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Alain Locke's anthology The New Negro contained two essays on African-
American music, Locke's own'The Negro Spir i tuals" and")azz at Home," an
exuberant appreciation of jazz by Joel A. Rogers. For Rogers, jazz is "characteris-
t ical ly the product of the peculiar and unique experience of the Negro in this
country. The African Negro hasn't it, and the Caucasian never would have in-
vented it. Once achieved, it is common property, and iazz has absorbed the
national spir i t ."

PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT

Jazz at Home, by Joel A. Rogers

Jazz is a marvel of a paradox: too fundamentally human, at least as modern
as humanity goes, to be typically racial, too international to be characteris-
tically national, too much abroad in the world to have a special home. And
yet iazz in spite of it all is one part American and three parts American Ne-
gro, and was originally the nobody's child of the levee and the city slum.
Transplanted exotic-a rather hardy one, we admit-of the mundane world
capitals, sport of the sophisticated, it is really at home in its humble native
soil wherever the modern unsophisticated Negro feels happy and sings and
dances to his mood. It follows that jazz is more at home in Harlem than in
Paris, though from the look and sound of certain quarters of Paris one
would hardly think so. It is just the epidemic contagiousness of iazz that
makes it, like the measles, sweep the block. But somebody had to have it
first: that was the Negro.

What after all is this taking new thing, that, condemned in certain quarters,
enthusiastically welcomed in others, has nonchalantly gone on until it
ranks with the movie and the dollar as a foremost exponent of modern
Americanism? Jazz isn't music merely, it is a spirit that can express itself in
almost anything. The true spirit of jazz is a joyous revolt from convention,
custom, authority, boredom, even sorrow-from everything that would con-
fine the soul of man and hinder its riding free on the air. The Negroes who
invented it called their songs the "Blues," and they weren't capable of satire
or deception.Jazz was their explosive attempt to cast off the blues and be
happy, carefree happy, even in the midst of sordidness and sorrow. And
that is why it has been such a balm for modern ennui, and has become a
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safety valve for modern machine-ridden and convention-bound society. It is
the revolt of the emotions against repression.

The story is told of the clever group of "Jazz-specialists" who, originating
dear knows in what scattered places, had found themselves and the frills of
the art in New York and had been drawn to the gay Bohemias of Paris. In a
little cabaret of Montmartre they had iust "entertained" into the wee small
hours fascinated society and royalty; and, of course, had been paid royally
for it. Then, the entertainment over and the guests away, the "entertainers"
entertained themselves with their very best, which is always impromptu,
for the sheer ioy of it. That is jazz.

In its elementals, jazz has always existed. It is in the Indian wardance, the
Highland fling, the Irish jig, the Cossack dance, the Spanish fandango, the
Brazilian maxixe, the dance of the whirling dervish, the hula hula of the
South Seas, the danse du ventre of the Orient, the carmagnole of the
French Revolution, the strains of Gypsy music, and the ragtime of the Ne-
gro.Jazz proper, however, is something more than all these. It is a release of
all the suppressed emotions at once, a blowing off of the lid, as it were. It is
hilarity expressing itself through pandemonium; musical fireworks.

The direct predecessor of jazz is ragtime. That both are atavistically African
there is little doubt, but to what extent it is difficult to determine. In its
barbaric rhythm and exuberance there is something of the bamboula, a
wild, abandoned dance of the West African and the Haytian Negro, so stir-
ringly described by the anonymous author of Untrodden Fields of Anthro-
pology, or of the ganza ceremony so brilliantly depicted in Maran's Bat-
ouala. But iazz time is faster and more complex than African music. With
its cowbells, auto horns, calliopes, rattles, dinner gongs, kitchen utensils,
cymbals, screams, crashes, clankings and monotonous rhythm it bears all
the marks of a nerve-strung, strident, mechanized civilization. It is a thing
of the jungles-modern man-made jungles.

The earliest jazz-makers were the itinerant piano players who would wander
up and down the Mississippi from saloon to saloon, from dive to dive.
Seated at the piano with a carefree air that a king might envy, their box-
back coats flowing over the stool, their Stetsons pulled well over their eyes,
and cigars at an angle of forty-five degrees, they would "whip the ivories" to
marvelous chords and hidden ract joyous meanings, evoking the intense
delight of their bearers who would smother them at the close with huzzas
and whiskey. Often wholly illiterate, these humble troubadours knowing
nothing of written music or composition, but with minds like cameras,
would listen to the rude improvisations of the dock laborers and the rail-
road gangs and reproduce them, reflecting perfectly the sentiments and the
longings of these humble folk. The improvised bands at Negro dances in
the South, or the little boys with their harmonicas and iews'-harps, each
one putting his own individuality into the air, played also no inconsider-
able part in its evolution. "Poverty," says J. A. Jackson of the Billboard,
"compelled improvised instruments. Bones, tambourines, make-shift string
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instruments, tin can and hollow wood effects, all now utilized as musical
novelties, were among early Negroes the product of necessity. When these
were not available 'patting juba' prevailed. Present-day 'Charleston' is but a
variation of this. Its early expression was the 'patting' for the buck dance."

The origin of the present iazz craze is interesting. More cities claim its birth-
place than claimed Homer dead. New Orleans, San Francisco, Memphis,
Chicago, all assert the honor is theirs. Jazz, as it is to-day, seems to have
come into being this way, however: W. C. Handy, a Negro, having digested
the airs of the itinerant musicians referred to, evolved the first classic, Mem-
phis Blues. Then came Jasbo Brown, a reckless musician of a Negro cabaret
in Chicago, who played this and other blues, blowing his own extravagant
moods and risque interpretations into them, while hilarious with gin. To
give further meanings to his veiled allusions he would make the trombone
"talk" by putting a derby hat and later a tin can at its mouth. The delighted
patrons would shout, "More, Jasbo. More, Jas, more." And so the name origi-
nated.

As to t!l'e iazz dance itself: at this time Shelton Brooks, a Negro comedian,
invented a new "strut," called "Walkin' the Dog." Jasbo's anarchic airs found
in this strut a soul mate. Then as a result of their union came "The Texas
Tommy," the highest point of brilliant, acrobatic execution and nifty foot-
work so far evolved in jazz dancing. The latest of these dance is the
"Charleston," which has brought something really new to the dance step.
The "Charleston" calls for activity of the whole body. One characteristic is a
fantastic fling of the leg from the hip downwards. The dance ends in what
is known as the "camel-walk"-in reality a gorilla-like shamble-and finishes
with a peculiar hop like that of the Indian war dance. Imagine one suffer-
ing from a fit of rhythmic ague and you have the effect precisely.

The cleverest "Charleston" dancers perhaps are urchins of five and six who
may be seen any time on the streets of Harlem keeping time with their
hands, and surrounded by admiring crowds. But put it on a well-set stage,
danced by a bobbed-hair chotus, and you have an effect that reminds you
of the abandon of the Furies. And so Broadway studies Harlem. Not all of
the visitors of the twenty or more well-attended cabarets of Harlem are idle
pleasure seekers or underworld devotees. Many are serious artists, actors and
producers seeing something neq some suggestion to be taken, too often a
pallid imitation, to Broadway's lights and stars.

This makes it difficult to say whether iazz is more characteristic of the Ne-
gro or of contemporary America. As is shown, it is of Negro origin plus the
influence of the American environment. It is Negro-American. Jazz proper,
however in idiom-rhythmic, musical and pantomimic-thoroughly Ameri-
can Negro; it is his spiritual picture on that lighter comedy side, just as the
spirituals are the picture on the tragedy side. The two are poles apart, but
the former is by no means to be despised and it is just as characteristically
the product of the peculiar and unique experience of the Negro in this
country. The African Negro hasn't it, and the Caucasian never could have
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invented it. Once achieved, it is common property, and iazz hras absorbed
the national spirit, that tremendous spirit of go, the nervousness, lack of
conventionality and boisterous good-nature characteristic of the American,
white or black, as compared with the more rigid formal natures of the En-
glishman or German.

But there still remains something elusive about iazz that few, if any of the
white artists, have been able to capture. The Negro is admittedly its best
expositor. That elusive something, for lack of a better name, I'll call Negro
rhythm. The average Negro, particularly of the lower classes, puts rhythm
into whatever he does, whether it be shining shoes or carrying a basket on
the head to market as the Jamaican women do. Some years ago while wan-
dering in Cincinnati I happened upon a Negro revival meeting at its height.
The malority present were women, a goodly few of whom were white. Un-
der the influence of the "spirit" the sisters would come forward and
strut-much of jazz enters where it would be least expected. The Negro
women had the perfect iazz abandon, while the white ones moved lamely
and woodenly. This same lack of spontaneity is evident to a degree in the
cultivated and inhibited Negro.

In its playing technique, iazz is similarly original and spontaneous. The per-
formance of the Negro musicians is much imitated, but seldom equaled.
Lieutenant Europe, leader of the famous band of the "Fifteenth New York
Regiment," said that the bandmaster of the Garde Republicaine, amazed at
his iazz effects, could not believe without demonstration that his band had
not used special instruments. Jazz has a virtuoso technique all its own: its
best performers, singers and players, lift it far above the level of mere "trick"
or mechanical effects. Abbie Mitchell, Ethel Waters, and Florence Mills; the
Blues singers, Clara, Mamie, and Bessie Smith; Eubie Blake, the pianist;
"Buddy" Gilmore, the drummer, and "Bill" Robinson, the pantomimic
dancer-to mention merely an illustrative few-are inimitable artists, with
an inventive, improvising skill that defies imitation. And those who know
their work most intimately trace its uniqueness without exception to the
folk-roots of their artistry.

Musically jazz has a great future. It is rapidly being sublimated. In the more
famous jazz orchestras like those of Will Marion Cook, Paul Whiteman,
Sissle and Blake, Sam Stewart, Fletcher Henderson, Vincent Lopez and the
Clef Club units, there are none of the vulgarities and crudities of the lowly
origin or the only too prevalent cheap imitations. The pioneer work in the
artistic development of iazz was done by Negro artists; it was the lead of the
so-called "syncopated orchestras" of Tyers and Will Marion Cook, the former
playing for the Castles of dancing fame, and the latter touring as a concert-
izing orchestra in the great American centers and abroad. Because of the
difflculties of flnancial backing, these expert combinations have had to
yield ground to white orchestras of the type of the Paul Whiteman and Vin-
cent Lopez organizations that are now demonstrating the finer possibilities
of iazz music. "Jazz," says Serge Koussevitzky, the new conductor of the Bos-
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ton Symphony, "is an important contribution to modern musical literature.
It has an epochal significance-it is not superficial, it is fundamental. Jazz
comes from the soil, where all music has its beginning." And Leopold
Stokowski says more extendedly of it:

"Jazz has come to stay because it is an expression of the times, of the
breathless, energetic, superactive times in which we are living, it is useless
to fight against it. Already its new vigor, its new vitality is beginning to
manifest itself. . . . America's contribution to the music of the past will
have the same revivifying effect as the injection of new, and in the lager
sense, vulgar blood into dying aristocracy. Music will then be vulgarized in
the best sense of the word, and enter more and more into the daily lives of
people. . . . The Negro musicians of America are playing a great part in this
change. They have an open mind, and unbiased outlook. They are not
hampered by conventions or traditions, and with their new ideas, their
constant experiment, they are causing new blood to flow in the veins of
music. The iazz players make their instruments do entirely new things,
things finished musicians are taught to avoid. They are pathfinders into
new realms."

And thus it has come about that serious modernist music and musicians,
most notably and avowedly in the work of the French modernists Auric,
Satie and Darius Milhaud, have become the confessed debtors of American
Negro jazz. With the same nonchalance and impudence with which it left
the levee and the dive to stride like an upstart conqueror, almost overnight,
into the grand salon, jazz now begins its conquest of musical Parnassus.

Whatever the ultimate result of the attempt to raise jazz from the mob-level
upon which it originated, its true home is still its original cradle, the none
too respectable cabaret. And here we have the seamy side to the story. Here
we have some of the charm of Bohemia, but much more of the demoraliza-
tion of vice. Its rash spirit is in Grey's popular song, Runnin' Wild:

Runnin' wild; lost control
Runnin' wild; mighty bold,
Feelin' gay and reckless too
Carefree all the time; never blue
Always goin' I don't know where
Always showin'that I don't care
Don' Iove nobody, it ain't worth while
All alone; runnin' wild.

Jazz rcached the height of its vogue at a time when minds were reacting
from the horrors and strain of war. Humanity welcomed it because in its
fresh joyousness men found a temporary forgetfulness, infinitely less harm-
ful than drugs or alcohol. It is partly for some such reasons that it domi-
nates the amusement life of America to-day. No one can sensibly condone
its excesses or minimize its social danger if uncontrolled; all culture is built
upon inhibitions and control. But it is doubtful whether the "jazz-hounds"
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of high and low estate would use their time to better advantage. In all prob-
ability their tastes would find some equally morbid, mischievous vent. Jazz,
it is needless to say, will remain a recreation for the industrious and a dissi-
pater of energy for the frivolous, a tonic for the strong and a poison for the
weak.

For the Negro himself, jazz is both more and less dangerous than for the
white-less, in that he is nervously more in tune with it; more, in that at
his average level of economic development his amusement life is more
open to the forces of social vice. The cabaret of better type provides a cer-
tain Bohemianism for the Negro intellectual, the artist and the well-to-do.
But the average thing is too much the substitute for the saloon and the
wayside inn. The tired longshoreman, the porter, the housemaid and the
poor elevator boy in search of recreation, seeking in jazz the tonic for weary
nerves and muscles, are only too apt to find the bootlegger, the gambler
and the demi-monde who have come there for victims and to escape the
eyes of the police.

Yet in spite of its present vices and vulgarizations, its sex informalities, its
morally anarchic spirit, jazz has a popular mission to perform. Joy, after all,
has a physical basis. Those who laugh and dance and sing are better off
even in their vices than those who do not. Moreover, iazz with its mocking
disregard for formality is a leveller and makes for democracy. The jazz spirit,
being primitive, demands more frankness and sincerity. Just as its already
has done in art and music, so eventually in human relations and social
manners, it will no doubt have the effect of putting more reality in life by
taking some of the needless artificiality out. . . . Naturalness finds the artifi-
cial in conduct ridiculous. "Cervantes smiled Spain's chivalry away," said
Byron. And so this new spirit of ioy and spontaneity may itself play the
role of reformer. Where at present it vulgarizes, with more wholesome
growth in the future, it may on the contrary truly democratize. At all
events, iazz is reiuvenation, a recharging of the batteries of civilization with
primitive new vigor. It has come to stay, and they are wise, who instead of
protesting against it, try to lift and divert it into nobler channels.


