Due to this breakdown in developmental logic, jazz history 

textbooks must rely on canon figures ultimately to hold the narrative together. Although 

the textbooks already devoted significant space to chronicling the lives of canonic figures 

before and during the height of bebop, the lack of stylistic similarity between post-bop 

musicians leaves the reader questioning the historical significance of these individuals 

and how they relate to each other. The stylistic dissimilarity of post-bop reveals how jazz 

history textbooks typically use canonic figures to bridge gaps in understanding that occur 

when the narrative cannot provide a compelling musical explanation beyond vague 

assertions of experimentalism for significant shifts in musical practice. For example, 

these narratives use the careers of Miles Davis and John Coltrane as bridges between 

bebop and post-bop. 



109 

 

 

Chapter fourteen of Norton’s Jazz (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.371) presents an 

engaging account of Miles Davis’s life that pauses at the creation of Kind of Blue, briefly 

explores the life of Bill Evans, and then transitions to the life of John Coltrane. Coltrane’s 

section appears almost as an interlude to Davis’s career. However, it frames Coltrane’s 

impact as comparable to Davis but in an abbreviated amount of time. This section 

concludes with Coltrane’s Ascension (1966) before returning to Davis and his Second 

Quintet. The chapter ends with an analysis of ESP and hints at Davis’s response to the 

overwhelming popularity of rock and roll in a future chapter. A chapter dedicated to 

Miles Davis that does not chronicle his entire career, as well as separating John 

Coltrane’s musical output from his influence on the jazz avant-garde, demonstrates how 

jazz history relies on canonic figures to stitch divergent styles together into an 

overarching narrative and disguise an inability to explain the disruptive emergence of 

“free jazz” or the avant-garde. 

DeVeaux & Giddins’ (2009, pp.403-510) next three chapters examine “The 

Avant- Garde,” “Fusion (to 1960),” which includes “R&B, Singers, and Latin Jazz; and 

“Fusion after 1960,” which focuses on “Jazz, Rock, and Beyond.” Although Miles Davis 

and his sphere of influence provide the foundation for these chapters, ultimately, it does 

him a disservice because the narrative does not explain the significance of his 

contributions and how they relate to anything outside his career. The lack of explanation 

for significant shifts in stylistic trends illustrates the practical problems of relying on 

individuals to frame jazz’s historical narrative. While Davis’s influence over the jazz 

field is undeniable, using his career as a vehicle to present modal music without a means 

to tie it to other stylistic trends leaves the subsequent chapters detached from each other 
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and the whole of jazz history. The reader feels led to accept that Davis’s life dictates the 

direction of jazz history since the narrative does not explain why Davis holds greater or 

less significance than his contemporaries. 

After the Davis-centric transitional chapter, the reader suddenly experiences a 

disorienting backward time shift to the late 1950s and the emergence of avant-garde jazz, 

which has little to do with Davis, given his scarce reference. Davis’s scarcity somewhat 

contradicts the conclusion of the previous chapter that “between 1965 and 1968, [Davis] 

found his own way to be avant-garde” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.394) and does not 

explain why someone with such an outsized impact before and after this chapter has so 

little involvement in this creative movement. Moreover, this chapter suddenly returns to 

highlighting Coltrane as one of the three most highly influential figures in the movement 

that stretches to the mid-1980s. This confusing back-and-forth emphasis between stylistic 

periods and canonic figures undermines the significance of both. 

The chapter on fusion also feels disorienting, given that it reaches back to the 

1920s and stops in the 1960s. Until this book’s final part, the narrative timeline has 

progressed linearly. This chapter positions fusion as a sort of parallel timeline devoted to 

commercial or popular music trends that tangentially or directly influenced by “jazz 

proper (for example, the lineage from Louis Armstrong to Charlie Parker to Miles Davis 

to Ornette Coleman)” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p.440). This definition of “jazz proper” 

echoes DeVeaux’s notion of “the jazz tradition” or the conventional jazz history narrative. 

However, the disjointed nature of these three and the final two chapters in the book 

demonstrates DeVeaux's (1991) and Caplan’s (2021) notion that conventional jazz history 
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narratives’ core framework cannot adequately or comprehensively explain jazz historical 

developments after the 1960s. 

While the multiple references to the year 1960 may appear coincidental or 

convenient, its recurrence suggests that this moment in time represents a critical 

delineating point across all of jazz’s divergent movements. In 1959, Davis released Kind 

of Blue, his most iconic album and inarguably the highest-selling jazz album of all time, 

and these narratives have no way to connect this monumental achievement to the other 

monumental shifts occurring during this time. In the same year, bassist and pioneer 

Charles Mingus recorded “Fables of Faubus” as a direct response to Arkansas Governor 

Orville Faubus’s mobilization of the National Guard to prevent school integration. The 

narrative has either no room or no ability to explore the impact of Kind of Blue (1959) or 

“Fables of Faubus” on the jazz world and the American music field. Within this 

conventional narrative, “Fables of Faubus” represents a notable composition from a 

notable musician that exists outside of the core narrative, accompanying Thelonious 

Monk as another highly influential but only peripherally relevant jazz composer in the 

1950s. Kind of Blue represents the culmination of Davis’s fixation with chromatic 

harmony and likely contributed to the success of Coltrane’s Giant Steps (1960) and The 

Bill Evans Trio’s Portrait in Jazz (1959) later that year. These textbooks never speculate 

that, in the same year, Ornette Coleman would begin recording The Shape of Jazz to 

Come (1959), completely disrupting the jazz world. Given the book’s reliance on Davis’s 

career, it seems fitting to use Davis’s career, again, to structure the narrative with Kind of 

Blue (1959) as a pivot point for modern jazz history.  



112 

 

 

Unfortunately, conventional jazz narratives cannot entertain this idea because it 

opens the door for an interpretation that does not present the music as an idealized artistic 

medium chiefly driven towards the “transcendence of the social and political ‘everyday’” 

but rather, a creative medium very much interested in engaging with the populous but 

only on specific terms. These sociocultural implications become even more interesting 

when accounting for the political implication from Baraka’s perspective of jazz as a 

music that reflects the sentiments associated with the positionality of Black Americans in 

the US. These political implications become even more intriguing because many of the 

shifts in jazz coincide with significant shifts occurring at the height of the Civil Rights 

era. For this more intriguing narrative to flourish, the conventional narrative would have 

to contend with the idea that jazz, as “Negro” or Black American music, has always been 

concerned with sociocultural and political engagement. However, critics and historians 

have often dismissed these factors as secondary or non-essential to jazz’s development. 

Additionally, the canon figures need a more convincing explanation behind their 

inclusion outside of their connection to previous canon figures. This trend likely stems 

from an awareness of essential figures in jazz’s history but a limited understanding of the 

intentions and circumstances that drive these individuals to make certain decisions. The 

logical issues of a canon-reliant jazz history tie directly to the absence of sociocultural 

analysis observed by Baraka. 

Black Performativity and Freedom 

Baraka’s (1963) call for standards and aesthetics dependent on Black American 

musical philosophies and traditions may find a suitable response in Fred Moten’s In The 

Break (2003), which provides insights into the aesthetics and origins of Black 
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performance. Moten (2003) identifies “freedom” as a critical driver of Black performance 

that links the desire for freedom to the objectification of Afrodiasporic communities due 

to the Transatlantic slave trade. In Moten’s (2003) example, Marx’s assertion of the 

impossibility of talking commodities becomes troubled by the historical reality of 

commodified human bodies and their ability to resist. Referring specifically to Frederick 

Douglas’s retelling of a traumatic experience of witnessing the physical violence levied at 

his aunt Hester, the shrieks that Douglas heard imposed on him “the knowledge of slavery 

and the knowledge of freedom” (Moten, 2003, p.21). Here, “irreducible” sounds function 

as a protest to this situation and demonstrate the agency or subjectivity of commodified 

humans. The existence of subjectivity disrupts the Marxian notion of objects and their 

inability to speak. 

The potential of sounds to possess meaning (often hidden or indiscernible through 

the dominant modes of language) constitutes disruptive elements that become 

rearticulated in Douglas’s description of the songs performed by enslaved people, which 

also contained hidden meanings. This disruption of categories present throughout 

previous Black American jazz music traditions reaches its peak fervor in post-bop styles. 

While often hidden, the choice to engage with Black American music traditions’ 

emancipatory potential is always present and, when ignored, impacts the appreciation and 

understanding of the music (Baraka, 1963). Examining this disruption or destabilization 

as a developmental logic of Black performance aesthetics creates an opportunity to 

address DeVeaux’s (1991) observation that ethnicity represents a defining feature of jazz. 

Still, conventional narratives struggle to integrate the significance of race and ethnicity 

into their historical accounts. 
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By accepting the notion of a developmental logic that stems from Black American 

positionality, it becomes apparent that even when looking at jazz or improvisation as an 

object, the disruptive potential of the form “say something” (Monson, 1996) to viewers 

and listeners constitutes an aesthetic ideal. Post-bop styles impacted and engaged with the 

social realities of American life. The conventional narratives’ inability to frame post-bop 

jazz styles as developing outside the Eurocentric perspective of music as an object, 

divorced from social or political function creates an unavoidable tension that leads to the 

distortion and misinterpretation mentioned by Caplan (2021) and Baraka (1963). This 

section will examine two critical instances where the narrative distorts and misinterprets 

post-bop’s development to maintain the appearance of a Eurocentric logic despite 

musicians’ apparent attempts to break free from this paradigm. 

While the musicians highlighted in chapters on avant-garde jazz are stylistically 

dissimilar, they all share clear ties to the Black American musical tradition and often 

make efforts to assert their association with blackness. With Moten’s aesthetic of 

blackness as a continually disruptive element, the similarity between jazz artists’ attempts 

to avoid or destabilize bebop conventions appears rooted in this black performance 

aesthetic. Conversely, jazz history textbooks provide little explanation for this link, which 

leaves explanations for the actions of musicians vaguely attributed to experimentation 

with no clear intention. Remarkably, these books present little mention of the role 

Blackness or racial politics played in the creation of music during the Civil Rights era, a 

period in American history defined by sociopolitical engagement. The lack of 

sociocultural analysis in the conventional jazz history narrative limits the interpretation of 

jazz history during this pivotal period. 
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For example, Gridley (2009) states that “using the term ‘free jazz’ to designate the 

music of Ornette Coleman can be misleading because little of the music on the Free Jazz 

album is entirely free of tempo, key, or conventional distinctions between soloists and 

accompanists.” This statement positions Coleman’s album title as paradoxical to a strictly 

musical interpretation of the word “free” and its association to jazz. However, Moten’s 

notion of freedom as a chief driver of Black performance reinterprets free jazz as an 

ongoing aspiration rooted in the sociocultural perspective of Black Americans in the US. 

From this perspective, Coleman’s album and its title represent the musical result of a 

sociocultural attitude rooted in the Black American experience during that time. Like 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009), Gridley (2009) intends to highlight how free jazz and avant-

garde labels do not relate directly to their literal meanings. However, according to Moten, 

the augmentation of meaning or the disruption of syntax represents a common hallmark 

of Black performance aesthetics. Avant-garde jazz musicians like Ornette Coleman and 

Cecil Taylor explicitly cite their Blackness or the Black American music tradition as a 

chief influence in their music. With this understanding, the use of the term free jazz, 

especially as it relates to Coleman and his intentional use of the term, does not read as 

paradoxical but an explicit declaration of the music’s tie to “the story of slavery and 

freedom” which represents a hallmark of Moten’s Black performance aesthetics. 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) present “Three Paradoxes” (p.427) that typify the 

music. These paradoxes represent inaccurate assumptions of mainstream or conventional 

views of jazz. Given the avant-garde’s permanent outsider status, it is worth 

contemplating three paradoxical aspects of its achievement: 1) for all the outrage it 

generated, the avant-garde engrossed and influenced many established musicians; 2) 
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despite its insistence on the New Thing, the avant-garde turned out to be more inclusive 

than any previous jazz style; and 3) although it failed to find widespread or commercial 

acclaim, the avant-garde proved as durable as mainstream jazz. While this section reflects 

avant-garde jazz’s disruptive inclinations, it functions more as a vehicle to introduce 

more canonic figures and demonstrate the shortsightedness of its early reception. While 

this section also contains individuals and groups that explicitly express pro-Black or 

Black nationalist political leanings, the book does little to link these sociocultural factors 

to music creation. 

The first paradox suggests that the avant-garde represented a youth-led movement 

less accessible to older or more established jazz musicians. However, the text needs more 

evidence to indicate the validity of this assumption. This chapter presents John Coltrane 

as one of the three most influential free jazz or avant-garde musicians and the only one 

with a jazz background. However, Cecil Taylor, another of the three leaders of the avant- 

garde movement, also possessed a considerable jazz background. This fact becomes 

obscured by the book’s presentation of Taylor as coming from a classical background 

when trying to frame the avant-garde movement as having diverse origins. However, 

Christopher Meeder’s account of Taylor’s career states that “his education is frequently 

misrepresented as one in classical music” (Meeder 2008, 150) despite receiving a 

diploma in Popular Music and citing Duke Ellington as his primary influence. Meeder 

also notes that Taylor spent several years in the Boston jazz scene before moving to New 

York and recording Looking Ahead in 1959, where the group “followed the lead of hard 

bop band like Art Blakey’s, with strong, powerful, and swinging drumming, standard 

changes, and clear blues elements” (Meeder, 2008, p.151) which signifies a clear 
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foundation in jazz rather than classical music. Conversely to DeVeaux & Giddins’ (2009) 

account, it becomes clear that Coltrane and Taylor held an “apprenticeship in jazz” 

(p.416) before deviating from the tradition. 

DeVeaux & Giddins (2009) portray the other leader of the free jazz movement, 

Ornette Coleman, as having a musical foundation outside of the jazz tradition due to his 

touring with a rhythm and blues band before recording his jazz albums. However, 

Meeder’s presentation of Coleman challenges DeVeaux & Giddins’ (2009) narrative by 

positioning Coleman’s early rhythm and blues performances as primarily a way to 

support his family financially and that he “was also already getting in trouble for playing 

bebop at small town dances.” This information about Coleman’s disruptive proclivity 

towards bebop, his noted appreciation of Charlie Parker, and his time at the Lenox Jazz 

School in Massachusetts and The Five Spot in New York suggest that all three free jazz 

leaders held significantly established backgrounds in the jazz tradition. 

Presenting these three individuals as having divergent musical backgrounds 

promotes the idea that their arrival at the “free jazz” or avant-garde style constitutes a 

predetermined or destined conclusion. However, as explored here, all three backgrounds 

held key similarities in Black Music traditions and a clear interest in practicing jazz 

regardless of their environment. Additionally, presenting these three as having different 

musical backgrounds, rather than similar backgrounds, obscures how the Black American 

lived experiences remained directly tied to all of jazz’s stylistic developments, even 

during this seemingly disjointed period. Choosing to represent the musical backgrounds 

as dissimilar appears necessary to reinforce the notion of jazz as an autonomous art form, 
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rather than music that emerges and develops directly from the lived experience of its 

creators or practitioners. 

Moreover, the other veteran musicians presented in this section also had well-

established careers in jazz. However, they received little publicity until the avant-garde 

movement became more well-known to mainstream audiences. These musicians, like Sun 

Ra and Herbie Nichols, held established roots in jazz but received less notoriety due to 

their deviation from convention. In addition to sharing established backgrounds in jazz, 

these musicians strongly adhere to Moten’s aesthetic of disruption of restricted 

expression. The “paradox” of veteran jazz musicians’ aversion to avant-garde jazz 

appears rooted in a mainstream view of jazz that ignores or cannot interpret the 

sociocultural aspects tied to Black music traditions. The presence of several well-known 

and lesser-known veteran jazz musicians, along with Valerie Wilmer’s (2018) account of 

free jazz, suggests that the movement’s origins stem primarily from the utilization of 

Black performance aesthetics to disrupt mainstream jazz, specifically during a period 

where jazz critics increasingly asserted the music ties to European art tradition as a means 

of validation. During this time, the music also became helpful to the U.S. government in 

combating Cold War propaganda, highlighting the country’s racial inequity. 

The second paradox suggests that despite criticism of its rejection of convention, 

avant-garde represented a more inclusive jazz form. This section attempts to differentiate 

bebop from avant-garde by suggesting that early bop innovators never played earlier 

styles. In contrast, avant-garde artists appeared open to referencing or alluding to any 

historical style. However, this statement overlooks bebop musicians’ routine use of pop 

and swing music forms as a springboard for creativity that inherently references or 
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alludes to earlier versions of the tune. Also, the section states that “the avant-garde was 

impatient with cliches,” which mirrors bebop musicians’ impatience with swing music’s 

cliché reproduction of watered-down hot jazz and undesirable racial stereotypes. Veteran 

jazz musicians like Charles Mingus often complained about the over-imitation of Charlie 

Parker and a lack of originality that accompanied jazz’s new mainstream acceptance. The 

avant-garde’s rejection of its standards suggested that bebop, the once revolutionary foil 

to swing music, had become restrictive and cliché. 

Like the first paradox, this “paradox” functions as a vehicle to present “the second 

generation of avant-garde musicians” who organized various eclectic musical collectives 

during the 1970s. Despite this eclecticism, the groups highlighted all held strong ties to 

Black music traditions and demonstrated that sociocultural influences and intentions 

played a significant factor in their creation. This section would seem ideal for exploring 

how sociocultural factors or Black performance aesthetics influenced these groups’ 

creativity. Unfortunately, these short biographies provide no substantial examination of 

how sociocultural or racial influences affect these groups. The section highlighting 

“Muhal Richard Abrams, AACM, and AEC” (DeVeaux & Giddens, 2009, p. 430) only 

vaguely implies any connection to the Black American experience by including the Art 

Ensemble of Chicago’s motto, “Great Black Music, Ancient to the Future” (Lewis, 2008, 

p. 250) and a couple of references to use of the phrase “the people” which implies 

connections to the Black Nationalist movements but never receives any direct correlation 

to music-making. 

The final “paradox” suggests that the music overcame unspecified doubts about 

its sustainability due to the perception of a dwindling audience. Labeled “The Eternal 
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Avant-garde,” the lack of attention from mainstream audiences appears to position the 

music perpetually at the margins. Again, this section functions primarily as a vehicle to 

introduce David Murray, The Five Spot, and “The Loft Era (1974-86).” During this time, 

the book frames free jazz or avant-garde around aesthetics of eclecticism rather than 

Black performance aesthetics. The only explicit reference to Blackness or any 

sociocultural influence comes from mentioning St. Louis’s “Black Artist Group” ties to 

the Loft Era, reinforcing a connection to the previous section and the overarching canonic 

network. 

The lack of specificity behind the sustainability doubts hides how the narrative 

assumes that the music’s impact and significance hinged on its ability to cater to 

mainstream audiences or that musicians did not desire to appear counter-cultural. While 

bebop musicians appeared less concerned with mainstream approval, post-bop musicians 

seemed utterly disinterested. Avant-garde musicians appear chiefly focused on ideals of 

social and musical liberation, which requires an oppositional stance to the norms of that 

time. From this perspective, avant-garde musicians prioritize their beliefs over 

mainstream approval, and the music’s marginal position only changes if mainstream 

conventions align with these ideals. This stance signifies a progression and intensification 

of bebop musicians’ approach to undesirable musical and social norms. 

Presenting these characteristics as paradoxical implies a conflict within the genre 

but more accurately reflects how avant-garde styles do not align with mainstream 

conventions. The paradox label demonstrates the narrative’s unwillingness to accept 

these characteristics as self-evident or in alignment with the assumed developmental 

logic. The narrative’s presentation of its three essential figures as fundamentally 
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dissimilar rather than a part of a shared tradition also demonstrates this unwillingness or 

inability to accept post-bop musicians on their terms. This unwillingness to embrace the 

music’s and musicians’ aims and beliefs in their terms results in a fractured presentation 

of post-bop. The idea of freedom or liberation from Eurocentric musical conventions also 

aligns neatly with hard-bop and fusion styles. This apparent similarity suggests that these 

styles exist paradoxically to previous jazz conventions. However, as mentioned, this 

desire for musical liberation exists amongst the swing musicians who pioneered bebop. If 

one accepts that liberation constitutes a critical characteristic or motive of most, if not all, 

jazz styles, then jazz’s historical development appears mostly paradoxical to the 

narrative’s Eurocentric logic. 

Moten’s articulation of aesthetic standards rooted in Black American positionality 

shows that suitable alternatives exist and prove necessary for creating a narrative unity 

for post-bop styles and addressing DeVeaux and Prouty’s observations. Engaging with 

Moten’s ideas in this way also refers back to Caplan’s desired shift in jazz 

historiography. However, utilizing or implementing these alternatives requires breaking 

away from the conventions that reinforce the music’s similarities to the Western Art 

Music canon. While similarities exist, jazz development diverges from the Western art 

music canon in critical ways that render Eurocentric logic ineffective or detrimental to 

historical accuracy and interpretation. Moving away from the Stearns (1956) model 

towards a socio-politically and contextually informed model allows for a more coherent 

interpretation and accounting of the deconstructive elements of post-bop styles.  
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

This project has illustrated the inherent biases in jazz history textbooks, revealing 

how their Eurocentric developmental framework contributes to the perpetuation of white 

supremacy within American music schools. This research exposes the gaps left by 

neglecting the racialized sociopolitical tensions integral to jazz’s stylistic divergence by 

analyzing four pivotal periods in jazz, as portrayed in textbooks aimed at the college 

market. The aim is to show how applying sociopolitical theories about race and racism 

can fill these gaps, enriching the jazz narrative with antiracist insights. In conclusion, this 

chapter underscores the need for an antiracist agenda to redress colorblind conventions 

that perpetuate racialized inequities in American music education. By acknowledging the 

limitations of current jazz history narratives, we can better appreciate the genre’s 

complex sociopolitical background and its artists’ agency. Future research should focus 

on developing more inclusive and historically precise educational materials that celebrate 

jazz’s rich roots and divergence. 

This research project has yielded several key findings that shed light on the 

portrayal of jazz in academic contexts. Firstly, conventional jazz history narratives have a 

pronounced Eurocentric bias in which writers interpret the genre’s stylistic development 

primarily through the lens of Western art music that privileges abstract notions of sonic 

progression and the exaltation of canonic figures. This approach often overshadows jazz’s 

unique historical and cultural context, thus diminishing the significance of jazz 

musicians’ agency, neglecting the sociocultural context that shaped stylistic development, 

and undermining the utility of jazz as a form of sociopolitical resistance. Furthermore, the 
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conventional narrative’s coherence deteriorates when the parameters for historical 

significance arbitrarily shift across stylistic periods due to its inability to adequately 

acknowledge and integrate jazz musicians’ resistance to standardizing European 

aesthetics. Jazz history textbooks must adequately represent this resistance because it 

frequently drives jazz’s stylistic development and divergence. Jazz history textbooks’ 

disregard for this sociopolitical resistance in their core narrative produces a disjointed and 

incomplete historical account, as Caplan (2021) observes. Most importantly, the findings 

suggest a significant antiracist potential in reimagining jazz history. By adopting an 

approach that prioritizes jazz’s sociopolitical context, educators and scholars could 

develop a conventional narrative that is not only more accurate but also more inclusive, 

offering a comprehensive presentation of the genre’s history and stylistic divergence that 

honors its roots and the diverse voices that have contributed to its richness. 

Eurocentric Bias 

Eurocentrism manifests differently across the four specified jazz periods. The 

early jazz and swing chapters examined jazz history textbooks’ presentation of 

conventional stylistic periods, while the bebop and post-bop chapters examined modern 

stylistic periods. Chapter 2 focused on the initial phase of jazz’s national and international 

notoriety that loosely coincided with the Prohibition Era in the late 1910s into the early 

1930s. During this period, jazz discourse existed within an overt segregationist paradigm 

that morally opposed jazz’s popularity precisely due to its associations with interracial 

mixing (Hardesty, 2016; Magee, 2005). In addition to this moral opposition, most music 

critics positioned jazz as inferior to European classics, labeling it as unrefined and 

incapable of possessing artistic value. Paul Whiteman and Lt. James Reese Europe, the 
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two bandleaders examined in the chapter, produced similar music but held opposing 

beliefs regarding the inherent value of jazz and other styles associated with the Black 

American music tradition. Lt. Europe’s music appeared more reflective of earlier Black 

music traditions, causing conventional narratives to distance Lt. Europe’s historical 

impact on jazz by positioning him as more associated with ragtime. Conversely, these 

historical narratives suggest Whiteman received insufficient recognition for his historical 

impact, and they align him more closely with jazz. This example shows how ragtime 

signifies racialized difference or “blackness” that requires distancing. European 

symphonic music tacitly signifies “whiteness,” which appears more ubiquitous and 

desirable to the narrative framework. By distancing Lt. Europe from the jazz idiom, jazz 

history textbooks reinscribe a racial hierarchy that idealizes European music traditions 

and distances earlier Black American music traditions from jazz’s core narrative or “jazz 

proper” (DeVeaux & Giddins, 2009, p. 440). 

Chapter 3 focused on the period commonly referred to as the “Swing Era,” which 

loosely coincided with The Great Depression of the 1930s and into World War II. Given 

the unclear differentiation between swing music and swing-style jazz, “Swing Era” more 

precisely refers to a period in American popular music where swing bands routinely 

diminished racialized signifiers or associations with “hot jazz” to refine the music further 

and become more like the European Symphonic tradition. Conventional narratives hint at 

the disparity in success and notoriety between less jazz-oriented and more jazz-oriented 

groups during the swing craze, signaling the dominance of the European Symphonic 

tradition in the American music industry during this time. Paradoxically, however, rather 

than prioritize the significant stylistic shifts like other stylistic periods, jazz history 
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textbooks foreground commercial interests to emphasize the significance of The 

Goodman Orchestra’s success as the primary catalyst for the period. The conventional 

narrative remains unable to differentiate swing music and swing-style jazz despite 

implying a significant difference between them. Equating swing music’s popularity with 

jazz’s stylistic development creates discontinuity because the most stylistically impactful 

band leaders, like Ellington and Basie, did not follow the same stylistic trends as other 

popular but less jazz-oriented swing bands. While Black American music traditions and 

resistance create stylistic continuity, the narrative primarily emphasizes the success of 

swing music while overlooking how that stylistic trend became popular due to its 

adherence to anti-Black social norms. As a result, bebop’s emergence appears extremely 

divergent or “revolutionary” despite demonstrating clear ties to the more jazz-oriented 

practices of Bennie Moten, Duke Ellington, and Count Basie during the Swing Era and 

prior. 

Chapter 4 examines how conventional textbook narratives sidestep the central 

tensions surrounding jazz and the attitudes of Black Americans after World War II that 

anticipated the Civil Rights Movement. Instead, conventional narratives emphasize 

bebop’s significance based on an ability to draw parallels between jazz and the Western 

Art music canon. This approach presents bebop as the transcendence of jazz into a high 

art status that translates to European art music standards of individual virtuosity. 

However, exalting bebop as achieving a “higher” status implicates the acceptance 

of the racist primitivist assumptions of early jazz criticism that assigned a “lower” status 

to early jazz. Embracing this tacitly Eurocentric logic also renders the musicians’ 

racialized sociopolitical context and disruptive musical choices irrelevant to the 
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conventional narrative of bebop’s emergence. A narrative that overemphasizes the 

importance of Eurocentric notions of virtuosity for bebop’s aesthetic standards misplaces 

historical emphasis. For example, Thelonious Monk’s music challenges European music 

conventions and anticipates post-bop’s emergence. Therefore, the initial critical dismissal 

of his work constitutes a significant oversight. 

Chapter 5 examined the historical survey of post-bop styles to show how the 

conventional narrative reaches a breaking point due to the inability of the previous 

Eurocentric logic to account for the increased resistance to European standards in 

American Jazz and the overarching American Music field. The hegemonic narrative’s 

inability to appropriately convey the sociopolitical context of jazz’s stylistic divergence 

becomes especially glaring during this period. The pretext jazz textbooks assigned to 

John Coltrane, Ornette Coleman, and Cecil Taylor, the three key figures of the free jazz 

and avant-garde movement, conflict with their jazz-oriented historical context. Moreover, 

the commonality between the diverse post-bop styles stems from their rejection of 

previous Eurocentric standards. This challenge causes the conventional narrative to 

interpret the development of these styles as paradoxical rather than consistent with earlier 

challenges to Eurocentric thought in jazz history. 

Agency and Resistance 

Jazz history textbooks’ adherence to Eurocentric logic renders the actions and 

intentions of jazz musicians irrelevant. Institutional jazz narratives attribute stylistic 

changes to an abstract internal logic that mirrors the Western art music narrative. 

Following this logic causes the narrative to routinely silence or displace thoughts and 
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actions of musicians, especially those that call attention to the impact of racialized social 

norms on the music’s development. 

Chapter 2 discussed how Lt. Europe articulated a “pro-negro” aesthetic for jazz 

that challenged racist notions of jazz’s inferiority. In addition to these statements, 

Europe’s creation of the Clef Club, a music union for Black musicians who experienced 

racial exclusion from other music unions, and his political comments while serving as a 

military officer with the Harlem Hell Fighters demonstrated his intent to challenge racial 

stereotypes and norms in the U.S. during his lifetime. The academic narrative presents Lt. 

Europe’s thoughts and actions as having little to no effect on future jazz developments 

despite his role as an important historical figure of jazz and racial politics, the transition 

from ragtime to jazz, early examples of adapting a large ensemble to perform “negro 

syncopation,” and establishing French audiences as early supporters of jazz music and 

musicians on the international stage. The conventional jazz history narrative marginalizes 

Lt. Europe’s contributions to the sections representing a pretext outside of “jazz proper.” 

In contrast, jazz history textbooks position Whiteman’s contributions within “jazz 

proper” despite his music’s similarities to Lt. Europe’s. This contradictory placement 

tacitly prioritizes a Eurocentric model of early jazz over a more pro-Black one. 

Additionally, despite representing an example of the common primitivist and 

racist ideas of jazz that would shape the national perception of jazz, Whiteman’s choice to 

position symphonic jazz as a socially acceptable alternative to hot jazz appears 

inconsequential to the conventional narrative. Whiteman’s approach also serves as the 

template for the swing bands that dominated the ensuing swing era due to their more 

symphonic arrangements possessing a more Eurocentric aesthetic. Moreover, the agency 
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of audiences appears irrelevant to this period in the conventional narrative despite 

anticipating or affirming pivotal shifts in music and social norms in the next period. 

Chapter 3 also indicated the insignificance of music audiences to conventional 

narratives despite the Swing Era’s direct tie to reception and consumption. Given the 

success of less jazz-oriented bands, American audiences embraced a more Eurocentric 

swing music model. The conventional narrative downplays how the dominance of 

Whiteman’s Eurocentric jazz model generates the revolutionary context of bebop’s 

emergence by implying the significance of more jazz-oriented swing bands to jazz’s 

stylistic development. However, in their “Swing Era” chapters, jazz history textbooks 

displace jazz’s most impactful stylistic shifts and contributors due to the mistaken 

assumption that swing music’s popularity equated to jazz’s stylistic development. This 

displacement includes the more jazz-oriented stylistic developments of band leaders like 

Count Basie, Benny Moten, and Duke Ellington, who resisted aligning with the 

Whitemanesque approach of Sammy Kaye and Hal Kemp to swing music. Jazz 

musicians’ resistance to swing-era norms directly informs jazz’s development. The 

thoughts and actions of more jazz-oriented musicians and mainstream audiences appear 

to conflict, but the narrative presents them as synonymous, thereby undermining the 

significance of both. 

Chapter 4 demonstrated the conventional narrative’s prioritization of the actions 

of bebop musicians over the reception of mainstream audiences; however, conventional 

jazz history narratives only incorporated the actions that reinforced modernist European 

aesthetics during their construction. It emphasizes a general increase in rhythmic and 

harmonic complexity, especially concerning specific musicians’ technical prowess, which 
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only validates bebop’s similarities to Western art music. This perspective ignores jazz 

musicians’ intent to challenge the Eurocentric norms that inform mainstream audiences’ 

perception of Black music and musicians as perpetually inferior. It inadequately conveys 

the significance of resisting white supremacist structures to the development of bebop 

and other jazz styles. The narrative reproduces Marshall Stearns’s (1956) Eurocentric 

model and displaces impactful musicians like Thelonious Monk, whose approach does 

not properly align with the European convention. Monk’s commentary and musicking 

openly challenged European conventions. This challenge directly contributes to the 

emergence of bebop and anticipates post-bop’s challenges to Eurocentric convention, 

especially within the free jazz movement. The conventional narrative presents the next 

stylistic period as another drastic shift rather than a logical continuation because it 

overlooks the significance of Monk’s and others’ resistance to anti-Black or Eurocentric 

conventions in the American music field. A model that prioritizes sociopolitical context 

could better account for this trajectory that resists Eurocentric conventions. 

Chapter 5 showed that jazz history textbooks do not grant agency or relevance to 

mainstream audiences’ or jazz musicians’ thoughts and actions in guiding jazz’s 

development, presenting jazz as a disembodied autonomous object. The conventional 

narrative glosses over mainstream audiences’ reception rather than explaining the lack of 

mainstream acceptance as significant to the larger trend of resisting anti-Blackness in 

American jazz. When examining the presentation of the free jazz and avant-garde 

movements, various pro-Black social movements appear essential to the aesthetic 

development of these styles. However, the narrative cannot convey the significance of 

these resistance movements to stylistic development because it conflicts with the 



130 

 

 

previously reinforced colorblind or Eurocentric assumptions (Kajikawa, 2019; Caplan, 

2021). When examining styles linked to fusion, the narrative appears to break from “jazz 

proper” and suddenly reincorporates the significance of audience reception. The narrative 

cannot explore how this realignment with mainstream audiences occurred after some of 

the most impactful Civil Rights legislation in American history drastically altered 

societal norms and sensibilities. The narrative can only point to changes, but the 

centrality of social context to the actions and thoughts of musicians and audiences during 

this post-bop period prevents the narrative from deeply exploring these connections, 

given its adherence to stylistic abstraction that mirrors more modern trends in Western art 

music. 

Overall, the conventional narrative’s reliance on Eurocentric norms leaves no 

room for the thoughts and actions of musicians or audiences to act as primary drivers in 

jazz’s stylistic development. Presenting any individual agency as primary contradicts the 

abstract notions of progress and evolution that allowed jazz historians to sidestep debates 

over aesthetic standards and avoid the obstacles associated with studying African 

American or Black-American music in racist academic settings and segregated 

institutions. 

Antiracist Potential 

Historical narratives and pedagogical conventions cannot and do not constitute 

race-neutral endeavors; the systems and institutions that support these necessary pursuits 

possess and maintain a legacy of oppression. The effects of this remain evident in their 

racially exclusive curriculum and populations, as well as the persistence of racially 

disparate outcomes and experiences. Accepting this reality opens the door to exploring 



131 

 

 

how scholars might re-construct these tools to facilitate or corroborate an antiracist 

agenda. In the case of jazz history’s conventional narrative, historians must accept that 

persistently applying Eurocentric logic to American musical developments—especially 

for Black American music—constitutes a political act. Perspectives like Bonilla-Silva’s 

(2016) or Kendi’s (2019) allow historians to interpret the political impact of jazz 

musicians and their own acts. Only then can historians construct a narrative that 

adequately explores the politics of any given figures or events and resists reproducing 

harmful racist conventions. 

Jazz history appears particularly useful for an antiracist agenda when narratives 

grant primacy to historical context and examine jazz as a social phenomenon. As the 

previous chapters have shown, jazz musicians, critics, and historians have always 

exhibited sociopolitical awareness and engagement and, in many cases, sought to 

challenge racial oppression in the US. Still, textbooks do not reflect this knowledge or 

understanding. Lt. Europe and Whiteman took complex and conflicting sociopolitical 

positions regarding the value of jazz and Black music in the United States. Lt. Europe 

articulated a perspective that directly challenged the normative systems and beliefs that 

devalued Black Americans and their music. While Paul Whiteman’s work intended to 

reinforce hegemonic European music systems and beliefs, his willingness to accept a 

racialized label like jazz tacitly resisted the strict segregationist norms of the 1920s. 

Although their stylistic contributions differ substantially, the more jazz-oriented 

band leaders of the Swing era exercised some resistance to the racially hegemonic norms 

by refusing to distance their music from racialized meanings and practices associated 

with hot jazz, unlike the more successful, less jazz-oriented swing bands. While The 
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Goodman Orchestra received opportunities and privileges that The Henderson Orchestra 

did not have access to, Goodman’s work with smaller ensembles exhibits apparent 

attempts to promote racial integration. Despite receiving more national recognition than 

other Black musicians during the 1930s, Duke Ellington preferred the term “Negro 

music” for his work which directly disrupted Swing Era norms that sought to distance 

swing music from jazz’s racial associations. Count Basie’s commitment to the band’s 

Kansas City musical roots demonstrated resistance to Swing-era trends that routinely 

downplayed stylistic connections to Black music practices and communities. 

As previously explored, bebop musicians sharply challenged racist stereotypes and 

ideas of Black musical inferiority. Most of these musicians also sought to disrupt industry 

norms that disenfranchised Black Americans. Thelonious Monk directly contributed to 

bebop’s emergence with his unique syntactical approach (Feurzeig, 2011, pp. 29-59), 

exemplifying a disruption of Eurocentric conventions that appealed to several musicians 

during and after the height of bebop, regardless of their preferred style. This unapologetic 

challenge to convention directly contributes to the stylistic divergence that characterizes 

jazz styles after the height of bebop. 

Throughout American history, musicians have demonstrated a clear awareness of 

their music’s political utility and sociocultural impact. However, when the colorblind or 

Eurocentric conventions supersede the sociopolitical factors directly relevant to jazz’s 

historical context, historical narratives cannot meaningfully engage with jazz’s rich 

sociopolitical legacy. Caplan’s (2010) methodology that flips subject-object 

epistemologies appears fruitful in revealing how jazz musicians and writers interpret and 

engage with sociopolitical systems and ideas that shape jazz’s history. Similarly, 
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Kajikawa’s (2019) engagement with critical race theory appears informative for 

theorizing recommendations for antiracist work that challenge jazz historiography’s 

possessive investment in Western art music. 

Limitations 

This project’s scope cannot fully account for the multiple social concerns that 

intersect with these findings and their interpretation. For example, this interpretation of 

Eurocentric bias remains limited to how Eurocentrism affects the US. Jazz constitutes a 

global phenomenon, and the Eurocentric bias affects different regions of the world 

differently. However, due to jazz’s origins in the US, Eurocentric logic takes various 

forms, and other global communities engage with it differently. Global jazz historian 

Taylor E. Atkins (2003) notes that histories of jazz outside of the United States received 

little attention due to writers’ devotion to validating jazz’s worth as “Serious Art,” 

subordinating all other pursuits that explore the international sociocultural contexts that 

helped shape jazz’s development. This observation demonstrates how pursuing 

Eurocentric standards generates possessive investment across all areas of the jazz 

academic field. The pervasive impact of this possessive investment suggests that jazz 

history narratives bear significant connections to imperialist and neocolonial projects that 

reinforce disparate norms on a global scale. 

Despite a research scope specific to the United States, this project’s findings and 

interpretations cannot sufficiently explore all the intersections of racial oppression and 

other sociocultural identities in the United States. The intersection of race and gender 

presents a particularly fruitful endeavor in future research, given Caplan’s observation 

that Eurocentric logic typically does not theorize women’s subjectivity. Rustin & 
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Tucker’s (2008) Big Ears: Listening for Gender in Jazz Studies explores how gendered 

disparities shape stylistic development and how jazz musicians navigate their social 

realities. Given the gendered disparity in canonic figures presented, such as the higher 

number of male instrumentalists versus female players, these observations appear 

incredibly relevant to jazz history textbooks in the US. This dynamic becomes even more 

complex, accounting for gendered vocal differences since vocalists disproportionately 

constitute the few women in these textbooks; male instrumentalists significantly 

outnumber male vocalists, indicating another significant gendered disparity in 

conventional narratives. 

While the project notes that the disenfranchisement of Black American jazz 

musicians represents an essential subtext of Swing-era narratives (Magee, 2005) and 

directly informs the valorization of some Black jazz musicians by most jazz history 

narratives, this project also does not deeply engage in the convergence of racial disparity 

and class or economic status. DeVeaux (1997) and Chapman (2018) demonstrate that this 

unique dynamic between socioeconomic status and stylistic development demands more 

attention, but these considerations would also overextend this project’s scope. While 

these critical social dynamics exceed the limits of this project, they present incredibly 

fertile topics for future research. For example, researchers might explore the tension 

within the discourse on “The New Negro” (Gates & Jarret, 2007) that publicly debated 

the most effective methods of addressing a racialized class struggle and the role of art as 

a sociopolitical tool in this endeavor. Further research might explore how historical 

events shaped this discourse, like The Red Summer of 1919 (Collins, 2012) or The 

Vietnam War (Boehm, 2012). 
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Jazz Historiography and The Critical Race Theory Movement 

Richard Delgado & Jean Stefancic (2023) outline the hallmark critical race theory 

themes that can help guide a critique of jazz history writing conventions. Delgado & 

Stefancic (2023) present the concepts of interest convergence, material determinism, and 

racial realism as a group of rationales scholars use to interpret racially disparate outcomes 

in the US. Revisionist history refers to a reexamining of American historical narratives 

and reinterpreting them to reflect the experiences of minorities accurately. Its critique of 

liberalism challenges the usefulness of the United States’ dominant political belief system 

that idealizes equality but allows and perpetuates inequality. Structural determinism 

argues that U.S. political systems lack the proper language and structure to redress the 

complex and diverse expressions of racial disparity adequately. These approaches present 

helpful starting points for exploring future antiracist jazz history research. 

DeVeaux (1997), Tucker (2000), Monson (2007), and others who align with the 

idea of “New Jazz Studies” often present historical work that more accurately depicts the 

experience of marginalized groups. Building on DeVeaux’s (1991) critique, this work 

implicates the conventional jazz history narrative as a type of revisionist history that 

presents a more palatable account of jazz’s historical development. However, this 

research aims to show the obstacles preventing the conventional jazz history narrative 

from adequately incorporating this scholarly approach. These historical accounts conflict 

with the Enlightenment-era ideals because they ground musical interpretation in specific 

historical moments. To achieve a more antiracist reframing, future jazz history textbooks 

should adopt narrative frameworks that grant historical significance to the impact of jazz 

on the U.S.’s sociopolitical landscape. Given the centrality of Black Americans in jazz, 
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future studies might also present a jazz history narrative that centers on how resistance to 

anti-Blackness informs or directs stylistic development. 

The concept of racial realism speaks to the fiction of biological race and the social 

reality of racism. This shift might aid in directing jazz historical discourse away from 

focusing on racial identity and more appropriately discussing how systemic racism 

operates historically and currently in jazz’s stylistic development. Referencing DeVeaux 

(1997) as an example, jazz discourse might deeply examine how racism and economics 

influence the genre across stylistic periods and explore how musicians navigate these 

structural forces. This approach would benefit from exploring what material benefits arise 

from the reinforcement or challenging of racial norms during jazz’s history. Paul 

Whiteman presents an interesting case study for this line of thinking. The concept of 

interest convergence appears particularly useful in exploring how racialized music that 

initially drew the public’s moral outrage eventually became widely accepted as 

“America’s classical music.” Dale Chapman’s (2018) The Jazz Bubble: Neoclassical Jazz 

in Neoliberal Culture provides a valuable example of how interest convergence helps 

determine jazz musicians’ social and material realities. The relevance of this work 

suggests that interest convergence occurs throughout the history of jazz and jazz writings, 

significantly shaping the social and material realities of the jazz field. The swing era 

appears particularly relevant to this conversation, given the presentation of the period of 

convergence of increased participation in jazz-influenced music, remarkable public 

interest, and financial success. 

Chapman’s work also engages in a critique of liberalism in the current state of 

jazz and commerce. Antiracist jazz scholarship should aim to highlight the outcomes of 
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liberal ideologies and their ineffectiveness in creating equity. Delgado & Stefancic (2023) 

identify colorblindness as typical in liberal paradigms. Kajikawa points to colorblindness 

as a critical factor in U.S. music schools’ possessive investment in Western art music. 

This project suggests that colorblindness also facilitates the investment in Eurocentric 

logic that renders the conventional jazz history narrative more palatable and compatible 

with academic conventions. Future pursuits might examine the influence of liberal or 

neoliberal ideologies across periods and how they govern jazz discourse or impact jazz 

musicians’ and audiences’ thoughts and actions. 

Generating narratives that critically examine the complex dynamics of jazz, 

history, and racism appears monumentally crucial for the growth of jazz studies. 

However, this research finds it exceptionally important for this antiracist work to apply to 

dominant conventions and ideologies within the field. As mentioned, many scholars have 

already engaged in meaningful and impactful work that challenges conventional notions 

of jazz and its history. However, this project seeks to show the obstacle that relegates this 

work and these approaches to a meaningful and impactful but perpetually marginal 

position relative to the jazz textbooks used in academic settings. Prouty (2010) notes that 

despite the advances of “new jazz studies,” the core narrative remains undisturbed, 

rendering these materials supplementary at best and restricted to more specific study and 

specialized courses. Historians and educators must continue to account for the jazz 

studies field’s possessive investment in Western art music. Historians and educators must 

shift dominant discourse away from abstracting jazz’s sonic qualities and reinstate the 

music’s historical context as a primarily social phenomenon. Scholars might approach 

this task by generating historical narratives that chronicle the social history of jazz that 



138 

 

 

highlights the music’s profound impact on the U.S. rather than a sonic history that draws 

significance on its similarities to the Western Art music canon. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this project has illustrated how the possessive investment in 

Western European art harmfully distorts jazz history. Since DeVeaux (1991) and Gabbard 

(1995), many jazz studies scholars engaged with several of the shortcomings illustrated 

through this project. However, as Prouty (2010) mentioned, the critical insights achieved 

by explorations into the conventional jazz canon’s issues have yet to significantly alter 

the portrayal of jazz’s history in textbooks aimed at the college market. The conventional 

narrative’s Eurocentric biases undermine the agency of musicians and audiences, 

suppress the significance of sociopolitical context to historical narratives, and distort a 

comprehensive chronicling of jazz’s stylistic development. While selective in its scope, 

this project shows how these Eurocentric biases obstruct the effectiveness of antiracist 

initiatives in U.S. schools and music departments. Jazz history narratives must chronicle 

this music as a social phenomenon rather than catalog sonic qualities reinforcing 

connections between jazz and the Western Art music canon. Shifting jazz history 

textbooks towards this more contextualized perspective opens the door for generating 

more inclusive and nuanced narratives in academic settings. This shift would align 

conventional narratives with the more historically accurate and antiracist scholarship in 

jazz discourse.  
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