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The Jazz Age

Chapter Overview 

The twelve-bar blues, which evolved from simple folk-like solo songs, became increasingly sophisticated and urbanized, eventually influencing every kind of American music.  Early New Orleans jazz musicians played improvisations on hymns and other given tunes, evolving a style of jazz that moved north to Chicago and then New York, meanwhile developing important regional characteristics.  Sweet jazz pleased a public skeptical of the hot rhythms and virtuosic techniques of more serious jazz musicians, while jazz pianists played boogie-woogie and stride.

Listening Examples

40. Robert Johnson: “Hellhound on My Trail”

41. Bessie Smith, Louis Armstrong: “Lost Your Head Blues”

42. W.C. Handy: St. Louis Blues
43. Lillian Hardin Armstrong: “Hotter Than That”

44. Albert Ammons: “Shout for Joy”

45. James P. Johnson: “Carolina Shout”

Optional Listening Example

Gershwin:  Concerto in F, first movement 
George Gershwin: Rhapsody in Blue
Suggestions for Further Listening

Examples of blues, boogie, and Dixieland included in The Smithsonian Collection of Classic Jazz
Suggestion for Viewing

Lightning in a Bottle (blues documentary, 2004)
Terms to Review

jazz

blues

rural or country blues

twelve-bar blues

scatting, scat singing

classic blues

race records

urban blues

       combo
New Orleans jazz

Dixieland

piano blues, boogie-woogie

eight-to-the-bar

stride piano

coda

sweet jazz

Key Figures
  Robert Johnson

Gertrude “Ma” Rainey

Bessie Smith

W. C. Handy

Louis Armstrong

Jelly Roll Morton

James P. Johnson

Fats Waller

Paul Whiteman

Visuals

Archibald Motley: Blues
The origin of the blues

Bessie Smith

W.C. Handy with Duke Ellington

Members of a jazz combo

Louis Armstrong

The Original Dixieland Jazz Band

Critical Thinking

What characteristics do country blues, classic blues, and urban blues share?  In what ways do they differ?

What characteristics do vocal blues and piano blues (boogie-woogie) share?  How do they differ?

Why do you think the outstanding rural blues singers were men and the great classic blues singers women?

How would you compare sweet jazz with real jazz?  Why do you suppose Paul Whiteman was called the King of Jazz?  What audience would his music have most appealed to?

Further Topics for Essay or Discussion

1. Why is boogie-woogie called the piano blues?

2. Discuss the differences between ragtime, boogie-woogie, and stride piano styles.
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