
Essay I 
Origin of Jazz Elements - 1  
Surinam - 24  
The March, Brass/String & Jazz Bands - 37  
         Civil War Band - 37  
         Funeral Bands - 37  
Instruments of Civil War - 38  
Union Bands  41  
Confederate bands - 41  
Brass Bands Repertoire - 42  
Forming a Confederate Band - 43  
The Diffusion of African American Music & Culture - 48  
Folk Song to Art Song - 57  
Adding Counterpoint to Harmony - 66  
Development of Classical/Jazz Opera - 68  
History of Improvising - 76  
How The Drum Was Used In Africa - 92



1 

ORIGIN OF JAZZ ELEMENTS 

AFRICAN, EUROPEAN OR ISLAMIC, OR? 

For years jazz writers have been looking for the factual information that will be the 
proof needed to make a definite musical connection between the American Negro slave and 
his African ancestor. Some have said that the African influence is proven because many 
elements of African music are found in jazz. 

Let us look at a number of musical elements found in jazz and compare them with 
African music. First the form: 

It is written that both African music and jazz are in the Theme and Variation form. 
This is in error - African music is in a metamorphosis /development form and technique. 

Another jazz element that is said to have come from Africa is the use of 
syncopation. This is in error - there is no actual syncopation in African music. Syncopation 
is a Western European term that should not be applied to African musical rhythm. 

Early jazz was influenced by the Call and Response technique that came from 
Africa. This is in error - there are many types of music containing the call and response 
technique, especially in the music some say is the major influence of the Negro Spiritual - 
the New England Hymn and its technique of 'lining out' or 'deaconing'. 

Jazz improvisory technique is like the African technique of performance. 
Improvising is from Africa.” This statement is in error - the African concept of improvising 
is not the same as early jazz improvising technique and the technique of improvising has 
been around even before the New World was discovered. 

Because our type of music contains a number of elements found in another is not 
proof that one type has descended from or was influenced by another. All the elements 
found in jazz can be found in other types of music. If one is thinking about discovering the 
source of jazz by analyzing music that jazz elements are found in one need not look any 
further than to Africa - not black Africa but Islamic Africa - Northeast Africa. Dr. Lloyd 
Miller, a researcher from Utah and Editor of the publications of the 'Society for 
Preservation and Propagation of Eastern Arts;' states: 

“The area around Africa and including the near-east is a big place that includes 
Israel and Egypt - where various ancient cultures flourished. I surmise that the African 
roots of jazz are all in Northern Africa and from the Near East. Jazz roots seem to be from 
the Islamic influenced areas in North Africa. Islam was a fierce boister of cultural concepts 
that are practiced in their daily lives, even to those people who were not Moslem. Indian 
music is a branch of ancient Arzan and Persian cultures. Persian classical music preceded 
& heavily influenced present day Indian Music.” (Ed. From a 1990 personal letter of Feb. 4 
to the Editor) 

To those people who use the similarity, however forced, of African music as a 
direct source I say: If we look at North African Islamic music, analyze it and compare it to 
early jazz, we will come to the conclusion that it is more like jazz than Black African 
music is. In jazz we have the use of a basic beat against which counter-rhythm and 
opposing metric patterns are played as we see in Islamic/Indian music. The techniques of 
jazz are very similar to the Indian technique of Gath: The theme of a piece of jazz 
corresponds to the Indian Astai, and the technique of Tan during a Gath is the equivalent to 
a 'break' in jazz. In Indian music the Astai (theme) alternates with the Tans (break) against 
a recurring pattern. In a jazz performance (both harmonic and metrical) this recurring 
pattern is called a riff. In Indian music this riff is called the 'Tala' or 'Tintal'. 
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The Astai (Sic: at home) is the main theme and the Tans are short sections of varied 
rhythmic and metric material which are always of a certain length and metric structure. The 
metric structure or tala upon which the Tan is built consists in the example below of four 
(4) beats arranged thus: 1-2-3-0 (not sounded). This metric structure is repeated four times 
during each statement of the Astai and five times during the particular Tan given in the 
example. The all important Sam or structural guide (the beat) falls on the second beat of 
the Tala, on the first important beat of the Astai and on the first beat of the Tan. In this 
passage the vina player must constantly keep this basic underlying organization in mind 
while playing meters of 3/8, 4/8, 5/8 and 4/4. 

 

 
 
In jazz the theme is first definitely established before any rhythmic elaboration 

occurs. This establishes a definite concrete structure in which a break can occur, making a 
clear deviation from the norm. The expected return from a break to regularity is understood 
as a technique of jazz organizational principle. This is similar to Indian music in which the 
Astai alternates with the Tan. 

In African music there is no concept of a break. There is really no need as the 
feeling of tension relived by a break is constant in African music within the on-going music 
there is no reason to create this feeling of tension as it is constantly present. 

Indian and African music also have similarities. Both Indian and African music 
have simultaneous improvisory technique in cross meters. 

This technique has not been common in Western European music since the 
Renaissance and once again surfaces in the  

Twentieth Century. The Renaissance saw tonal concepts crystallized - a technique 
that is a singularly element rather than interplay between independent co-existing elements. 
Tonal concepts have emphasis upon vertical simultaneity and a coincidence on main beats. 

 

Variation 

 
‘Variation is a basic principle of musical organization; it changes some of the 

features of a unit, motif, phrase, segment, section or larger part, but preserves others. To 
change everything would prevent there being any repetition at all and thus might cause 
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incoherence.” (Myer, Emotions in Music) (Sic: A former professor of mine at Catholic 
University in Washington, D. C.) 

Features of melody and rhythm are continually subjected to variation. The principle 
of Variation implies two complimentary principles: repetition and contrast. The two 
principles (repetition and contrast) are alike, for every repeat is in some way a variation, 
and every contrast must preserve the context. It depends upon the quality and quantity of 
the changed features whether a passage is felt as a repetition or a contrast; or whether it is a 
variation in a narrower sense. 

Rhythm is the most conspicuous element in the connection between other 
heterogeneous features. But if the rhythm is altered, the outlook becomes very different. 
Thus the Indian use of improvising is melodic (theme and variation); the African use of 
improvising is rhythmic (metamorphic/development). 

Most writings of Oriental music stress the presence of variation. The opening theme 
is varied much like jazz's first chorus elaborating of the theme. 

Simultaneous variation is not common in most folk music, (which is essentially 
soloistic) but in jazz it is of the essence. In jazz we find the same use of a basic beat against 
which counter-rhythms and opposing metric patterns are played as we see in Indian music. 
This simultaneous variation is seen in the cross-rhythm of Indian and African music and 
the contrapuntal texture in early New Orleans jazz. Cross-rhythm drumming in India and 
Africa is often extremely complex. Its function: adding tension and interest by creating 
subtle counter-rhythms and meters to those of the melodic line. 

The Indian/Near East musical styles are largely improvisory. Even when written 
music is available only a skeleton of the actual piece is written down. The realization of the 
performance is left to the creative ability of the artist. What the artist plays, mostly 
improvised, falls in the realm of ornamentation. This ornamentation is played against the 
traditional melodic background. Both Indian music and jazz impose on the performer their 
special scales, intonations, accents, tempos and emotions but grant the musician full 
freedom for creative elaboration. The theme in Indian music is called the "Pallavi’ which 
means 'germ' or 'seed' (the same as the Arab Astai and the African theme - At times similar 
to the Schoenberg, Compositional Technique) 

 

 
 
At times the melody will remain constant, but the rhythm and meter which 

accompany each statement of the tune modify it, giving rise to a series of variations. Such 
crossing affords great delight to the Indian audience, particularly when it involves intricate 
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deviations from the standard pattern or the introduction of new ones. The Indian singer and 
drummer like to contest each other in creative play. This inter-play is described thusly: 

 
"It often happens among Indian musicians that a vina player and a 

drummer will engage in a friendly contest to see which can confuse the 
other into losing track of the Sam (the structural beat). The vina player will 
improvise a melody. The drummer, to whom the melody is of course 
unfamiliar, must first discover where the Sam is. Having discovered it he 
starts his drumming. For a while everything runs smoothly. Then the 
syncopation and cross-rhythm become very complex. The vina player uses 
all sorts of ruses to disguise the Sam. ...The drummer will meanwhile seek 
to confuse his opponent by insisting on his cross-rhythms as though they 
were the true basic meter, playing meters of 7 or 5 against the latter's 4 or 3 
and so on. Each one strives with might and main to retain his equilibrium." 
(Myer-op. Cited) 
 
In Indian music the drum not only articulates the meter of the singer's melody but 

frequently varies it by means of cross-rhythms and cross-meters. Fox Strangeway quotes 
one Indian drummer: 

 
"The beat (with the left hand) is like the seam of my coat - That must be 

there; the other note (with the right hand) is like the embroidery I may put 
according to my own fancy over the seam." (Meyer - Op. Cited) 
 
Ortiz gives numerous musical examples to demonstrate his method of instrumental 

improvisation, and these rank among the earliest specimens of concerted instrumental 
music. He demonstrates three different ways of playing, the most interesting being that in 
which a piece for several voices (madrigal or motet) is transposed for the cembalo, while 
the bass viol plays variations on one of the parts. At other times an ornate melody is played 
by the viols while the cembalo provided an accompaniment over a given bass, much like 
jazz's Boogie Woogie. Again, both players may improvise on their respected instruments. 
The artistic possibilities of the variation form were still further developed by a Spanish 
musician, who, through the publication of his work in Rome exerted considerable influence 
upon the course of Italian music. The favorite forms for instrumental writing in Spain 
during this period (early 16th Century) were the 'Diferencas.' 

 

Syncopation 

 
Syncopation was first noticed in the music of medieval France in the early 14th 

Century. Stein defines syncopation as: 
 

"Syncopation is felt as such only if the pulse of the regular time remain 
in being or is somewhat implied by the rhythm." (Stein - 'Form in 
performance') 
 

 The technique of syncopation breaks the system of indicated time in that the weak 
beats are emphasized at the expense of the stronger ones. Example: Syncopation occurs 
when the fourth beat (a weak beat in a meter of 4/4) is accented and tied over into the first 
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beat of the next measure, thereby avoiding beginning a note on the accented first beat of a 
measure. Stein also states: 
 

"The strong beat is both less accentuated and less stressed than the weak 
is the basic principle. But many and more complex designs are derived from 
this scheme. Syncopation provides rhythmic contrasts within a melody or 
between the strands of a texture." (Stein - Op. Cited) 
 
The eminent musicologist Alfred Bukofzer believed the principle of syncopation 

was first analyzed in medieval times. Syncopation apparently was new in the 14th Century. 
It is first defined as such in the "Ars Perfecta Secundum" by Phillippum de Vitricco. As 
explained by Vitricco and other Medieval theorists, syncopation, at the beginning, was a 
complex and difficult matter as indeed all medieval time was. Meter and time were 
crystallizing from the poetic moods to regular meter and time as we know it today. The 
principle of early syncopation seems to be that a shift in rhythm took place when a 
complete measure or part of a measure was interpolated between the unequal constituents 
of another measure. Many examples of syncopation are found during the medieval period 
(1300-1450). There are some very interesting examples of the use of syncopation 
throughout the 15th and 16th Centuries besides the wealth of examples found in 14th 
Century music, especially in the French music of that period. One can find other theorists 
that analyze and define syncopation. It is explained in the treatise of Robert de Handlo, 
dating from 1326 in England. 

A number of jazz writers express the opinion that syncopation was an African 
technique. One states: 

 
"The effect of syncopation is caused by the use in jazz of an African-

descended technique in a context that contains European material - 
measured meters, bars and so on." (#8) 
 
This statement is in error. Syncopation is not African in origin or practice. The true 

technique of syncopation could not and is not an African technique. Its probable origin is in 
Arabic music, traveled through Spain to the province of France, than to Italy and to 
America during the early settlement of the New World. 

Indian music's use of syncopation is very much like that employed by jazz players 
in their 'breaks' except it is infinitely more complicated. Syncopation is an essential part of 
the technique of Gath. The vina player delights in apparently losing himself in the abstruse 
counter-rhythms, leaving the listeners with a sense of utter bewilderment, only to issue 
forth triumphantly at the Sam again without a hair's breath of inaccuracy and with a sparkle 
of obvious expression, like that of being hurled through chaos, and returning again without 
any physical damage but a feeling of intense relief. 

Oriental rhythm is not qualitative, it is quantitative - it is a series of stresses - strong 
and weak, and duration - long and short. Syncopation is a big part of Indian improvisory 
technique. 

 
 
Astai - theme                           
Tala or Tintal - riff 
Tan    -  break                            
Pallavi - germ or seed 
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Sam    -the beat                     
 

Instrumental Influence 

 
The introduction of the drum to Europe has frequently been attributed to the Moors, 

who are said to have brought it from the East with other instruments. The fife, coveted 
from the Turks, was first seen in Europe in the hands of Swiss soldiers in Italy and France 
in the last quarter of the 15th Century. France adopted prior to 1643, the Turkish hautbois 
(oboe). The Turkish chalumeau (clarinet) was another instrument adopted from the Turks. 
The drum, when adopted, was different in size; the length of the drum was sometimes 
twice that of the diameter of the head. It was not carried on the chest as today, but at the 
waist. The performers were usually long-armed Negroes. Both the tambourine and the 
cymbals are of Turkish origin. 

In Britain, actual Turkish performers were never employed. Their places were taken 
by Negroes who had already been employed as drummers and trumpeters in the British 
Army for about a half century earlier. These 'blacks' as they were usually designated on the 
muster roll, were greatly adapted at the handling of these Turkish music tools (as Wagner 
called them) and they became 'the rage' by reason of their antics in performing upon them 
(early 19th Century).The modern cross-handed drumming on the bass drum, the leopard or 
tiger skin apron, and a few other oddities, are survivals of their regime of percussionists. 
Dressed in high turbans, bearskins, or cocked hats, with towering hackle feather plumes 
and audy coats of many colors, braided and slashed gorgeously and gaspingly, they capered 
rather than marched, and flung their drumsticks and tambourines into the air, adroitly 
catching them in discreetly measured cadence reminiscent of the New Orleans marching 
band strutting. Their agility with fingers, arms and legs was only equaled by their perfect 
time in the music. It should not be forgotten that these Negro drummers not only gave a 
tremendous excitement to regimented music a century or more ago, but it was their 
contribution to this so-called Turkish music that opened the eyes of the great composers, 
beginning with Mozart and Beethoven, to the possibilities of a new tone color and fresh 
rhythmic devices in the wider realm of orchestral music." (Meyer - Op. Cited) 

Oriental music is said to have been first to present many European musical ideas 
and techniques or those that present systems very similar to that of European ones. Farmer 
suggests: 

 
"There is a possible Arabian origin for the device called Organum, a 

device that heralded in harmonic thinking in Western music." (Farmer-
Military Band Music) 
 
Lang also suggests a connection between European and Oriental music: "Western 

music systems derived from the Oriental." (Lang-Western Civilization) 
The Arabs actually had a system strikingly similar to that of the European's 

rhythmic modes and it is suggested that the glissandos present in the music of Leonin's 
melodies may be the result of Arabic influence. Thus the glissando played by the tail-gate 
trombone players of early jazz was used many years prior to the discovery of the New 
World. Even what is thought of as a 'jazz effect' have their origin in very early music of the 
Orient, including not only the glissando but the pizzicato of the string bass. 

The percussion section of the African orchestra did not present to jazz the drum 
roll. There are no drum rolls in African drumming technique. It comes from the Turkish 
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military bands and was brought back to Europe by the returning Crusaders, as was the 
cymbals and tambourine. 

There are few musical techniques that can be traced to definite origins. One can 
find jazz elements in the music of many countries. Finding a source does not mean that 
particular element was an influence. Ex: The characteristic rhythm of the Negro Cakewalk 
can be found in the ancient music of Scotland, there called the Scotch Snap. 

The important ingredient is the way that the various elements are combined 
together and - the prime ingredient: "stylistic interpretation." which can turn a march into a 
Dixieland piece and a classical fugue into a swinging jazz theme. 

The call and response and African metamorphosis will be discussed in another 
article. 
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AFRICAN MUSIC 

 
In this essay we will look at African music and compare it to: early slave music, 

early jazz, the music of the New England churches and march music. We must ask 
ourselves how did American slavery effected the diffusion of various musical elements and 
what would have happened if the African had migrated to the New World and set up his 
own colony? 

The heart of African music is the rhythm, the use of the drums being of paramount 
importance. While the African name for a drum may change from tribe to tribe, the drum's 
use is similar. We shall use the Ewe tribe as our specific one and their names for drums in 
this article for continuity. 

The main drum is the Atsineuv as played by the master drummer, the most 

important musician in African music. The other drums used are: the Sogo, the Kidi, and 

the Kagan, collectively being called the Asiwui. When using the Atsineuv it must be the 
lowest tuned drum. The Sogo is the next lowest tuned one, but it is always tuned higher 
when played with the mast drum (Atsineuv). The Kidi is tuned about a 5th above the 
Atsineuv. The Kagan is the highest pitch of all the drums. If the master drum is not used 
the Sogo will take its place. Both sticks and the hands are used in playing the drums and 
changes of pitch is a technique necessary when performing on African drums. Few if any 
drum rolls are found in African playing techniques. The bounce stroke is not used, only 
single strokes repeated rapidly. There are variations in the pressure of the hand on the drum 
skin. The stick strokes can and are varied when striking. Variations in the actual manner of 
striking are all part of African drumming technique. The Master Drummer is recognized as 
the most eminent artist in African music. He possesses the largest number of extended 
patterns and variations on the rhythmic patterns played. 

The Gankigui, a sort of cowbell, is the instrument that keeps the regular rhythmic 
pulse (along with the clapping) for the percussion groups. It usually begins the song, each 
particular song having its own characteristic Gankigui pulse and pattern. The Master 
Drummer enters next and the other drums and instruments enter after, usually in this order; 
Kidi, Sogo, and Kagan. The Kagan is used to establish a cross-rhythm with the Gankogui, 
but of course the Kagan waits until the Master Drummer enters and the others have started 
replying to the Master Drummer. The Master Drummer has a number of standard patterns, 
depending on the type of dance or ritual being played. He can use each of those patterns 
any number of times though he usually does not play the plain unadorned standard patterns 
more than about 6 times straight. The African would accuse him of dullness and lack of 
skill and inventive improvising creativity. The Master Drummer, playing the Atsinuev, 
plays differences of rhythm on the basic pattern and can play patterns in any order he feels 
is creative and artistically suitable. He need not use them all. The Master Drummer avoids 
having any of his rhythmic ideas create an accented beat to coincide with accents in the 
bell-pattern (Gankogui). He must create cross-rhythms. In his playing he not only plays 
rhythm but also a melodic line. African drumming is both rhythmic and melodic. It is used 
many times for communications. The message being sent by various rhythms on various 
tunings. It is almost like a spoken language. In Africa both language and music are closely 
related. There is a strong argument that African music and language united as in 
onomatopolia. 

The role of the Sogo and Kidi are to make the correct and appropriate replies to the 
pattern played by the Master. Each pattern played by the Master has a standard reply. At the 
start of playing, once the Master starts to play a pattern, they immediately come in with the 
correct reply pattern, sometimes after only a few notes from the Master. The Kidi is the 
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chief replier, and repeats the reply until the Master, upon a regular rhythmic signal, changes 
the pattern. The kidi beats are always ahead of the Gankogui. The Master may pause 
between patterns. The Sogo duplicates the pattern of the Kidi but in a simpler form. The 
Master pauses sometimes to give the lesser drums a chance to play by themselves to show 
their improvisory ideas. The Gankogui is usually accompanied by the Axatse, which is a 
rattle type instrument, playing a pattern that is always continuous with and derived from 
the Gankogui. At times an instrument called the Atoke, a small boat-shaped instrument 
made of iron and beaten to shape and the length of one's hand and wrist. The percussion 
section in African music actually is a polyphonic rhythm section using cross-rhythms. One 
finds many three against two polyrhythms happening frequently in African music. 

Accompanying the percussion section is the song and its partner the hand clapping. 
They receive their time from the Gankogui and the hand clapping is the link between the 
song and the other instruments and always has a shorter pattern than the Gankogui. 

African music is dance music and that usually demands a constant tempo. There is 
little accelerando or ritards in African music. The music of Africa is built upon a small 
rhythmic seed or time-unit with a consistent tempo throughout a composition, using 
polyrhythm between all the participants. From their childhood the African is brought up 
with exposure and practice playing three against two. Any performance to be successful 
depends on the co-operation between the singers, clappers, dancers and the Master 
Drummer. Everyone in the village participates. It is hard to go to Africa today and not hear 
the influence that Western music, especially jazz, have had upon the African musician. A. 
M. Jones gives an example of one dance that one can find roots in African music: 

 
 "An example of roots of jazz in Africa is the dance called the Sovu; 

The Gankogui rhythm is nothing other than the samba rhythm. Students of 
jazz should take note of this. Everyone realizes nowadays that jazz had its 
roots (sic: via New Orleans) in Africa, and more especially in West Africa. 
There is a tendency for people to go to West Africa and hear a typical jazz 
rhythm, declare they have traced its origins. Usually the opposite is true. 
Africans have taken to jazz like ducks to water, and certainly in parts of 
West Africa the modern African town dance bands are nowadays 
"swinging" their own folk music and thereby totally distorting it, 
substituting for its essential basis of cross-rhythm the typical reiterative base 
of jazz which in essence is completely Western. We must be very much on 
our guard when we hear what appears to be an African dance before we 
accept it as the genuine tradition. But Sovu is completely African. Samba 
definitely has its roots in Africa in the conservative Yeve cult." (Jones, 
A.M., Studies in African Music) 
 
Because of the improvisory character and style of African music no two 

performances are the same. As we analyze an African performance let us divide this 
performance into principles on which they are constructed: 

 

Three formal principles of African Music 

 

First:  - Theme and metamorphosis (not variation). The rhythmic pattern is stated 
and by a number of very subtle systematic developments, using techniques 
characteristic of 20th Century Avante Garde music, is changed by what is best 
described as a metamorphosis of the Seed (theme). 
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Second: - A quasi-suite or grouping; a series of different songs and rhythmic 
patterns sounding successively, building to a culminative effect. 
 

Third: - A rhythmic counterpoint using most of the techniques that characterize 
contemporary American classical music of the 20th Century - a comparison that is 
uncanny in its similarities, using such 'modern' techniques as; germ motific 
development, repeated ostinato patterns, rhythmic augmentation and diminution 
and many others. (This topic will be discussed in the analysis of the Agbadza 
Dance) 
 
Development metamorphosis technique is very popular in modern Avante Garde 

music. Contrary to common thought African music is not improvised on the theme and 
variation style of classical Western European musical structure. This African technique of 
Metamorphosis is similar to a seed growing into a tree. This technique will be discussed 
fully in the analysis of an African performance. 

The Dixieland polyphonic improvising resembles the African drum section, with 
musicians many times taking an idea or motif from one of the other musicians in the group. 
The jazz drummer keeping the tempo with the high-hat is similar to the beat by the 
Gankogui and the Atoke. Remember, we are saying there are similarities, not exact 
duplications, but one can see the principles of African music do represent some similarities 
of jazz stylings as does Arabic or Oriental musical techniques. (See essay on Islamic 
music) More important is the fact that they seem to be compatible to each other. They are 
not compatible with Islamic music. The Western system is most characteristically 
compatible with African music with the emphasis on rhythm. Let us make a list of the 
characteristics of early jazz, African music, the march, the Negro Spiritual and New 
England Church music, and compare them with each other. 

 

AFRICAN MUSIC     

Cross-rhythms 
Poly-rhythms 
Metamorphosis technique 
Melodic percussion 
Melody and language fussion 
Call and response 
Functional music 
Unwritten 
Improvised 
Harmony comes from melody, no 
  chord progression process 
Additive music 
Steady pulse 
Emphasis on percussive instruments 
All participate-lead by leaders 
riff-like grouping 
Pitch altering,glissandos 

 

EARLY JAZZ 

Steady rhythm 
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Theme and variation form 
Instrumental music 
Improvised  
Worked out arrangements and parts 
Syncopation 
Unwritten 
A performer's music 
Dance music its function 
Accented bar lines 
Harmony, chord progressions 
March-like (influence of march form) 
Contrapuntal nature of parts 
Functional music (for the dance) 
Divisive music 
 

ELEMENTS OF TRADITIONAL JAZZ 

Syncopation 
Steady rhythm 
Improvisation 
Jazz scales 
Musical form 
Harmony 
Sounds associated with jazz 
Jazz interpretation 
Feelings, nuances 
 

THE MARCH    
Embellishments (improvisation)  
Unwritten 
Performer’s music 
Functional music 
Rhythmic character of its own 
Melody and language fussion 
No chord progression (thought only  
  of melody and feelings) 
Additive music 
 

SPIRITUAL - EARLY NEGRO MUSIC 

Call and response 
March form (used in ragtime) 
Harmony-chord progression 
Contrapuntal nature of parts 
Steady rhythm 
Written music 
Accented bar lines 
Divisive music 
Instrumental music 
Functional music 
Emphasis on rhythm 
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SPIRITUAL - EARLY NEGRO MUSIC 

Call and response 
Embellishments (improvisation) 
Unwritten 
Performer’s music 
Functional music 
Rhythmic character of its own 
Melody and language fussion 
No chord progression (thought only  
  of melody and feelings) 
Additive music 
Rhythm of music derived partly 
  from rhythm of words 
Emphasis on vocal music 
Bugle call melodic material in some works 
 

EARLY NEW ENGLAND CHURCH MUSIC 

Lining out (call & response) 
Embellishments 
Steady rhythm, with fermatas at 
  end of phrase 
Unwritten music when sang 
Performer’s music 
Functional music 
Chordal in accompaniment 
Unison in performance 

 
Let us look at each of the above styles and compare their elements with each other. 

First improvising, as it is the element that is most mentioned when one talks of the 
elements of jazz. One has to search, not in the past but surprisingly in the present and in the 
Avante Garde music of the future to find words to describe correctly the African process of 
improvisation. Words such as metamorphosis, melodic expansion, dismemberment, and 
truncation best describe what actually happens in African improvisation. These words will 
be used and explained in our analysis of an African Agbadza Dance. 

A. M. Jones, in his fine book on African music is on the correct path in his 
description of the beginning of an African theme when he calls it a seed: 

 
 "The full flower of the music is in the variations (sic: Jones does not 
use the word variation as meaning technique) of which the standard pattern 
is the nucleus. The musical technique is this: The master (sic: drummer) 
announces a standard pattern and repeats it several times to establish it. 
Now each standard pattern consists of several phrases or sentences. Anyone 
of these can serve as a nucleus for variations. But the first phrase is all-
important. It is the seed of the pattern. The whole standard pattern grows out 
of this seed. So also do the variations on that pattern. Thus, after 
establishing a standard pattern, the master drummer, by extension, simile, or 
any other artifice at his command, using the first command, using the first 
phrase as the germinal idea, builds up spontaneously a series of variations 
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which continue as long as the inspiration of that particular phrase lasts. 
Having started with this 'seed'...the master drummer can go anywhere he 
likes, for everyone will know that your plant has grown from this seed." 
(Jones - Op. Cited) 
 
In the above paragraph Jones does not use the word 'variation' as meaning the same 

as in 'theme and variation' but as an idea based on a given theme being changed in a set of 
different sections. He was on the right direction calling the first phrase a 'seed' or nucleus 
and that this idea is germinated by a series of improvised techniques. This improvised 
technique is best described as a metamorphosis of a phrase. African improvising technique 
is not based on Western harmony and scales, nor is it an embellishment of the melody. It is 
a growth of what is considered ultra modern-Avante Garde techniques an aleatoric/ 
improvisational music. So as the sociologist finally discovered that African society was not 
primitive but in many ways an advanced social structure, the scholar/musician should see 
that the African music is not primitive or even like  Western musical techniques. Instead 
they have been using Avante Garde techniques many hundred's of years prior to their 
acceptance in the music of our present and future. 

The African musician's technique of additive music is not like the jazz form of 
theme and variation. Yes they are both improvised but the concept of this improvising is 
very different. The history of improvised music is very old dating from antiquity. African 
improvising is not what would be described by a Western analyst as typically jazz 
improvisory. The African technique is metamorphosis development involving much more 
sophisticated knowledge of the elements of rhythmic oriented music than early jazz. We 
shall describe the various techniques that are used in changing a theme with improvising. 
The dictionary defines improvising as: 

 

"To extemporize: to make the best of material at hand; to composer, speak or 
perform without preparations."(Webster's Dictionary) 

 
The Harvard Dictionary of Music, the 'Bible' of music scholars gives this definition 

of improvising: 
 

 "Improvisation: The art of performing music as an immediate reproduction of 
simultaneous mental processes." 

 
Music began as improvised activity, thousands of years before any music was 

written down. Improvising was dominant in classical music for many hundreds of years 
before it was used in jazz (Ed: See essay on History of Improvising) In fact, most of the 
jazz elements are found in classical/folk music with the exception of jazz interpretation. 
The ancient Welsh used a form called Penillinn: a very ancient form of Welsh music 
practice executed by a harp and a singer who extemporized words and a somewhat 
different melody to fit with the Harper's tune and harmonies. 

When talking about improvising, a scholar/writer must choose his descriptive 
words carefully and intelligently. Early jazz writers, in describing techniques they heard in 
Africa, used the closest English musical words that they knew. Unfortunately many times 
the words they chose did not fit the technique. The fault lies in that they described what 
they heard in the best word they could find, but, they did not fit the word to the African 
concept of musical performance, as they did not fully understand what the African was 
doing. They tried to describe the improvising technique with Western musical terms. The 
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use of words like: theme and variation, call and response and syncopation seemed to fit 
close enough to have become standard descriptions of African music, but, they do not 
describe properly what the African thinks as he improvises. 

I will wait until our analysis of an African piece to fully explain in detail this 
African metamorphosis technique and now discuss the African melody. There is a strong 
resemblance of styles between ancient Gregorian Chants and African chant, especially in 
the melodic contour and the stylistic character when the two are compared. In both, the 
vocal lines are so ornamented that a great distortion of the words results in the extension of 
many syllables. The Gregorian Chant style was influenced by the Jewish Chant. The 
African had the opportunity to hear the Jewish Chant many years before the Christians did 
while the Hebrews were held captive in Egypt. A question comes to mind: "Was the 
African/Egyptian style of music an influence on the Jewish Chant or vice versa?" The 
foundation of Western music is the Gregorian Chant. Would it not be ironic if African 
music had been an influence on the Jewish Chant? Theory: All music had a common 
source and each style developed from emphasis on a certain element of musical pedagogy 
as the rhythm in African music, harmony in Western music, and melody in Oriental music. 

 

African Rhythm 

 
In African music there is an emphasis on rhythm and rhythm instruments rather 

than pitched instruments. But it must be stated that each percussive instrument in the 
African orchestra was of a different pitch and all the drums used the technique of variation 
of pitch. The African drum was actually an extension of the African language; notably its 
inflections. Thus it would be incorrect to say that African music is mostly rhythmic 
because of the dominance of percussive instruments. There is no real African instrumental 
music as defined by Western musical norms. It is mostly the combining of instrumental, 
vocal and dance music. There is a separation in Western music but in Africa with music 
serving as a functional activity, instrumental and vocal music are seldom separated. All 
African art was functional. It was a fully developed art that had progressed to a point of 
perfection as it was a live art not a reproduction as most Western classical music is. It was 
also a new experience each time it was engaged. 

 

African Meter 

 
From our description of African instruments we see there are the standard rhythm 

instruments as the Gankogui and Atoke, but, also important are the hand claps, the basis 
for African rhythm. They are unmetered; as close as one can come to anything unmetered. 
In his book on the creative process, Arthur Koestler states: "Rhythm cannot be totally 
unmetered." He further states: 

 
 "When rhythm assumes a rigidly, repetitive form, it no longer recalls 
the pulsation of life, but the motions of an automaton; its superimposition 
on human behavior is degrading. Yet the quantitative patterns in themselves 
would be meaningless to us if they were not accompanied by the sensory 
qualities of color, sound, beat, taste, texture and so on. 
 
“Rhythm penetrates so deeply into the unconscious strata that it makes us 
suggestible even to self-messages." (A. Koestler) 
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"Melody was born out of originally, unmodulated, rhythmic beat." (A. 
Koestler) 
 
The repetitive rhythm of some instruments in the African orchestra can be either 

very repetitiously boring or extremely exciting. The African clap is an important part of the 
performance. It is akin to the Medieval pulse of music called a Tactus. An example of a 
Tactus and an African clap beat would be the human pulse felt on the wrist. It is not 
separated into regular accented beats but continues a pulse without any emphasis on one 
regular meter. In Western music we developed this pulse into a regular metered music 
using bar lines to accent certain patterns. The African choose to develop this pulse, not as a 
divided measured pattern but as a stepping stone to develop a complex arrangement of 
cross-rhythms using that as the medieval musician used the Tactus. African music 
developed similarly to Western organum and Faux Bourdon but stopped there. Instead of 
developing in to Western harmony style, African music progressed and put emphasis on the 
rhythmic complexities not the harmonic nor melodic. The African did use an accelerando 
in some of his music (See pg. 119-23 of Jones). African music had flexibility and one can 
see this in the children's play songs which are African music unit’s simplest form. 

The African was not pre-occupied with preserving a regularly recurring divisive 
rhythm to which the inherent stresses of the melody should agree. True, where there is a 
regular clap there is divisive rhythm; but the African who strictly regards it as a rhythmic 
background, is not using it to indicate any accentual stress in the melody. (See pg. 21 - 
Jones.) 

 

Syncopation 

 
Next - the use of syncopation: (irregular rhythm from bar to bar). This is another 

element that is said to be jazz-oriented as is improvising, but, it first appeared with 
regularity in the music of Machault, a French composer in the 16th Century. Syncopation 

does not happen in African music. There can be no syncopation where there is not a 
regular accented pattern. No such accented pattern happens in African music, in fact, what 
African music is about is the use of cross-rhythms, which moves accents in many 
diversified patterns. There is some use of syncopation in early jazz. The rhythm was very 
steady in the early recording we have of jazz. Syncopation was not a strong, regular 
characteristic of early jazz. Was the early jazz scholar confused again by the use of words? 
What was considered syncopation could have been the embellishing of the melody by the 
players. This use of the embellishment technique could also be the reason it was first 
thought that the early jazz man was primitive in his knowledge of Western music. The 
scholar might have interpreted this style (which is the style of the Negro spiritual, only 
taken over by an instrument) as a weakness in the musicianship of the early jazzmen as 
they sounded like they were coming in early on the first beat of the measure but really were 
just embellishing the melody.  

The use of syncopation is technically not found in African music, as it contains no 
bar lines for a displacement of accents. In "for and Performance," Edwin Stein states: 

 
"Syncopation breaks the system of the indicated time, in that the weak 

beats are emphasized at the expense of the strong ones. That the strong beat 
is both less stressed than the weak is the basic principle." (Stein, page 43) 
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When bar lines are added and a definite accent is created on each beginning of a 
measure than syncopation is created but not by the music but by the concept of adding 
Westernized bar lines. Both African and Oriental music do no contain measures using bar 
lines and is not written down music. 

 

Call and Response 

 
Another characteristic of African music is said to be the Call and Response 

technique. This 'echo' technique has also been around in Western music for thousands of 
years. It reached its zenith during the Venetian period of the Renaissance period of music 
in Italy in 1600. Prior to that, since the Medieval hocket technique, this shifting of parts 
had been used. This Call and Response technique is also found in the ancient Jewish and 
Gregorian Chants (66 BC.) and is still used in the Catholic High Mass. To exploit this 
technique the architects of the Renaissance designed their churches in the form of a cross to 
take advantage of having choirs in each part of the four arms of the cross. 

The Call and Response is not peculiar only in African music. It had been used in 
church services in both England and Scotland and was well established in the New England 
churches in early America. The singing of hymns in the churches of New England showed 
remarkable similarities to the Negro style of church music. The hymns of the New England 
churches were handed down by tradition only (oral tradition), they differed from 
congregation to congregation, so much so that there are hardly any two alike, the singing 
was not learned by rules but by ear, and each church member sang as best suited himself 
adding turns and flourishes as he pleased. Characteristics of early New England hymn 
singing style; the singing is very slow, many grace notes, passing notes, turns, flourishes 
and other ornaments, time values are arbitrarily altered, there is a lack of synchronization 
among the singers. This style had a heritage in the music of 18th Century Scotland" 

 
"Each parish and each precentor had differences of detail, for the 

variations were never written or printed, but were handed down by 
tradition." (Chase - Music in America) 
 
Congregational singing in the English Parish Churches during the 18th 
Century is described by Chase in his book "American Music": 
 

"Was a string of grace-notes, turns, and other embellishments...when the 
melody leaped a third, the women invariably added the intervening notes; 
and if it leaped more than a third, they glided up or down, portamento, 
giving the next note in anticipation confirmed the common use of 
appoggiaturas and gliding from one note to another." (Chase) 
 
In the practice of New England Psalmody, lining out became an integral musical 

factor as described again by Chase: 
 

"The precentor gives out one line at a time, chanting it on the tonic or 
dominant, according to the key of the tune. . .the dominant is preferred, but 
if it is too high or too low for the voice, the tonic is taken. The recitative is 
not always on a monotone: it often touches the tone next above. The 
congregation then sings the line with much elaboration of the melody. . 
.lining out constitutes a form of the 'call and response' pattern that is basic in 
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certain folk-song traditions, including the Afro-American. Lining out still 
persists in the singing of some Negro congregations." (Chase) 
 
Negroes were allowed in the New England churches and missionaries from, these 

religions traveled throughout the South preaching. To what extent was the Negro slave 
influenced by the hymn singing of these congregations and was this the influence that was 
assimilated into the Negro spiritual? The African could assimilate the lining out as he was 
familiar with it in his music (call and response). 

The African elements that make African music different from Western music are 
not the absence of an emphasis on melody and harmony but the difference in the 
relationship between them. African music uses the musical elements for a different 
purpose, in a different way and at different places within the musical structure. When the 
African use voices it is usually to accompany drums, Western music describes drums as an 
accompanying instrument; the African sees drums as a solo instrument. We think of drums 
as a rhythmic supportive instrument. The African thinks of drums as a melodic instrument 
using rhythm. They play them melodically. African music is a combination of rhythmic and 
coloristic patterns and developing these patterns with the use of percussive instruments, 
played together, combining their effects as a well cohesive unit. In Western music we have 
put the emphasis on harmony and melody, the African has applied his emphasis on rhythm 
and timbre, leaving harmonic and melodic elements to a subservient role. The African uses 
various timbre possibilities in the rhythmic counterpoint and imparts meanings of great 
significance and suggest moods by this association in approximately the same way we 
suggest it by chordal effects and harmonic rhythm. We must remember that language and 
music served a similar function in African music (not only from vowels and consonants but 
from variations of pitch as in the Oriental language), and from the varying timbres and 
timings and with various techniques of melodic variations such as time, pressure on drum 
skins and changing vibrato so that language and music are not strictly divided but 
interwoven as a cohesive unit. The African is taught to discern subtleties of rhythm, 
melody and tone color as part of their language. Thus it is not that the Negro race has 
rhythm within them but one can understand that it is through education and usage that the 
ability to feel music and the ability to improvise this rhythm do not come from hereditary 
but environmental educational sources. Language is one of the main cultural 
advancements. Language is not hereditary. It was the Negro's cultural experiences and 
intangible artistic ability (music, the dance, etc.) that continued in America. The African 
was not allowed to use his native language in America. The use of his past musical culture 
was preserved in their new songs and dances that they sang and danced in the New World. 
The African language, was not encouraged by either the owners or the slaves themselves, 
and it gradually disappeared through lack of opportunity for its use. 

Has there ever been a link between European music and African music before the 
American slave era? Archeologists have discovered that the Mediterranean is a 
comparatively young lake and that Africa and Europe probably hung together late as the 
upper Paleolithic period, when the Mediterranean was land before the ocean came through 
the Straits of Gibraltar. They also have proven the theory of Continental drift. So 
movement of population might have happened between races. The common source in 
music was the non-harmonic pentatonic system. The African music we know is based on 
the pentatonic system. The African slave was not familiar with the Western diatonic 
system. In the diffusion of the two systems, when superimposed together, resulted in only 
tonal conflicts between the 3rd and 7th degrees of the diatonic scale. A very slight 
difference also is seen in the 5th which is just slightly flatter. These degrees (3rd and 7th) 
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have been given the name of the blues tones and is the main difference between a diatonic 
scale and the blues scale of jazz. The blues scale is the same notes as the old Greek Dorian 
Mode, and our relative minor scale. The African assimilated only those harmonic melodic 
tendencies that permitted integration of their African traditions. Harmony and melody are 
two sides of the same coin. In African music there is really no basis for melody supported 
by harmony. Only in the diffusion of the African melodic scale and the Western harmony 
do we get the blues notes. So naturally the African adopted only harmonies that he could 
accommodate in his melodic system thus the overlapping of the African and European 
traditions. The diffusion of superimposed scales can be seen in some of the slave songs that 
were written down by Allen's. See numbers: 1,4,21,68,72,77, and 87. From the beginning 
the blues scale existed in American Negro music and only when the attempt at writing it 
down by the dedicated missionaries was the relationship between the diatonic and 
pentatonic systems seen and understood. The diffusion of these two scales was the reason 
that the two systems could function as one. It was only after the Civil War that harmonic 
elements really began to be used by the Negroes. Most music before then was either solo or 
in unison or cacophony. With the emergence of the banjo in the 1830's from the Caribbean 
islands as it infiltrated American society in the minstrel shows of this period did a diffusion 
of harmonic elements by the Negroes surface. As Western and African music growth was 
coincidental, superficial similarities which made the transition from Africa to America was 
virtually unbroken. The difference was that African music was based on additive rather 
than divisive principles. This additive technique or principle was added by the African's 
gift of metamorphic development along a very complex and rigid set of musical disciplines 
not fully understood until well into the 20th Century and only then with the intense study of 
African music. The African had to make major adjustments in their musical thinking but 
because of the compatibility of the two systems, this adjustment consisted precisely of 
translating their polymetric rhythmic structure and the monorhythmic structure of European 
music. This was much easier done than trying to adjust Western music into an African 
system. The only workable adjustment of this metric problem was the emergence of what 
the Western musical world knew as syncopation. This diffusion reconfirmed the supremacy 
of rhythm in the hierarchy of musical elements. The way of retaining equality of rhythmic 
impulses combining the two systems was to conceive all rhythms as what Schuller calls 
"rhythmicized melodies" and with this internal continuum in Negro music we have this 
new art of jazz. It might be of interest that a word for art doesn't exist in the African 
language, and the African had a hard time understanding our absolute music. 

Hanson, in his thesis on jazz, lists the distinguishing characteristics of American 
Negro musical tradition: 

1) Rhythmic character of its own 
2) Texture which is primarily horizontal - heterphony 
3) Overlapping call and response patterns 
4) Mode, scale and harmony 
5) Variety of timbre 
6) Extensive use of portamento (sliding from note to note) 
7) Improvisation 
8) Theme with variation form 
9) Composition 
10) Predominance of the human voice and of percussion 
11) Instrumentation 
12) Certain persistent moods in lyrics and in the music 
13) Functionalism 
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Jazz and Negro music elements, which can be traced back to Africa, do exist but 

there are also Negro music elements which can be traced back to many other cultures: to 
European hymn tunes, French folk songs, Spanish songs and dances, folk songs of the 
British Isles and European classical music. Let us again look at jazz elements: 

 

Syncopation: In the music of Machaut in the 16th Century (and earlier) 
 

Improvisation: Is as old as music is, mostly dormant slowly during the Romantic 
period of music 1825-1900. 

 

Flatted Scale Degrees: In the transition from polyphonic music to homophonic 
music of late 15th C. 

 

Call & Response: In early music of the Venetian period (Gabrieli), Jewish & 
Gregorian Chants. 

 

Emotions & Feelings: In the doctrine of Ethos of Greek music. 
 

Special Effects: Used in the Mannheim School ; Bibers composition "Battalia" 
 

Sounds Associated with jazz: i.e., pizzicato bass (listen to Bach's Cantata #4, 3rd 
movement. One could take the bass part separately & add a melody and it would sound like 
jazz. 

 
Some say the main element of jazz is in its definite rhythm, but dance rhythms and 

marches existed long before jazz came on the scene. The key element of jazz is that of 

interpretation. A jazz man can make anything sound like jazz through his interpretation. 
We have said often that the sound of jazz was the way the Negro slave performed his 
music, not the music itself. 

We have seen that after the slave's freedom was granted there was a shift in 
population. This movement was not unrestricted. After slavery the Negro was confined (by 
prejudice or economics) to the most undesirable places to live and the hardest, most 
unwanted occupations. He was denied education and denied complete rights as an 
American citizen. He was given the lowest pay and was segregated into places which soon 
became 'ghettos'. The culture of the American Negro as in the past, took its shape from the 
conditions of his environment. Early Negro music was the result of his use of musical 
concepts of his past and of his new found environment. Early jazz was not a primitive 
music. Neither was African music. Jazz was far closer to European folk music than African 
music. It is interesting to note that Stravinsky's Sacre du Printemps" resembles African 
percussive music more closely than jazz does. (In sound not performance) Jazz does 
resemble African functional music in that aspect. The reason the American Negro was 
responsible, rather than any other race, for jazz is not because he is physically gifted in 
rhythm or creative but because this beautiful music was a product of labor and love, and 
necessity. This necessity (or supply and demand) was the catalyst that became the main 
force in evolving jazz. The dance was the main social activity and dance bands were at a 
premium and the demand for dance bands necessitated people trained in music. Many of 
early dance musicians were not well-trained and were used when their talents left much to 
be desired. Many could not read music, but were well trained in using their ear. To keep up 
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with the most current music these amateur musicians listened to reading bands and copied 
what they played. This imitation and copying was another main element in the 
development of jazz improvising. An exact rendition of what was heard could not be 
arrived at and filling in parts not exactly duplicated was the way to complete the song. 

It would seem that while Negro slave music was both secularly and sacredly used, 
crude elementary secular forms of Negro slave music developed, primarily at the beginning 
from their use of music to get through the long, hard days of labor. The slave had little free 
time to think about religion. This close relationship of the African between sacred and 
secular tasks in his society is hard to understand by our Western religious concepts. 
Probably they were thought of as one and the same. When the African sang at labor it was 
with a religious thought. Religion was interwoven in his everyday life. But even though the 
African Negro slave was not working for himself, the physical impetus was still present. 
The African slave sang African chants and litanies in the American fields in the early days 
of slavery. But in future generations his songs and his children began to use America as a 
point of reference as they did not know Africa first hand. In America, pure African sources 
grew scarce as their culture began to acculturate in a relatively short time after the great 
slave importation of the 18th Century. Very few new Africans came straight from Africa. If 
there were new slaves they came from either birth to present slaves or from the Caribbean 
islands which were the indoctrination stop over. 

Work songs took on their own peculiar qualities in America for a number of 
reasons. These qualities were: 1) They were not working their own fields, 2) Their early 
reference to Gods were surpressed as the white man thought African religion barbaric and. 
3)Their use of drums was not permitted. 

The African work song had to be stripped of any pure African ritual and cultural 
references before it could develop into a pure American work song. There would come a 
time when there were very few blacks who understood the African and his concept of life. 
The very nature of slavery in America dictated the way in which African culture could be 
adapted. 

Slavery in South America and Canada differed from the system that grew in the 
English colonies of North America. Slavery existed in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies 
for a hundred years before it came to what is now called the United States. In the South 
American colonies a slave was not necessarily considered an inferior human being. To be a 
slave was regarded as a misfortune that might happen to anyone. They were considered 
subjects of the crown and the slave did not cease to be a man. 

The first black man sold in the Western Hemisphere was in Quebec, Canada in 
1628. The French 'Code Noir' (black code) set forth rules for the human treatment of black 
men. 

The slave system that evolved in the English colonies was unique in the New 
World, in fact, unique in all history. The colonial laws governing slavery compared with 
ancient Roman law; it was popular attitudes that made the difference. The attitude toward 
freed black men kept them in a position not far removed from outright slavery. Romans 
recognized that slavery could happen to any man. The American colonist refused to 
identify himself with the Blackman. The Blackman was not allowed to enter into contracts. 

Why did slavery in the English colonies develop so differently from the system in 
South America and Canada? The double standard attitude toward slavery might be the 
answer. Virginia colonist John Rolffe, sailed into Jamestown harbor in 1619 and 
exchanged 'eoneggars' for 'victualle', the first record of the Blackman’s presence in the 
English colonies. 
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Slaves of infidels, not Christians, colonists some distance from England, evolved a 
system peculiarly their own or at least a system that did not go against the letter of the law 
in England. At first the colonists did little to convert their black slaves. In time, as the 
colonists developed a sense of independence from England, they began writing laws that 
went counter to English tradition. 

England had a double standard. She was becoming a sea power; ships bringing in 
fortunes were by her pirates (Hawkins and Drake). They captured slaves and treasure, bring 
enormous profits. The English government even had their own slave depots on the Western 
shores of Africa. An English nobleman said: "We own our status to slaving, anyone who 
proposed to abolish the slave trade was an advocate of treason." But there were many 
young Americans against the slave trade. In an article written by Thomas Paine on March 
8th, 1775, an article that preceded by a year, his famous 'Common Sense' States. Paine's 
article entitled "African Slavery in America" published on March 8, 1775, really speaks for 
itself. The article is lengthy and there appears below only specific excerpts from the work. 

 
"To Americans: That some desperate wretches should be willing to steal 

and enslave men by violence and murder for gain, is rather lamentable than 
strange. But that many civilized, nay Christianized people should approve, 
and be concerned in the savage practice, is surprising; and still persists, 
though it has been so often proved contrary to the light of nature, to every 
principle of justice and humanity, and even good policy, by a succession of 
eminent men and several late publications" (Paine, T. - African Slavery in 
America) 
 
The next step was for the Negro to develop a music that actually was non-

functional. Thus a style of music developed, first through the interpretation of African 
music by the American slave, into diffusion of the harmonic systems into a non-functional 
music between the times of the last decades of the 19th Century. In the West the 
immanence of the economic mind over the imaginative mind of the African made possible 
the split between life and art that is so much with us today. The other thing is the way that 
the West had cultivated the use of the voice. This was foreign to the African and when the 
first blues/jazz singers were known, one criticism was the lack of cultivation in their voices 
as Western critics evaluated them by Western standards of voice production, placement and 
style. 

The first born slaves in America knew about Africa only through the stories, tales, 
riddles, and songs of their older comrades. The children that were born to slaves were 
many times separated from their parents. The only life these new born children knew was 
the accursed life they had been born into. After a few generations in the United States an 
almost completely different individual was born and rightfully called an American Negro. 

The American born Negro slave had only the all-encompassing mores of his white 
master. Africa was foreign. The African legal genius could not function in American 
society and its cultural technology died out quickly. Only religion and the performing arts 
were not completely submerged by Euro-American concepts. Music, dance and religion do 
not have artifacts as their end products so they survived as the only legacy of the African 
past. Many scholars have stated that African music does not survive in its primitive purity 
when brought into contact with other music systems. The African system is influential and 
compatible, like its people, and many of its characteristics can be see in Western music, 
especially contemporary 20th Century music, but not in its primitive purity. In 1913-14 
James Barnes wrote: 
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"It was surprising to me to find how similar African music is to that of 

the Negroes of America. Many of the dances are like those which our 
Southern Negroes have made familiar, such as the cakewalk and the shuffle. 
We can only approximate the music, for they use intervals that are strange 
to our ears. It is quite likely that the feelings of the Negroes in America were 
expressed in the manner of the primitive music of Africa and that the first 
generation should unburden their troubled souls, and voice their 
homesickness in a medium familiar to them" (Barnes, James., 1913-14) 
 
The American musicologist Krehbiel writes on African music and American 

Negro music: 
 

"They contain idioms which were transplanted hither from Africa, but as 
songs they are the product of American institutions." 
 
The actual similarities between African and American Negro music are more in the 

practice of assimilating African musical style into occidental musical practice than into the 
actual melodic and harmonic practices of occidental music. Using music as a functional art 
was carried over from Africa with the use of work songs and religious use of music. The 
use of hollers and shouts and work songs by the groups of slaves, with emancipation, 
became an individual things and the evolving of the Blues grew from the time of freedom 
until it changed from vocal music to a more instrumental nature. The Blues formed out of 
the same social, musical fabrics of the old slave songs and kept the African/American 
Negro style of performance. These same Negro slaves, who at first only sang their melodic 
music, taught themselves how to play instruments after first making his own, such as 
fiddles, etc. After the Civil War there were able to secure instruments from the surplus of 
instruments that existed during the war and their improved economic status. 

When the African was taken away from his own culture he was thrust into a 
completely different and strange culture, one that he did not really understand. Some of his 
old customs remained but only for a generation or two. The African lost many of these old 
customs because many were not suited or needed in the environment in which he found 
himself. Many were forbidden such as religion and drum playing. He could not practice his 
many skills and arts. He could only take with him from Africa the arts that did not have 
artifacts as final produce, which meant music and dancing. One cannot help wondering: 
what if the African could have kept his culture like the other American immigrants? Of all 
the races coming to America only the Negro did not make the first overtures. He was made 
to come to America's shores in captivity. Would his culture last? No primitive people ever 
migrated to America. A primitive nationality probably would not have been welcome 
except as slaves. But, if they could have set up an African village in the wilderness how 
would it have fared? Many, including Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln thought it 
might have been best to deport the black people back to Africa. Others thought it might 
have been wrong as most of the Negroes in America after the Civil War had no direct ties 
with Africa and were as American as any other person born on American soil with 
ancestors from Europe, Asia or many other places in the world. Another idea was to give 
the freed slaves some land in the Western part of the United States to begin their own 
community. It is interesting to contemplate if the freed Negroes did secure a piece of land 
in the Western hemisphere what kind of a culture would have developed. Would it be more 
African or American? I feel it would have been more African. While the slave trade was 
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outlawed by Jefferson's administration in 1808, smuggling was still going on. The flow of 
new African slaves had been reduced but not completely stopped and the increase in the 
slave population was more from self-multiplication. By the time the Negro was freed after 
the Civil War, there was not much pure African influence present. There surely was a pride 
for one's homeland but there were few cultural ties and customs that remained of their pure 
African characteristics. Only in their music could one find any relationships. These 
relationships were of the kind that any art, being separated from its source by many years 
would naturally retain. 

To ensure its survival, every race or tribe has its own complex cultural 
arrangements, (whether it is technological or sociological), its own forms of social 
organization, and its own religious ceremonies. An old culture introduced to a new one 
would not look upon the new culture as a replacement and a solution of life's problems that 
would necessarily better than its own. Most cultural systems are built and oriented around 
different ideals. Some primitive cultures, like the Indians of North America have not been 
able to accommodate themselves to even contact with another culture, in this case the 
Whiteman. The Indians could hardly accept anything in the Whiteman's way of life which 
was not compatible with their own culture. In almost all cases of contact between Western 
civilization and other cultures, the Whiteman was sure that he was of superior intelligence. 

So many times Western man fails to see that the intelligence of primitive people 
need not be inferior even when their manner of life is very simple. In his simplistic culture 
he may have advanced in human dignity further than Western man, for in simplicity there 
is genius. No one has ever and never will, develop an objective scale of the values 
according to which different cultural goals may be graded as good or bad, only that they are 
different. All people will defend their way of living. Cultures have endured, prospered and 
grown more complex by elaborating and repeating their own time tested customs. Thus, the 
American slave continued his singing, dancing, and ritual ceremonies. As the years put 
them further away from their origin, these customs were all but lost. They became so 
modified they lost their original meaning and purpose. Anytime one culture meets another 
it is impossible for each culture to remain the same, even if the exposure was a short one. 
When the culture is exposed for a longer length of time it will adapt traits of the new 
culture it finds beneficial in their new surroundings. There are some cultures that have 
grown more powerful and complex by borrowing techniques and ideas from another. This 
borrowing is called diffusion. This diffusion of cultural traits from one people to another 
enriches the human way of life. Each nation is indebted to its neighbor for inventions 
which they in turn modify and use. Many inventions have started out more as toys or 
entertainment than earth shocking innovations. The Aztecs for instance, did have the wheel 
but used it only for rollers for their animal toys. The Chinese used gun powder for their 
fireworks. Thus the way a culture uses an invention can be very different from another. 

Thus the slave assimilated American culture, especially European music and 
adapted it into what he remembered or what was left from the African style. In the act of 
diffusion some of each style will be used and some will not be applicable to use. 

This diffusion of culture at times has been drastic, but when one follows a trait 
from generation to generation, one finds strange new uses and meanings given them and 
new combinations into which they have entered. New meaning is given to borrowed traits 
as they pass from area to area and person to person. Thus styles of music are modified, 
making tracing their origin or stylistic traits difficult. This growth of the social and artistic 
traits, in spite of the havoc that one group brings upon another are at times completely 
wiped out, modified beyond recognition. There has been evidence of a culture, realizing the 
superiority of its victims, completely accepted the new found culture....The prime example: 
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The Romans acceptance of the Greek culture. Major advances are made in human progress 
in this way. 

 

Surinam - African Community in the New World 

 
In the jungles of Surinam, South America, there exist a colony of escaped slaves 

speaking the African language and maintaining African traditions. These Africans saw no 
need to abandon the traditional way of life. This colony was comprised of escaped slaves 
and ex-slaves, a blending of Indian and European elements, and still practicing traditional 
African customs. Many began their new existence by escaping from slavery. In the first 
landings of the 17th Century, many slaves jumped ship, still not knowing what was in store 
for them. They still thought that they would be eaten alive if they remained on board ship. 
They banded together, disregarding tribal origins or any differences that might have existed 
between them in Africa. Thus was created a new tribe of escapees from slave ships. They 
were joined by others who escaped from plantations. The slave owners of South America 
had a different policy of slave distributions than the Americans. It was the general policy of 
the South American slave owners to keep the same tribes together rather than disperse 
them. They thought that tribal differences and rivalry would prevent them from unifying to 
any mass uprising. The American would try and disperse the slaves into different tribes 
thinking that the language barrier would prevent revolts. American owners thought that 
slaves of the same tribe might band together and form a tight unity which would bring 
about a revolt. In South America the result was a continuity of a relatively homogeneous 
tribal tradition. The tribes of the Surinam banded together for their own welfare. Their 
society was set up for mutual benefit and expediency and not kinship. While the matrilineal 
principle accepted way of establishing which lineage was senior. It was adopted, but to 
avoid suspicion and jealousy, the power conveyed to the 'ruling' lineage was restricted and 
rotated. Any nation of similarly mature lineage people would do well to study the society 
setup by these Africans of many different tribes living together. This was a democratic 
society older than the one later developed in America. The Africans kept many of the 
rituals and customs of their African origin and added some of their own. One was a ritual 
of their escape. Their burial rite is similar to an African one. 

So this new culture was a culture of diverse blends founded out of necessity; not 
merely a transplanted African culture or a mixture of different tribal cultures, but a 
accumulation of traits from Africa, American and Indian cultures diffused into one 
workable culture. One can see some similarities of the Indians who lived around them. 
These escaped slaves became adept at maintaining their political and economic defenses, as 
well as their psychological and spiritual defenses. 

Captain J. G. Stedman, in his book Narrative of a Five Year Expedition Against the 
Revolted Negroes of Surinam, (published before the end of the 18th Century) describes the 
country, its people and their culture. One passage seems closely related to dancing in 
Congo Square. It is a description of the dancing of the Loango Negroes of Surinam: 

 
"Here Mr. DeGraav, having bought some new slaves, gave a holiday to 

all the Negroes on his estate; and here I had the opportunity of seeing the 
diversions peculiar to that people; but of these I must reserve the particular 
account to another occasion, and for the present only give a short 
description of the Loango dancing, as performed by Loango Negroes, male 
and female, and not by any others; which consists from first to last in such a 
scene of wanton and lascivious gestures, as nothing but a heated 
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imagination and a constant practice could enable them to perform. These 
dances, which are performed to the sound of a drum, to which they strike 
time by clapping of hands, may properly be considered as a kind of play or 
pantomime divided into so many acts, which lasts for some hours. But the 
most remarkable is, that during this representation, the actors, instead of 
being fatigued, become more and more enlivened and animated, till they are 
bathed in sweat like past-horses, and their passions would up to such a 
degree, that nature being overcome, they are ready to drop into 
convulsions." 
 
Stedman gives an excellent description of the musical instruments and dancing of 

the Negroes of Surinam and says: 
 

 "I shall now say something of their instrumental music and dancing. 
I have already mentioned the singing and the dancing of the Loango tribe in 
particular; and will now describe that practiced by the other Negro nations 
in general. Their instruments of music, which are not a little ingenious, are 
all made by themselves, and consists of those represented in the given 
pictures... 
 To what I have stated, I will only add that they always use full or 
half measure, but never triple time, in their dancing music, which is not 
unlike that of a baker's bunt, when he separates the flour from the bran, 
sounding tuckey-tuck and perpetum. To this noise they dance with 
uncommon pleasure, and most times foot it away with great art and 
dexterity. 
 Every Saturday evening, the slaves who are well treated close the 
week, with an entertainment of this kind, and generally once a quarter are 
indulged with a grand ball, to which the neighboring slaves are invited; the 
master often contributing to their happiness by presence, or at least by 
sending them a present of a few jugs of new rum. 
 At these grand balls the slaves are remarkably neat, the woman 
appearing in their best chintz petticoats, and many of the men in fine 
Holland trousers. So indefatigable are they at this diversion, that I have 
known the drums to continue beating without intermission from 6 o'clock 
on Saturday night till the sun made its appearance on the Monday morning; 
thus had passed 36 hours in dancing, cheering, hallowing, and clapping of 
hands. The Negroes dance always in couples, the man figuring and footing, 
while the woman turn round like a top, their petticoats expanding like an 
umbrella; and this they call waey-cotto. During this, the bystanding youths 
fill about the liquor, while the girls encourage the performance, and wipe 
the sweat from the brows and sides of the unwearied musicians. 
 It is indeed upon the whole astonishing to see with what good-nature 
and even good manners these dancing societies are kept up, of which I 
repeat they are so fond, that I have known a newly-imported Negro, for want 
of a partner, figure and foot it for nearly the space of 2 hours, to his shadow 
against the wall." 
 
Stedman, in talking of the Negro vocal music: 
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"Their (Negroes) vocal music is like that of the birds, melodious, but 
without time, and in other respects not unlike that of a clerk performing to 
the congregation, one person constantly pronouncing a sentence extempore, 
which he next hums or whistles, and then all the others repeat the same in 
chorus; another sentence is then spoken, and the chorus is a second time 
renewed, etc. 
 This kind of singing is much practiced by the barge rowers or boat 
Negroes on the water, especially during the night in a clear moonshine; it is 
to them peculiarly animating, and may together with the sound of their cars, 
he heard at a considerable distance. 
 As a specimen, I have tried to set the following words to music, 
supposing a ranger getting to battle, and thus taking leave of his girl' 
Such is their vocal melody; and of their instrumental music, and dancing, 
which is perfectly to time, I shall speak hereafter, having already given a 
short account of that which is practiced by the Loango Negroes. That these 
people are neither divested of a good ear, nor poetical genius, has been 
frequently improved, when they have had the advantages of a good 
education." 
 
When two contemporary black Americans went into the interior around 1977 and 

talked to the isolated ancestors of the original Surinam ex-slaves it was interesting to note 
the questions that the tribal members asked them; Are you still slaves? Have you found the 
way home yet? Then, are you still fighting? Well, have you won? 

But examining the Surinam culture we can see that the African living in the jungles 
of South America, maintained much of his African culture. Those Africans not escaping 
from slavery did not keep very much of their African culture and became assimilated into 
the Western culture of their American masters. 
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AFRICAN IMPROVISING TECHNIQUE 

(METAMORPHOSIS/DEVELOPMENT) 

NOT 

THEME AND VARIATION 

 
For years jazz historians have been writing about the African's use of the 

compositional technique of Theme and Variation, claiming that variation technique is the 
one that is used by African musicians and tracing the influence of this technique to early 
jazz. This is in error. The African musician did not use the Theme and Variation technique, 
the compositional technique used by the African musician is called development technique 

and specifically the development technique known as Metamorphosis. 

First let us give the definitions for the musical terms we will use: 

 

Variation:  
 Musical form based upon the principle of presenting an idea (theme) in an arbitrary 

number of modifications, each of these being a variation. Two classes: sectional - theme is a 
full-grown and complete tune calling for a stop at its end and consequently at the end of each 

variation. Continuous - theme is only a short succession of harmonies to be repeated over and 
over again without any interruption. (Latter one usually on a bass theme: Chaconne, etc.). It is 
evident that a variation of a theme will always have some features common with the theme, 
and also that it will deviate from the theme in other traits. The main bond of connection 
between the theme and any variation is the scheme of harmonies; also there are 'ornamented' 
variations. How is the theme varied? By ornamentation, counterpoint techniques, melodic, 
figural, harmonic, tempo and character variations. 

 

Development: 

 The 'unfolding' of the thematic material by means such as segmentation into 
fragments thereof in various keys, modification (frequently rhythmic) of motives 
(metamorphosis), inversion of motives, fugal treatment, combination of different material 
in a contrapuntal fashion, etc. These devices are used in a manner designed to bring about a 
feeling of evolution and growth, of increased intensity and higher temperature, of dynamic 
stress and climax, of a battlefield where the musical forces come to grips. 

 

Metamorphosis: 

The modification of a musical subject or motive. To transform a musical figure or 
idea into a rhythmically or melodically altered repetition of the original. 

 

Embellishment: 

To make beautiful or elegant with ornaments, decorate, adorn, to enhance, amplify, 
or garnish by elaboration with inessential but decorative or fanciful details. 

 
The African theme we will use for discovery is the Agbadza Dance of the Ewe 

Tribe of Ghana. The Master Drummer's part will be the main source of our investigation. 
Below is the 'Seed' - the part used as the main material for metamorphic development. 
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In Theme and Variation technique there is little change in the formal structure. 

When writing contrapuntal variations, the technique to be used is decided upon, i.e., 
whether it will be treated as canon, fugue, etc, or whether it will be variations upon a 
harmonic progression or an ostinato bass pattern. This type of compositional technique 
(theme and variation) is used as a basis for compositional change. Small motifs are used 
which develop as a seed grows into a tree. Various development techniques are used. This 

metamorphosis technique is additive music. 

 

EARLY JAZZ 

 
I would place early jazz in the Theme and embellishment divisive music category. 

The early instrumental jazz interpretation of a melody was like the interpretation of the 
Negro spiritual; the improvising portion was more of an embellishment of the melody. 
Gradually, this developed into a freer, more improvising technique as the musicians began 
to feel comfortable in the 'improvised' chorus and the harmonic background. But it is the 
Metamorphosis development technique, not theme and variation that best suits the African 

concept and technique of improvising and it is additive music. 
Development technique was first used in Western European music during the 18th 

century. Variation technique is said to have developed when keyboard and lute music 
became popular in the early 16th century. This early development of variation technique is 
said to have been seen first in Spain. One hypothesis is that the influence for forming this 
variation technique came from the Moorish invasion of Spain in 711 A. D. This music of 
the Moors utilized this ornamental variation technique. Islamic music did not greatly 
influence African music during the Moorish occupation; however, many African converted 
to the Islamic religion but did not use the music of the invaders. 

From the definitions of the terms used in musical change it is clear that the 
metamorphosis/development technique is the one used by the African, not the theme and 
variation. First of all, African music is neither harmonically nor melodically emphasized, 
and is not in the harmonic/contrapuntal style, as exemplified in the music of J. S. Bach and 
his contemporaries during the Baroque Period of music (1600-1750). African music is 
additive music, not divisive music. Most of the technique of theme and variation are based 
either on harmonic background or the use of the devices of counterpoint, which needs to 
have both a strong melodic and harmonic element. The Avante Garde composers of the 
20th century, moving away from harmonies and key centers, discovered the limitations of 
theme and variation and went in the direction of development technique, namely 
metamorphosis technique, as illustrated by the following quotes: 

 
"Development of thematic material involves motivic metamorphosis: the life of a 
structural unit depends to a great extent upon the transformative character of its 
elements." 
 
"Musical ideas may be extended in many ways. Characteristic elements may be 
intervallically expanded or contracted." 
 
"The many motivic cells that make up a theme are the concern of the composer 
when extending harmonic material." 
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"Repeating tones and shifting their octave placement adds new color and meaning." 
 
"Variants of the motif are made possible through retrogression, retrograde inversion 
and rhythmic transformation." 
 
The above quotes describe 20th century music as interpreted by Vincent Persichetti 

in his book "Twentieth Century Harmony." Ironically, they could also be descriptions of 
the African improvisory metamorphosis technique. 

We will approach this analysis of an African drummer's improvising technique 
using the conventional musical words but with qualifying terms. The part of African music 
we shall look at in this examination is the technique used when developing a theme by the 
Master Drummer. An African piece of music can last for an indefinite length of time, so we 
shall single out a small portion of the development and point out the techniques used. The 
following developmental/metamorphosis terms will be used (also used in 20th century 
compositional techniques): 

 
 

Transformation - to change the form of 

Dismemberment - to tear limb from limb, to tear or cut in pieces 

Fragmentation - a part broken off, a small detached portion 

Truncation - to lessen by cutting, having the end square or  even (mutilate) 

Permutation - a complete change in character, condition or the like 

Mutation - change, alteration, variation 

Sequence - the condition or fact of following or coming after something else 

Extension - an extending or being extended 

Evaporation - to draw off, to pass off 

Metamorphosis - change of form, structure or substance, a  striking alteration in  
         appearance, character or circumstance. 

 
The African use of the above terms parallels their use in 20th century Avante Garde 

music. Ironically, in the African's use of his improvisory metamorphosis/development 
technique we see parallels in the development sections of a Beethoven Symphony and the 
episodes of a Bach Fugue. 

Both forms, (or techniques) -variation and metamorphosis, are creative 
compositional techniques. The creative imagination of the African slaves is well 
documented. How he could and did use this creativity in the slave setting was something 
else. He used it in his work songs. He used it in his church music. It was the act of 
creativity applied to a new musical system using the theme and variation (and 
embellishment) within the standard harmonic system that developed into jazz. The old 
way, metamorphosis, might have been used in places like Congo Square, but as generations 
passed and new environmental and social norms changed, the old creative techniques 
changed developing into the jazz idiom as the creative ability became the most 
characteristic feature. This creative ability was, like the many other cultural changes to 
which the slave was exposed to, applied to a new musical culture. The slave was a realist in 
many ways and adjusted to his situation. In other ways he fought many changes in his 
culture. Music was one of the cultural changes of the past that was destined to change. 

The African style of developmental/metamorphosis was built from centuries of 
experimentation and practice. The instrumentation of the African orchestra remained 
unchanged for centuries. The technique used was built on percussive rhythm, percussive 



 

 

30 

timbre and percussive pitch. There was little or no carry over into melodic European 
instrumentation. The carry over was from African vocal music to the European 
instruments. Louis Armstrong expressed the opinion that his horn was an extension of 
Negro vocal music; He sang through his horn. It is not until the early part of the 20th 
century that musicologists began to examine African music and this knowledge did not 
carry over to jazz historians, who were busy trying to trace jazz ancestry to African 
sources. It is in the second and third decades of the 20th century before classical music 
would venture into the development/metamorphosis technique. Probably the style of jazz 
closest to African improvising technique was the Avante Garde music of Ornette Coleman, 
Charlie Mingus and their cohorts. 

This African concept as applied to modern jazz can be seen in the works of Charlie 
Mingus. If jazz had used this technique at first, we could say that jazz used the African 
improvising technique, specifically the metamorphosis technique. Mingus called it 
"extended form" (a style closely related to the additive music of African). 

"To Charlie Mingus it meant taking one part of an idea perhaps only one measure, 
and extending it indefinitely by repetition (not only by melodic repetition but rhythmic 
repetition on different pitches) until the soloist feels that the development of the piece 
requires moving to another line." (Sic: see Mingus: Pithecanthropus Erectus and Love 
Chant - Atlantic LP 1237) 

Theme and Variation is a form more closely related to the art of composing. 
Metamorphosis is closer to a player's art. Jazz was formed when the African used his 
creative improvising technique and imposed it to the theme and variation form. A form like 
theme and variation evolves out of the material itself and is not imposed upon it, showing 

that Form is a verb rather than a noun. The African slave's concept of improvising used 
this verb form but was not confined to a mold into which the tonal material was poured. 
This forming process was directly related to the musical material employed in a specific 
instance. 

The following analysis is valid only for this one performance, for any other 
performance would need its own analysis. From this analysis we hope to find out how the 
African used his musical abilities and the compositional techniques used for performance. 
We can assume that the African performance techniques and style do not change, only the 
material that becomes the final composition. African music is not written down. When 
attempting to write the music down in Western European notation we cannot hope to 
reproduce the actual method or style of performance but try to come as close to actual 
sound and rhythms as Western notation will allow. The African music notated will have no 
indications of bar lines, only phrase indications. They are not indications of metric accents. 
Remember: African music is not divisive music, but additive music. Our main analysis will 
center on the main musician in the African orchestra, the Master Drummer. 

The Agbadza Dance shown here is derived from the Atrikpui, an old traditional 
'after war' dance which in the past was strongly restricted as to the time and the place for a 
performance. Today, in the 20th century, it is no longer military. It is still used for 
ceremonies regarding death and to express the people's joy when a situation which had 
brought strife or tension is relieved, and also in other ceremonies. The dance developed 
into what is today a popular dance for social recreation. The tempo has changed from the 
original, being slower than in the past. Both men and women dance to it. There also are a 
large number of songs that are sung as the dancers do the Agbadza Dance. 

 

SYNOPSIS 
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Metamorphosis development of pattern B (2nd variant) (lst variant bars 55-691/2) 
 

Bar 50-54 - Seed is presented - broken down into three motifs. 
 

 
 
bar 691/2 - 78 Meta 1   bar 1131/2 - 119 Meta 7 
bar 78 -83 Meta 2   bar 119 - 1261/2 Meta bar 83 - 92 Meta 3 
  bar 1261/2 - 1301/1 Meta 9 
bar 92 - 96 Meta 4   bar 1301/1 - 1381/2 Meta 10 
bar 96 - 105 Meta 5   bar 1381/1 - 144 Meta 11 
bar 105 - 1131/2 Meta 6  bar 144 - 149  Meta 12 
 

Rhythmically the seed is comprised of eighth and quarter notes, with motif II 
similar to motif III (if the two beginning eight notes are replaced by first quarter notes of 
III). Each of the three motifs end with the same figure. 

Melodically the seed is not complex. There are four pitches used (counting low G 
and high G as one, we have a D and F). The intervals used are an octave, a perfect fourth 
and fifth and a major second. 

The metamorphosis techniques used are: Repetition is used extensively throughout 
the development section - used in bar 77, also see bar 62. Insertion of notes between motifs 
of the total seed - see bar 60. Dismemberment: one of the main techniques used, see bar 74. 
There is also much use of both rhythmic augmentation and diminution, see bar 61 

The Master Drummer has many more improvising techniques at his disposal. While 
he does not have the harmonic and melodic material of Western European music he can 
show his creative imagination by the numerous rhythmic transformations. An example of 
this rhythmic transformation can be seen in bar 63. 

African drums can produce numerous tonal possibilities. Another technique 
available is intervalic contraction and expansion, see bar 78 and bar 60. Octave inversion 
can be seen in bar 66-67. This intervalic tonal technique can be also used as sequential 
development by changing the melodic structure, see bar 67 and bar 111. The Master 
Drummer can also choose to use the extension technique as seen when the motif of the 
seed is extended in bar 85. The use of the technique of truncation and mutation is also 
available to the Master Drummer. While there is much use of these two techniques, we can 
look at bar 90 for its application. There is much use of fragmentation throughout African 
music. To illustrate this technique see bar 133. The technique of permutation can be seen in 
bar 92. 
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The first metamorphosis we will analyze can be seen in bar 69 1/2. This Meta uses 

the middle half of the seed. We give the complete Meta and divide it into phrases (A to I) 
for location. 

 

 
 
Meta I begins with motif II of the seed and immediately uses repetition of this motif 

in phrase b. Phrase c uses dismemberment of motif I and II of the seed. Phrase d uses 
permutation of the end of motif I. The next phrase e, is again repetition of motif II. Phrase f 
uses both dismemberment and truncation. Dismemberment of the interval of the perfect 
fourth and truncation of the ending of motif I and II. Repetition of the dismemberment 
technique is seen in phrase g. The use of expansion is seen in phrase h. Phrase I is an 
extension of this expansion repeating the last note of motif II and fragmentation of the last 
two notes of motif I to end the first metamorphosis. This first metamorphosis is a good 
example of how Africans use the improvisory technique. It can be seen clearly that the 
technique used by the Master Drummer is not theme and variation but metamorphosis 
technique. 

Meta II begins with mutation in phrase a. Fragmentation is seen in phrase b using 
the metamorphosis of motif II. Phrase c is a good example of fragmentation using the 
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interval of a perfect fourth. Phrase d is again repetition of the previous phrase but shortened 
in length. In phrase e we see the technique of contraction of interval with the use of 
repetition of the dotted eighth note of d. The metamorphosis ends with a repetition of 
interval contraction with repetition of the perfect fourth and octave motif of II. 

 

 
 
Meta III begins with extension of one pitch and rhythm of the beginning and ending 

of motif I. It is as if the middle of that motif was just erased and only the beginning and 
ending is heard. There is much use of the interval of a fifth and a fourth as seen in the 
beginning of phrase b. The repeated pitches and rhythms of e in the last parts of phrase b 
seem to be inserted between the beginning of phrase b and the beginning of phrase c and 
then repeated in phrase c to phrase d which then repeats pitch e into the 5th, 4th figure that 
begins phrases b, c, and d. This meta is the most creative yet seen. Phrase e begins with the 
same figure as phrase d but ends with the perfect 5th with a flam-like figure. Phrase f is a 
contraction of phrase a as the next few phrases (f to I) use contraction of rhythm/melodic 
figure used previously in this meta. The meta ends with a repeat of motif I of the seed. 
Again this meta is an excellent example of the African technique of 
development/metamorphosis. 

The remaining metamorphoses (4 through 11) contain the African improvisory 
technique of development through metamorphosis. They are given and are examples of the 
creativity of the African Master Drummer. There is no need to continue analyzing each in 
this essay as each will be another metamorphosis of the seed. Other techniques that have 
been given will be used in them, giving further proof that the theme and variation 
technique is not the one used by the African improvisory mind. 
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THE MARCH BRASS/STRING BANDS AND JAZZ 
LOUISIANA BRASS BANDS  

 AND HISTORY IN RELATION TO JAZZ HISTORY 

 
We will examine in this essay the brass band movement in Louisiana and the 

surrounding area of New Orleans, beginning in the Civil War era. It has been written that 
because of the surplus brass instruments after the war (slaves having access to these 
instruments) jazz instrumentation was developed. This fact will be investigated once we 
explore the history of Civil War musical history in New Orleans and surrounding areas. 

 

CIVIL WAR BRASS BANDS 

 
The evolution of jazz coincides with the popularity of brass bands in the United 

States, and with the development, acceptance and popularity of a new valve system for 
brass instruments. Throughout the United States brass bands could be heard in most every 
town and hamlet during the latter part f the 19th Century. The first true brass band in the 
United States was in 1835 with Allen Dodsworth as director. The first Black slave brass 
band was (to my knowledge at this time) the Juvenile Brass Band of Charleston, South 
Carolina in 1856. This band toured the United States and was very well received. 

During the Civil War many civilian brass bands joined the army and traveled with 
army regiments, playing as they moved from place to place, exposing their music to all. 
The south had an agricultural economy. The North an industrial economy. The Southern 
population was also more rural than urban, its population spread over a wider area than the 
numerous urban population centers of the North; thus the South had fewer larger cities. 
The South's social life centered around either the large agricultural areas (mostly 
plantations) or the few large Southern cities. 

During the Civil War the small towns that surrounded the New Orleans area were 
exposed to the bands of the Union occupational forces of the Gulf Coast Command 
(approximately 30 bands). These Regimental bands stationed in and around the New 
Orleans area were very conspicuous, playing not only concerts of both patriotic and popular 
music but in the execution of the many military ceremonies that were common and popular 
during the Civil War. These Union military bands were not the only brass bands in and 
around New Orleans during the war years. There were a surprising number of brass bands 
in the city and in the country towns surrounding the city. Nearly every town in Louisiana 
had a band of music. 

One example: Thibodaux - Occupied during the Civil War by Union forces, 
Thibodaux had brass bands during and after the war. The Philharmonic Brass Band was 
performing in Thibodaux during the years directly after the Civil War. This band was first 
mentioned in the Thibodaux Sentinel on March 3, 1866. The Philharmonic Brass Band (a 
white band) is mentioned playing for a local funeral. The many bands of the country did, 
contrary to past thoughts, play for funerals. There are many newspaper accounts of brass 
bands playing for funerals in the country. These processions were not long processions as 
most cemeteries in the country were located very near the church. The various accounts 
mention the brass bands playing to the cemeteries but do not mention the brass bands 
playing after the interment. 

 

FUNERAL BANDS 
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The tradition of playing lively music on the way back from an interment is clouded 
in mystery as to when it began. Funeral March music was used in ancient Israel. One 
comparison can be seen in modern times in the military process when marching in review. 
A typical dress parade, as executed by an infantry regiment early in the Civil War was 
described thusly by a soldier: 

 
 "The troops are drawn up in line of battle and the order 'Parade Rest' 
given by each Captain to his command. The band 'starts off'; that is, 
marches down and back in front of the regiment, playing slowly down and a 
quick step back," 
 
I am not suggesting that the military ceremony was the ancestor of Black funeral 

tradition but only that parallels can be drawn from the past. Perhaps this repeated military 
ceremony, observed many times in occupied New Orleans, did leave an impression on 
marching bands and their tradition. It is not the exact parallel of a Negro funeral procedure 
although it did, musically speaking, possess parallels of slow music going, fast music 
coming back. 

How much influence did military band funerals effect New Orleans band tradition? 
New Orleans was occupied by Federal forces throughout most of the Civil War, the only 
Southern State occupied for such a long length of time. Its citizens were exposed to a large 
amount of military ceremonies not usual in other southern cities, and, New Orleans was 
exposed to the charisma of Patrick Gilmore. (More on his later.) Unlike other southern 
cities, life was near normal in New Orleans during the war. New Orleans was always a 
festive city and its many celebrations continued. The many military bands with their 
reviews and concerts were assimilated into New Orleans cultural life and accepted as such. 
The festive nature of the Union musical activities fitted into the musical tradition of the 
city. 

INSTRUMENTS OF THE CIVIL WAR 

 
International improvements on brass instruments influenced military music during 

the Civil War. The zenith of the brass band movements was occurring during the American 
Civil War. The movement's influence is seen in the adoption of the improved European 
invented brass instruments and the use of Dodworth's backfire instruments. 
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Union Army Band with Backfire Instruments 

 

Brass instruments with their bells facing backwards were used by the military band 
of both the North and the South. These brass instruments were constructed with the bells 
pointing back over the musician's shoulder so the music produced could be heard best by 
the marching columns which followed the band. These 'backfire' bands were not for the 
benefit of the spectators as bands are today. There are numerous pictures of these backfire 
brass instruments. In fact, most all existing pictures of Civil War bands show bands 
holding or playing backfire instruments. The regimental band of the 26th North Carolina, 
in civilian life the band of the Moravian settlement, famous for brass band music, was from 
Salem, North Carolina had been in existence since 1831 and served throughout the war. It 
had the following instrumentation and personal: 

 
Samuel T. Michey - leader and Eb cornet 
A. P. Gibson - 1st cornet    
Daniel T. Crouse - 1st tenor 
Joe O. Hall - 2nd cornet    
Alexander C. Meinung - 2nd Bb tenor 
Augustus Hauser - 1st alto   
Julius A. Leinback - Eb bass 
William H. Hall - 2nd Eb alto 
 
Backfire style brass instruments were invented and patented in 1838 by Allen 

Dodworth. They were manufactured in Vienna and imported to America by the Dodworth 
family. As they were designed for the benefit of marching bands, even the inventor did not 
recommend them for concert purposes. This subject of backfire instruments versus frontal 
bells is discussed in Allen Dodworth's brass band book in 1853. He states: 
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 "In selecting the instruments, attention should be paid to the use 
intended; if for military purposes only, those with bells behind, over the 
shoulder are preferable, as they throw all the tone to those who are marching 
to it, but for any other purposes are not so good. For general purposes, those 
with the bell upward, like the saxhorn, are most convenient. . .care should 
be taken to have all the bells one way." 
 
Other bands that picture soldiers with backfire instruments, too numerous to give a 

complete list include: The Brigade Band of Stonewall Jackson of Stauton, Virginia, The 
13th Wisconsin Band, directed by L. W. Eastman, The band of the 10th Veteran Reserve 
Corps, of Washington, D. C., and The 107 Infantry Band. An excellent picture of three 
musicians of the 4th Michigan Infantry shows a good view of a backfire bass horn and two 
backfire tenor horns. These backfire type instruments came to the United States around 
1840 and disappeared around 1870. 

Brass instruments in general had the same basic design and were built in the family 
of musical range, from the high Eb cornet, to the low bass horn. After the war, when 
military music was not needed, the regular bell front instruments became popular again. 
The backfire instruments disappeared and were replaced by brass instruments whose main 
purpose was playing for concerts and dances. 

Since 1845 there existed a family of brass instruments known as the saxhorns. In 
France the instrument maker Adolphe Sax, today famous for the saxophone family of 
instrument (an instrument built to bridge the gap in timbre between the brass and 
woodwind timbre), was issued a patent for a set of valve bugles or cornets made in all 
ranges, from the high Eb cornet to the Bb bass, named appropriately, saxhorns. Their bore 
was somewhat narrower than that of the flugelhorns, resulting in a more brilliant timbre 
desired by most brass bands. The most common saxhorns used in the concert bands of the 
pre and post Civil War times were: Eb soprano, Bb soprano, alto horn (in Bb or C), tenor 
horn (in Eb or F) and the baritone/bass, (in low Bb or C). 

The inventor of the valve system for brass instruments is said to have been Heinrich 
Stolzel but there is some doubt as Frederick Blummel claims to have sold the idea to 
Stolzel. The patent however, was issued to Stolzel in 1818. The invention of the valve 
system revolutionized brass playing. The perfection of brass playing technique prior to the 
development of valves dictated many years of continuous practice, devoting much of this 
time to lip technique. Now, with the new valve instruments, playing became more co-
ordination technique than lip technique, resulting in a quicker perfection of musical ability 
and a large amount of good brass players. This mechanical perfection spread through the 
family of brass instruments and led to a patent of the family of saxhorns by Adolphe Sax in 
1845 that was previously mentioned. These instruments gave an improved uniformity of 
tone and replaced all the larger laterally-holed instruments, the natural horns and the other 
horns that had been used. The serpent and the ophicleide fell out of use. The introduction 
of the valve system also made it possible to interchange players from one instrument 
(brass) to another more easily, which had considerable bearing on amateur brass bands and 
led to the popularization of brass instruments. One can read numerous accounts of amateur 
bands securing a complete set of these newly developed brass instruments. 

This newly found impetus developed in the amateur brass band movements of the 
United States around the 1880’s when numerous bands began re-instrumenting their bands. 
It was not a surplus of Civil War instruments that made instruments available (they would 
have been mostly the backfire type) but the availability of the new style valve brass 
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instruments that made brass playing a quicker technical process in perfecting brass playing 
technique. 

The perfection of valves on brass instruments enabled composers to use the tone 
colors of the brass range of instruments and the player need not change crooks to enable 
him to change key. He was now able to play needed notes of the chromatic scale, thereby 
eliminating the necessity of frequent rests to change crooks. Three valves made possible a 
complete chromatic scale, giving freedom of modulation which allowed brass instruments 
to play the most complicated chromatic passages and undertake modulations into different 
keys with greater facility. 

 

UNION BANDS 

 
In the early part of the war each regiment was authorized a band. In July of 1862 a 

military order was issued that allowed military bands only at the Brigade level. Many 
regiments found means of evading the official military order and managed to keep a band 
at the regimental level. Because of this military order for bands only at the Brigade level, 
the best musicians of the regimental bands usually were transferred to the Brigade level, 
this movement of musicians improving the quality of Brigade bands but weakening the 
regimental bands. 

The primary function of a military band is for official ceremonies and for the 
march. When not fulfilling their military function Brigade bands commonly gave concerts 
at twilight which were greatly enjoyed by the camp personal. 

Federal bands had the money and the support of the government. At least half of the 
Federal Regiments had bands when the war began. It was said that the War Department 
spent $4,000,000 a year on bands. In July of 1862 there were 618 bands in service. The 
ratio was one musician to every 41 soldiers. Most of these bands contained 22 pieces. 
Federal musicians drew higher pay than privates and after their concerts, the hat was 
passed around gaining the band extra money. The potential of financial gains attracted 
many famous civilian bands. 

There were critics that were against this excess spending on bands and numerous 
critical protests ended regimental bands, thereafter only brigades had official bands, 
consisted of only 16 musicians. (Most Confederate bands had but 3 or 4 pieces and these 
musicians received no such handsome treatment as Federal musicians.) 

 

CONFEDERATE BANDS 

 
Opposite to the numerously mentioned Federal bands during the Civil War, 

references, to Confederate bands are few. The lack of Confederate bands probably is due to 
a lack of trained southern musicians, a lack of brass instruments in the south, and the 
necessity of troops to increase the smaller number of Confederate troops in the front line 
units. There was music in the regiments but it was in the form of glee clubs, violinists, 
guitarists and banjoists. Many Confederate units had little or no music. The great difficulty 
in getting instruments and the lack of trained musicians made it almost impossible to 
ascertain the exact number and the instrumentation in an average Confederate band, 
causing an assortment of instruments with the qualifications of the musicians varying 
widely. There was a Confederate regulation governing bands. Coming out in the year 1861-
1862, this regulation stated that: 
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 "When it is desired to have bands of music for regiments, there will 
be allowed for each, 16 privates to act as musicians, in addition to the chief 
musician authorized by law, provided, the total number of privates in the 
regiments, including the band, do not exceed the legal standard." 
 
Confederate bandsmen, like their counterpart in the Union forces, were usually 

assigned to assist the regimental surgeon behind the lines. In the book 'The Color Guard' by 
Hosmer, he states: 

 
 "The ambulance corps is made up largely of the musicians; but 
music! We never hear it now, not even the drum and fife. It is too stern a 
time for that." 
 
Hosmer quotes a drummer by the name of Cripps describing an improvisory 

technique of the fife players, a sort of 'jazz' type improvisory/variation playing technique: 
 
 "Some on' em play plain, and some on 'em put in the fancy touches; 
but I kind o' hate to see a man flourish. Why can't he play straight, without 
fillin up his tunes?" 
 
Cripps also describes what a good drummer was during the Civil War: 
 
 "Now Hodge alone can make as much noise as all the rest on we put 
together. It’s astonishing' but some of these fellows can't strike right. "Taint 
no drummin' to hit with the sticks all over the head; you ought to hit right in 
the middle. A tip-top drummer won't vary more'n two or three inches from 
both his sticks, hittin' right in the middle of the head. I know 'Hodge well 
enough - a stout, straight boy. I have noticed the fine rhythm of his almost 
invisible sticks, and the measured, vigorous cadence of his feet as he beats 
time." 
 

The Louisiana Battalion of Washington Artillery brought with them to 
Richmond the J. V. Gessner Brass Band from New Orleans as their band. It consisted of: J. 
V. Gessner-leader, T. Gutzler, Ch. W. Struve, J. Arnold, Jno. Deutsh, Jno. Geches, Peter 
Trum, Jno. Lorba, Thos. Kostmel, J. H. Sporer, Charles Meir with buglers F. P. 
Villanvasana and J. Kingslow. Upon arriving in Richmond the procedure followed by the 
band is described: 

 
"We were now marched in a comfortable frame of mind through the streets 
of Richmond, led on by the exhilarating notes of Gessner's Brass Band, 
which accompanied us from New Orleans, and we spread any of the    
Confederate or holiday troops."  
 

BRASS BAND REPERTOIRE 

 
Military and patriotic songs made up the majority of music played by the service 

bands during the war. There was a controversy whether band concerts should include 
martial music. It was asked, 'should programs be made up largely of operatic airs and dance 
tunes or should they contain mostly patriotic and martial music? Martial music usually won 
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out but by 1864 band programs at concerts was better balanced. One band program 
included the following: 

 
 "A Grand March, Quickstep 'Queen of Roses', Overture from 
'Zanetta,' Bolero from 'The Sicilian Vespers', Quadrille of Strauss, a Polka 
and a medley of patriotic airs." 
 
Some of the popular titles were: 'Love not, ' Katy Darling,' 'Annie Laurie,' 'Ain't you 

Glad to Get Out of the Wilderness,' 'Pop Goes the Weasel,' 'Starry Flay,' 'Old Folks at 
hone,' 'My Old Kentucky Home,' 'The Girl I Left Behind Me,' 'Midnight Hour,' 'Gay and 
Happy Still,' and 'someone to Love.'  

Also, there were the transcriptions from the classics: selections from Bohemian 
Girl, Maritana, and an American overture, Dodworth's band concert in New York presented 
the following concert: 

 
 "Quickstep, - 'Thou Art Far Away,' Finale of La Traviate, Fantasie 
on 'Un Belle in Masachere' by Verdi and Miserere from Il Trovatore." 
 
One of Patrick Gilmore's first promenade concerts in New Orleans on January 26, 

1864: 
 
 " 'Grand March of Bellini,' 'Waltz & song,' 'Robin Ruffand,' 
'Louisiana Belles' - Lambert (Gilmore's pen name) 'The Soldiers Return 
March' including 'When Johnny Comes Marching Hone,' composed by 
Patrick Gilmore." 
 

FORMING A CONFEDERATE BAND 

 
Many civilian bands joined the army as a group. Other bands were formed by 

finding individual musicians to form a band. A Civil War veteran in his weekly column in 
the Thibodaux Sentinel describes the forming of a Confederate Civil War band: 

 
 "When, in the autumn of 1861, the 1l8th Louisiana Regiment was 
encamped near Carrollton, and being disciplined by the gallant Colonel 
Mouton, preparatory to the hardships and trials which feature campaigns 
might develop. It was thought necessary to complete the organization of the 
regiment, to have a band of music. Such an institution was considered of 
immense importance at dress parades, tattoos, etc. more especially when our 
lady friends paid a visit to our camps, and we desired to impress upon their 
minds that we were strangers to sadness and melancholy. 
Accordingly, a complete corps of performers were detailed, instruments 
purchased, a set of tents, of the peculiar colors that rendered Jacob's cattle 
famous, . . . procured, and a space of ground not apart for their private 
camp. 
     Then came the practicing which was carried on all day long, until the 
birds in the adjacent woods, astonished at the variety of music that echoed 
their merry songs, remained mute with wonder. 
     Remember nothing more productive of kind and sympathetic feelings, or 
better inoculated to soothe the angry passions then to be in the midst of a 
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newly organized band of musicians, whilst each one is practicing his own 
tune according to his own time and notion, unless it was, in ante bellum 
times, on some well regulated plantation, the melodious responses of half a 
hundred hungry mules to the sound of a dinner bell. 
      Our major, whose musical qualities were well known, had the 
pleasure of seeing them fully appreciated by an appointment to take special 
charge of the discipline and organization of the band, and he often was 
noticed in the afternoon to extend himself on the grassy lawn in the shade of 
a moss covered oak, during the practicing hours of his performers, smoking 
his cigarette, and amusing himself in the perusal of the illuminated and 
interesting pages of one of Hardee's best novels. 
 Among the numerous instruments was an immense drum - the pride 
of its owner, the pet of the band, and a most complete piece of astonishment 
to the little boys of Carrollton whose ecstasies knew no bounds when they 
saw the big drum stick come down on it with a bang, and when they had 
succeeded in walking entirely around it, they ran home to inform their 
mammas of the extraordinary feat of pedestrians which they had 
accomplished. 
 However daily improvement was perceptible, and by diet of hard 
practice, the band made its appearance at dress parade, played retreat, tattoo, 
etc., and were rapidly acquiring a sonorous reputation among the men in 
camp. 
      Everything was progressing finely until Brig. General Ruggles, who 
was placed in command over us, gave an order to have dress parade at l8 
o'clock A. M. instead of sunset, as had been our custom. This brought the 
dew upon our musicians' shores and grief into their hearts, and it was 
thenceforth easy to perceive that the pride and ambition that had so nobly 
horne them up, had received a shock from which it would hardly recover. 
Orders to play at reveille were another source of dissatisfaction to our 
performers that produced anything but joy in their little camp. However all 
their little troubles were forgotten in the excitement occasioned by our 
movement to Corinth, where for a month the regiment was on picket duty 
near Pittsburg landing, whilst our musicians had an easy time in camp, but 
the blundy day of Shiloh arrived, and when the regiment moved forward in 
line, they held their proper position. No particular attention would have 
been bestowed upon the band during the day, had it not been for the restless 
and uneasy disposition of the big drum which was perceptible to every one. 
      Twice it had been violently thrown down in front of its owner as a 
bulwark to protect him from a shell that was supposed to be directed at his 
devoted head, and this part of the performance being so different from any 
of the duties previously required of it, that it became sullen and barely 
responded to the pounding of the drumstick. Finally a shell came whistling 
through the air, and exploded near by with a thundering noise, so enraged 
our big drum that it broke loose from the owner, and turning around chased 
him to the bottom of the ravine with a speed that would have been gratifying 
to an advocate of pedestrainism as one of the fine arts. But the big drum 
never caught him, and there in the bottom of that ravine were heard the 
aspiring strains of the band of the 18th Louisiana regiment. 
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      Many spasmodic efforts were made to resurrect the old, or organize 
a new band, but three little drums was the utmost extent ever attained in that 
direction. 
 In 1863, on our return from Nachitoches, we were encamped in the 
Piney Woods west of Alexandria, at which place the 1st Louisiana Battalion 
was attached in our Brigade. One evening some one invited me to go over to 
their dress parade as they had a band of music. Since our former Major had 
left, I felt it incumbent on myself to pay some attention to the musical 
department of the army, as my musical abilities were considered by our 
friends almost equal to those for which he was famous, and accordingly I 
went. 
      The Battalion was in line in an old cornfield, and not until the 
command to 'beat off' was heard, was the band perceived coming out of a 
fence corner. 
      The number of performers were three, one 5 feet high had a little 
drum upon which he rolled his sticks with a most extraordinary rapidity, the 
music resembling peas poured upon loose clapboards. On his left was a long 
legged six footer - the happy owner of a fife. A pig under a gate and a cat 
with caudel extremity caught in a trap door, would give an idea of the 
sounds of harmony that were blown out of that wonderful instrument. The 
third six and a half feet high, carried a half brother to our big drum, and the 
idea I formed of him, was, that he was a Yankee in disguise, sent into our 
lines under a contract to smash in the head of every drum in the 
confederacy. During the trip to the LaFourche country this band 
disappeared, and even after peace, tranquillity and decorum, minus three 
small drums, reigned triumphantly about the camps of the glorious old 18th 
Louisiana." 
 
Unlike other southern cities, New Orleans was occupied by Federal forces almost 

the entire war. There were approximately thirty Federal bands in and surrounding New 
Orleans during the war. The famous American bandmaster Patrick Gilmore was in charge 
of these bands. 

Gilmore's earlier war duties in the North included training bands for the Union 
forces. These duties were cut short when he chose to accompany two of his personally 
trained bands to New Orleans, General Nathaniel Banks, commander of the Dept. of the 
Gulf, was quick to realize the potential and magnetism of Patrick Gilmore, asked him to 
remain in New Orleans and take charge of all the bands under his command. 

Gilmore, having been given a full rein of authority, initiated an idea that he had 
been working on while in the North. Gilmore organized a special band and put on a series 
of promenade concerts in New Orleans. (These 'promenade' concerts were very popular in 
the North since around 1856.) Gilmore invited to these concerts, the leading Confederate 
families. These concerts became very popular and were well attended and received, being 
held in Layfette Park. 

New Orleans was the site of the first Grand Jubilee monster concert given by 
Gilmore in 1864, five years before the National Peace Jubilee in Boston in 1869. 

Gilmore's New Orleans Grand National Concert was given for the occasion of 
Michael Hahn's inauguration to the Governorship of the State. Gilmore assembled 300 
musicians and 500 school children: 
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 "The Grand National concert started with the Star Spangled Banner, 
followed by America and the Union Forever. The 500 children of New 
Orleans sang with unbound enthusiasm, each child waving a tiny American 
flag held in the hand. The band played spiritedly, 70 cornets screamed above 
the brass chorus of 50 altos, 50 baritones and 40 basses. 50 snare drums 
rattled like musketry and 35 bass drums boomed like artillery. 
      The final number and the climax of the program was Hail Columbia. 
Gilmore worked his magic on the great band and on the immense chorus of 
child voices and the thousands of listeners were caught in this magic spell. 
Piling effect upon effect during the final 36 beats of the music, Gilmore 
fired by electric button, from the podium, 36 cannons, each tremendous 
booms in time as he directed the music in maestoso tempo. As the cannons 
began booming, the bells from the churches and cathedrals of the city began 
pealing wildly. The combined effect was breath-taking and awe-inspiring. 
Frenzied and prolonged applause greeted the fiery band master as he bowed 
and bowed to the huge audience. (Bands of America- Schwartz)." 
 
Thus was New Orleans's early introduction to brass bands from the North. The city 

became a haven for brass bands. The occupation of New Orleans by the Federal forces and 
their bands was a large influence on the city and its musical future. The various Federal 
bands stationed in the city were very active in their military ceremonies, furthering and 
reinforcing the already festive atmosphere of the city. Gilmore returned to Boston in 1865, 
leaving the city a heritage of great band music. 

It was from this brass band heritage that jazz built a firm background. Once the 
military bands left after the war, their place was taken by the Benevolent Societies and the 
Catholic Church. See article on St. Thomas Catholic Church in the 'Deep Delta' magazine 
published by the Plaquemines Genealogical Society.) The Catholic Church celebrated a 
number of church holidays and annual ceremonies including the Way of the Cross, 
novenas, Holy Days and weekly religious services such as high mass, funerals, weddings, 
etc. These ceremonies took the place of the military reviews missing since the end of the 
war. Most every town in Louisiana contained a Catholic Church as the population of the 
New Orleans area was highly Catholic. 

There is a strong correlation between the Louisiana brass bands since the Civil War 
to early jazz. While there were marching bands in New Orleans before the Federal 
occupation, it was the military marching bands that created an additional impetus for the 
continued marching tradition in New Orleans. 

One of the strongest correlations between the military marching band and jazz is 
between the rhythms of the two styles. The jazz rhythm section evolved from the early 
marching band's rhythm section. The rhythm section, as part of the marching band, 
proceeded directly from the street to the bandstand. The marching band became the band 
that played for dancing. The march was, in. fact, an important part of the dance repertoire 
of the Civil War era. 

The marching drum part, especially the 4/4 march, had the bass drum hitting on 1 
and 3, the snare hitting on 2 and 4. In early jazz, if we use duple meter (4/4 and 2/4), we 
have in reality the jazz beat. Both in jazz and the military march the beat is most important. 
The early jazz there is a heavy beat on 2 and 4. 

An important point: there were many more bands in the country than just Black 
plantation bands. Example: In Plaquemines parish around 1890, there were at least fifteen 
or so white brass bands playing and approximately ten black bands that were active. In the 
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parishes of Jefferson, St. James, St. Johns, LaFourche and other surrounding parishes there 
must have been, during the latter part of the 19th Century, over a hundred bands playing, 
all of them having easy traveling access to New Orleans. Most of these bands were in 
existence as early as 1880, some appearing as early as the year after the Civil War. These 
bands were not just on the plantations but in the many small settlements like those in 
Plaquemines parish, which contained both White and Black musicians, usually not in the 
same band. 

There was close contact between the city and country musicians. As early as 1864 
there were bands from New Orleans playing in the country. There were many excursions, 
beginning in New Orleans (both Black and White), to the country and vice versa. The 
surrounding area of New Orleans was like a spooked wheel - New Orleans being the hub of 
this wheel, drawing to the center from all surrounding areas, brass bands of various sizes 
and instrumentation. 
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THE DIFFUSION OF AFRICA AMERICAN MUSIC AND CULTURE LEADING 

TO JAZZ 

The forced migration of a great number of Africans to the New World as slaves was 
one of the most important developments in the history of world music and civilization. 
Surely if this migration had not taken place, the necessary diffusion of cultural traits would 
not have occurred and music would not have progressed along the path that eventually led 
to the music called jazz.  

It was not only this acculturation of the slave's musical culture by the traditional 
Western European musical system that influenced the development of a new style of 
music. Most important, this new style of music (jazz) had to be acculturated in an area and 
environment that would act as a catalyst in developing a new concept in music. Could one 
conceivably believe that jazz would be developed in Jamestown, Virginia, when slaves 
were first brought to the New World in 1619? Or on an island in the Caribbean? Or in the 
Brazilian wilds? Could it have developed on the sugar islands run by subjects of the 
English crown? Or in the countries of Liberia, Sierra Leona or Surinam? There were 
African slaves in most European capitals; there were slaves in cities of the United States. 
But, no jazz developed there. 

What then were the influences and circumstances that made African slaves and 
their ancestors in America develop music the way they did and in the area in which it 
evolved, and what was the direct influence exerted upon Black African music by Western 
European music?   

Slaves were taken from various parts of Africa, mostly from the western part along 
the Atlantic Coast and near the inland rivers. Many different tribes were represented. 
Cable, in his article on Congo Square, mentions a number of different African tribes: 

" They came in troops. See them: wilder than gypsies: wilder than the Moors 
and Arabs whose strong blood and features one sees at a glance in so many of them; 
Gans - as they were called - gangs and gangs of them, from this and that and yonder 
directions; tall, well-knit Senegalese from Cape Verde, black as ebony, with 
intelligent, kindly eyes and long, straight, sharply noses; Mandingoes, from the 
Gambia River, lighter of color, of cruder form, and a cunning that shows in the 
countenance; whose enslavement seems especially a shame, their nation the 
'merchants of Africa', dwelling in towns, industrious, thrifty, skilled in commerce 
and husbandry, and expert in the working of metals, even to silver and gold; and 
Foulans, playfully mis-called 'Poulards' - fat chickens, of goodly statue, and with a 
perceptible rose tint in the cheeks; and Sosos, famous warriors, dexterous with the 
African targe; and in contrast to these, with small ears, thin eyebrows, bright eyes, 
flat, upturned noses, shining skin, wide mouths and white teeth, the Negroes of 
Guinea, true and unmixed, from the Gold Coast, the Slave Coast, and the Cape of 
Psalms - not from the Grain Coast; the English had that trade. See them come' 
Popoes, Cotocolies, Fidas, Socces, Agwas, short copper-colored mines - what 
havoc the slavers did make - and from interior Africa others equally proud and 
warlike; fierce Nagoes and Fonds; tawny Awassas; Iboes, so light-colored that one 
could not tell them from mulattos but for their national tattooing; and the half-
civilized  and quick-witted but ferocious Arada, the original Voodoo worshipers. 
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And how many more! For here come, also, men and women from all that great 
Congo Coast - Angola, Malimbe, Ambrice, etc."  

The American Negro slave came from all parts of Africa. In whatever tribe, 
categories, or families we place the African - whether from the viewpoint of their 
differences in culture, racial history, or linguistic affinity, in the world of music, in Africa, 
there exists no barrier at all. Disregarding any musical traits that might have diffused from 
the Arab influence, the music of all the African people is essentially one and the same.  

Western European music has spread over a large part of the world. The European 
music system is acknowledged as a very sophisticated one and its progress and 
preservation have been enhanced by the system's ability to be notated. Western European 
music can be studied by reading textbooks explaining the system. The African musical 
system demanded a very special oral rhythmic sensitivity and it is not easily notated music. 
In order to execute its complex polyrhythm, a background and heritage of African 
performance techniques would be necessary. Richard Waterman in "Hot Rhythms in Negro 
Music" says" 

"The demonstration that the tradition of 'hot' rhythm born in Africa has 
survived the tremendous social, economic, and religious changes that have 
fallen to the lot of the carriers of that tradition, is no less important in indicating 
the almost incredible toughness of basic musical culture - patterns that it is in 
attesting the genuine musical value of the concept. For the 'hot' rhythm of Negro 
music, now so influential in the music of the New World, has proved its 
strength by the sheer fact of its survival."  

This “hot” rhythm is another way of trying to explain the Negroes method and style 
of performance. In Africa there are many different language dialects, but the music of all 
Africans has much in common. The unity of musical practice suggests a common past, and 
not the assimilation of a dominant culture. A. M. Jones, in his volume on African music, 
states, "With Africans, music was more permanent than language."  

The Africans did not assimilate Arab music as they were later to assimilate Western 
European music. The reason lies in the fact that Islamic music in Africa is based on 
principles far removed from those of African music. Islamic music 1) rests on a formalized 
rhythmic framework (ragas) that is very different from the polyrhythms of African music; 
2) only features the thin wavering sound of a solo stringed instrument to accompany a 
singer, along with an hour-glass shaped drum; 3)produces a very nasal and stringy quality 
which is characteristic of Islamic voice production and the melody is embellished by 
mordents and shakes; 4) contains no harmony; 5) is not functional like African Music 
containing almost no religious music; and 6) involes little or no group participation. The 
question arises, then just how much of the Islamic music had been assimilated by the 
Africans into their musical system? Some tribes in West and East Africa have minute 
touches of Islamic traits in their music while others that have been exposed to the Islamic 
culture have not. Some tribes have accepted principles of the Islamic faith, (for example -- 
Kinta's tribe in “Roots”) especially the Africans living north of the Sahara. The African did 
not accept the Islamic system of music even though African music and Islamic music are 
found in African town existing side by side. Why didn't the African assimilate Islamic 
music as he would later assimilate Western European music? What causes a culture to 
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assimilate another's? Why did the African assimilate Islamic religion and customs but not 
the music? Why did he assimilate Western music and customs? 

First - a definition of key words as used in this essay: 

Acculturation - The process of altering a society, especially the modification of 
primitive culture by contact with an advanced culture. 

Assimilate - To make or be like. To make something a homogeneous part of the 
substance or system. 

Culture - Essentially a feeling of distinctness or unity, of sense of demarcation 
between in-groups and out-groups. 

Culture Change: 

 1) - Innovation 

                A - Variation 

                 B - Invention 

                 C - Tentation 

                 D - cultural borrowing 

 2) - Social acceptance 

      3) - Selective elimination 

          4) - Integration 

Music, like speech, tends to form a unit, not so with a race, which tends to form 
distinct traits. It is entirely possible for a group to substitute a completely new language and 
a new type of culture for the one left behind, as the American Negro has done, and still 
remain relatively unmodified racially. However, a change of speech without some change 
of culture seems unlikely. Culture and speech are linked together and both tend to 
contribute to the idea of nationality. Eventually this lends and contributes to a politically 
independent state or nation. In Africa there are some 600 to 900 different dialects, all 
sharing similar musical system. It must be remembered, when studying a civilization, 
especially one different than ours, that the world is differently experienced and conceived 
in different language communities, however slight this studied diversified communal 
environment might be. The more foreign the language the greater a diversification appears. 
There will also be a difference in cognition and as some time occurs, the difference in 
language might actually cause this difference in cognition.  

With the mixture of races, characteristic features can change, as in the case of the 
mulattos of New Orleans, but, not as rapidly as a language. In other cases, migration, war, 
or as in the case of the African, slavery, can bring one racial element after another into a 
location until the basic type becomes altered or diluted; and yet, in some instances, the 
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original language, or one directly descended from it, still may remain, as in the case of the 
French language spoken by the Creoles. 

The Negro has preserved his race while taking on a completely new language. 
Speech and culture have an existence and a continuity of their own and their integrity does 
not depend on hereditary integrity. The two may move together or separately. In other 
societies, slaves were more integral part of the family and community, as in the African 
and American Indian society. In the Americas, the Southern plantation slave was kept 
ignorant of the surrounding culture. He was never a part of the formal Southern White 
American culture, as the Northern city slave was, however hampered by racial prejudice. 
Diffusion of the American language and culture was slow because of the isolation of the 
Negro. The Negro was further segregated because of his skin color. The Negro slave was 
not considered part of the human race, a fact that also tended to slow down the diffusion of 
the Black man into the White man's culture. The slave was kept ignorant and was not 
taught to read or write. He was taught only the English words he needed to do his job. 

African -- Primitive? His Sociological Statue 

Darwin and Spencer both demonstrated how evolutionary mechanisms operated - 
Darwin in the biological world, while Spencer took the same mechanism principles that 
regulated development into the psychological and social domains. It is the latter that we 
find apropos to our subject. 

When Africa was first explored and observed, studied and evaluated, the social 
structure observed was misunderstood. It did not take into consideration the laws/rules by 
which intellectual progress is understood in the evolution of more complex and more 
general conditions - from simple cognition's and reflex actions - just as any complex 
physical structures and functions evolve from simple ones. African society was seen from 
an ignorant, ego-centric view point. 

The African society, like all societies, should have been thought of as a living 
organism with its by-products - language, knowledge, material appliances and arts - as 
having become progressively more complex and highly organized. It was not understood in 
that perspective. 

Growth of any society should be measured by the general concept of development 
that rests on one basic elementary assumption, namely, that wherever there is life, there is 
growth and development, a formation in reference to systematic-orderly sequence. As 
Werner stated: "Development in all forms of life is regulated by the orthogenetic 
principle." Wherever development occurs, it is preceded from a state of relative lack of 
differentiation to a state of increasing differentiation, articulation and hierarchic 
integration. When the early sociologists studied Africa, they considered African society a 
primitive one. Primitive thinking was said to exhibit the following deficiencies, among 
others; no conception of general facts, no ability to anticipate future results, limited 
concepts, absence of abstract ideas and causality. 

Uncivilized people possess acute senses and quick perceptions. They are imitative, 
clever, rapid learners of simple ideas but incapable of taking in complex ideas. Primitive 
intellects develop rapidly and reach their limits early. When studying a race, as in Africa, 
one can use a famous aphorism: "Ontogeny recapitulates Phylogeny." A child's 
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development goes through the same stages the human race has traversed in its evolutionary 
development. This idea, when taken even by a biologist supports the general doctrine of 
recapitulation. Just as a child undergoes mental development, so does a race, the two 
processes being in fact the same. Infancy, childhood, youth and old age are, from one point 
of view, like the growth of a beautiful rose bush. When examined and studied, they unlock 
the parallels of the past history of civilization. 

This parallel, plus the fact that there is overwhelming evidence that radical change 
in culture can and does occur within the space of one generation without the possibility of 
genetic innovation, makes it clear that the concept of genetic transmission is not applicable 
as an explanation that jazz music evolved from African music. 

To study individual mental functioning of an African we must study him through an 
analysis of the culture of which the individual is a member, not comparing him with our 
own culture. Each culture is characterized by a set of general beliefs called “collective 
representations” which regulates the thought processes of the individuals in that group. The 
collective representations of the average Europeans keep the intellectual, motor and 
emotional realms distinct from each other. The collective representations of primitives do 
not. 

Western European music has been acknowledged as a very sophisticated one and its 
progress and preservation have been enhanced by the system's ability to be notated. The 
African musical system demanded a special oral rhythmic sensitivity and it is not easily 
notated music. The African did not assimilate Arab music as they were later to assimilate 
western European music.  

Again we must ask, "Why didn't the African assimilate Islamic music as he would 
later assimilate western European music? What causes a culture to assimilate another? 
Why did the African assimilate Islamic religion, customs, etc., but not his music? Why did 
he assimilate western music and customs? The reason lies in the fact that Islamic music is 
based on principles far removed from those of African music. African and Islamic music 
are found in Africa existing side by side. 

In the case of the African vs. their European captors - as stated in anthropological 
terms: "The reasoning and thinking processes of different contenting or distinct cultures do 
not differ - just their values, beliefs and ways of classifying differences." According to this 
view, observed differences are in the area of content. The belief systems and cultural 
premises of traditional people may differ from those in industrialized societies, but they 
embody the same logical processes and concern with relation to cause and effect. The 
development of the African is regulated by the orthogenetic (correct origin) principle - 
whenever development occurs, it proceeds from a state of relative lack of differentiation to 
a state of increasing differentiation. This principle also applies to the art, to music, to jazz. 
Similarly, classifications or concepts may differ in terms of what objects and phenomena 
are grouped together and what attributes are used for grouping, but all classifications are 
arrived at by the same processes of abstraction and generalization. 

Africa as a primitive culture established strong cultural interests and social 
structures, which in turn developed institutions which are concerned with closer 
interpersonal relations of family, tribe and the arts. 

Music was one of the only humanistic arts that the African could take with him to 
the New World, music that included dancing as a participating art. Any type of culture, if it 
is beneficial, useful or entertaining, is transmitted both geographically and chronologically 
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in space and time by contagion (i.e. transmission of an influence on the mind or emotion - 
such as done by a disease) and is enhanced by repetition. This spreading is called diffusion 
and the internal handing down of this culture through time is called tradition. 

When diffusion occurs in a mixed society, new elements are involved. A number of 
musical elements, some new to the African, evolved into jazz.  This diffusion can be met 
with eager acceptance or bitter hostility. Jazz was at first thought of as sinful, uncouth and 
unmusical. New cultural ideas such as jazz involved innovation and change. Jazz 
encountered resistance and its inception had unforeseen results. Given time, jazz 
assimilated. Jazz progressed the longer it existed and continued developing as it traveled to 
other cities. 

Jazz evolved when the Black man's musical culture diffused into the environment 
of New Orleans. It was assimilated by acculturation and was culturally changed by the 
processes of: Innovation, social acceptance, selective elimination and integration. It should 
be mentioned that culture is the product of education, not of heredity.  

Slavery was forced upon the African, The normal basic drives of cultured change 
(hunger, sex, fear, etc.), while still present, were not to be his normal cultural motivation or 
progression. He fought many new cultural changes, failing many times in his efforts which 
brought him pain and punishment, creating new behavior modifications. His previous 
cultural traits were replaced by many new forced traits. Gradually, through the passage of 
time, the American slave took on a new behavior. He created a new society and new 
norms, giving in to most behavior changes save one - all slaves wanted freedom. 

We are concerned with the habits of collective ideas: religious beliefs, education, 
practice of the arts, etc. Culture is the result of these collective ideas that are well defined 
by practice, but not written rules. Negro music, as all arts, developed in this way. Rules are 
always formed after practice. 

Whenever social behavior deviates from the norm, the result is a modification. 
Negro music took this path in imitation of the music slaves were exposed to. Imitation is 
not repetition and individual techniques and stylistic differences are always present. Thus 
the Negro had his individual mode of imitation, performance techniques and peculiarities. 
This in turn led to cultural innovation. 

We are looking at the evolving processes which caused the African to become the 
American Negro and how this affected and developed his musical culture from African 
music to American Negro music. In music, as in a society, certain processes take place that 
lead to change. These are Innovation, Social Acceptance, Selective Elimination, and 
Integration.  

All musical cultural changes begin with “Innovation.” The reality of musical 
culture differences are established and divided into what is acceptable and what is not. The 
slave didn't have a free choice in this, but came to realize that there were innovations he 
had to make in order to survive in his new environment. Some changes were accepted; 
others were obeyed but never accepted. The music the slaves heard was acceptable. When 
one individual forms a new musical habit (such as a new musical style) that is accepted by 
other members of his group, it is called an innovation. Innovation involves 4 types or 
classifications: variation, invention, tentation and cultural borrowing. When changes 
represent a very slight modification of pre-existing habitual behavior, under pressure of 

gradually changing circumstances, it is called a "variation." This is usually a very slow 
process. The history of jazz progress is a variation: changes involving variation (not always 
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intentionally), are many times minute and often imperceptable. When studied cumulative 
by over considerable time, these changes are immense. It took about 200 years to develop 
jazz. 

When an innovation involves a transfer of the elements of regular musical 
performance from one context to another; or a combination into a new synthesis, it is called 

an invention (creative improvisation). In this type there seems to be always some degree of 
creativity present. In music, a cultural transfer of certain musical elements from the African 
system to the western system could combine into a new synthesis. Could we thus call the 
new jazz music an invention? To be able to call jazz an invention is dependent upon the 
existing content of the new culture, since an invention always involves a new synthesis of 
old habits. Were there African elements in early Negro music? Yes, some. Anthropologists 
have accepted only a handful of true inventions in the long record of recorded history. A 
number of early musicians have claimed that they invented jazz (Stalebread, Morton, 
others)Parallel invention among related cultures is very common. It is possible Jack "Papa" 
Laine believed he had the first marching jazz band. It is possible that both black and white 
bands were playing jazz simultaneously. This new synthesis, using old musical techniques, 
depends on the existing content of the culture. A synthesis cannot occur if the elements 
which it combines are not present in the culture. This may be the reason that jazz was not 
developed among other cultures, except around New Orleans. 

The third innovation technique is called “Tentation.” Tentation brings to life 
musical elements that show little or no continuity with the past. This is the trial and error 
method. Tentation occurs when established habits prove ineffective and members of a 
society may be self-motivated and experiment with other modes of behavior in a search for 
an adequate solution. This technique in early Negro music consisted of trying variations 
and recombinations of pre-existing American musical material and African musical 
responses, becoming less familiar as time passed, and sometimes hitting upon a musical 
technique which would solve their problem, creating in the process a new musical cultural 
element - Jazz. Stress situations which were present in slavery were conducive to tentation. 
If a society is compelled to abandon its previous customs, it will inevitably, through 
tentation, arrive at an alternative solution. 

The 4th innovation process is called "Cultural Borrowing, or Diffusion." A habit 
that has been a previous part of the White American culture is introduced by an individual 
Negro or innovator and he becomes the first to adopt it, introducing it in turn to his own 
culture. One might call it imitation. The innovator copies musical techniques observed 
from another's society. This type might have been the most common, and the one used by 
the Negro slave in his music. Cultural borrowing is depends upon contact. The extent of 
borrowing dependent proportionately upon the intensity and duration of the social 
intercourse between two societies. In New Orleans there was perhaps more contact 
between blacks, Creoles and whites than in other cities. Incentive is necessary in cultural 
borrowing. Borrowing a new cultural element is rare if he already possesses a similar 
satisfactory trait already present. Musical diffusion occurs most readily among peoples of 
similar cultures and needs. There were similar cultural traits between the African and 
Southern societies and their environments. This borrowing must be rewarding and useful. 
Borrowing need not be exact, and modifications are often present. Often cultural borrowing 
is considered less creative than the other types, but can be blended with invention or 
tentation. When only a general musical idea is used, it is called "stimulus diffusion." When 
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a foreign cultural trait is borrowed, the specific form is supplied by improvisation, as in 
early jazz. 

Another major process in cultural change is social acceptance. The learning 
mechanism in social acceptance is imitation (similar to cultural borrowing, except that 
imitation is by one's own society). Social acceptance is vertical or internal diffusion and it 
is hard to pinpoint its phase in time. Cultural borrowing is external or horizontal diffusion, 
and if written down, can be assigned a definite time phase. There seemed to be a universal 
style of music for all slaves, whether a slave was in Charleston, Atlanta or New Orleans. 
All were similar in the improvisational performance of those cultural elements. 

The 3rd major process in cultural change is selective elimination or competition. 
Those eliminated through trial and error or social competition are the less adoptive 
(African customs could be listed here). Most of the musical techniques of African music 
did not last, and the complex rhythms of African music surely were dropped. 

The 4th process of cultural change is integration. Cultural elements fluctuate in 
degree of social acceptance. There was integration, not only between the blacks and whites, 
but between the Creoles and blacks and the Creoles and whites, at first called the 
American. Every innovation alters in some respects the situation under which certain other 
forms of habitual behavior occur. (i.e., the time phase between acceptance of an innovation 
and completion of integrative re-adjustments which usually follow) and between the first 
musical adoption by Negro slaves and the fully developed art called jazz. 

The development and evolution of jazz, when examined culturally, can be seen as a 
gradual development of social and musical progress, normal in its direction and predictable 
in its course. As an art form, jazz had its forced introduction into a hostile society, but was 
able to integrate and diffuse from its conception. This cultured phenomenon of supplanting 
a totally different cultural people to a hostile environment did alter the regular progression 
of society, and because of divergent elements, normal progression was altered and one 
result was the forming of a different kind of music - jazz. 

I do not believe that jazz was an original and individual discovery. It was an 
innovation, helped along by social acceptance, its own selective elimination of musical 
elements not applicable in the new found system, and then integrated and diffused by 
variation, invention, tentation and cultural borrowing. 

These cultural changes and the environment and social location of the birth of jazz 
points to the strong opinion that New Orleans was indeed the womb that jazz was 
conceived in and answers the critics’ views and opinions as to the place of the origins of 
jazz. 

The Negro, at first, was not conscious of the various ways that his musical culture 
was changing. In solving the problem of musical practice, he incorporated and blended 
together the various ways of cultural change. The slave used the music he had contact with, 
having opportunities to hear the white man's music in the various public music halls and 
activities around New Orleans. The Black man had direct contact with the same music as 
the whites. There was at first cultural borrowing by imitation and there was a diffusion 
between black and white musical practices. In imitation there is a trial and error period. A 
good example of this practice was Congo Square where the slaves "did their thing." 

 The process, if tentation was practiced (unknowingly) by the slaves who were 
forced to abandon their old musical practices (there were even laws against playing drums) 
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and create new ones. This process is most conducive under the stressful conditions of 
slavery. Tentation uses material from the Negro's culture of the past that were discontinued 
since enslavement, but brought back in a new way when applicable. Invention is similar, 
but it primarily uses material from the slave's present culture, transferring it to another. The 
art of creativity and the practice of improvising did seem to be carried over from the past 
culture. The slave used any music he heard and modified it into this one practice of musical 
performance. Thus the slave borrowed, imitated, invented and modified his musical ability 
and performance practice, blending all the elements of cultural change with all the 
innovative cultural processes, and in his developing culture, honed them by social 
acceptance, selective elimination, integration and his own natural talents and feelings in his 
forced circumstances and environment. 

There are countless books written on the origin of jazz, but no one has ever been 
able to say precisely when jazz was born. This is because jazz was a diffusion of the two 
musical cultures and evolved. After years of progress, the concepts and techniques that 
were left from the Negro's African heritage diffused into the American music scene. By 
1900 jazz was well on the way to becoming an art music and began growing a number of 
different branches from its roots. Few art forms stay primitive and original. 

I believe jazz evolved when New Orleans musicians, both black and white, were 
exposed to the then contemporary American musical culture in the correct environment. 
They stood alone as distinct creators. Thus looking at the origin of jazz through the act of 
acculturation, it would be wrong to say that jazz developed and to place its date around 
1900. It would have had to go through a process of acculturation and that process started in 
New Orleans when the first slaves were brought over by Bienville in 1708 and in 1712 by 
Antoine Crozat. 
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FOLK SONG TO ART SONG 

THE EVOLVING OF THE NEGRO FOLK MUSIC TO JAZZ 

 
Civilization, upon reaching a certain intellectual and moral stage in its 

development, will feel an impulse to express itself, and it will do so through its Arts. For 
centuries before the Atlantic slave trade began, the African had been expressing himself 
through the arts in his everyday activities. In African society all art was functional. One 
cannot separate African life from African art as they form together a unit woven into 
normal daily activities tight as a skin to a drum. African society was a closely knit society, 
not divided by political organizations or distinct classes. The community's feelings and 
concerns was that of a whole people and not of an individual. There was no individual 
credit given to individual artists, although the master artists (master drummer and cantor) 
were greatly respected. One cannot name a famous African composer, dancer, poet, etc. 
Every African was a composer, dancer, poet, etc. Their arts, as jazz, were constructed as a 
performer's art, not a composer's art. Only in the latter part of the 20th Century did Africa 
really accept and develop the ideas of the Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution. 

When the African was brought to the New World he continued to use his music as 
an expression of his mind and heart. Music and the dance were the only African arts that 
the African was able to bring with him to America. Music/dance (to the African they are 
inseparable) could be brought to the new World as they did not contain an artifact as a final 
product. African painting and sculpturing did not appear in the New World for many years. 
When they did appear they were considered primitive art, not worthy of being called art. 
Because of environment and circumstances beyond the African's control, his musical style 
diffused with the occidental music he heard. 

Most folk music shows an absence of subjectivity and of self-consciousness. Not so 
in Negro/Afro/American folk music. The Blues would be the best example of the presence 
of much self-consciousness and subjectivity. 

The Negro folk music, like its African ancestor, and folk music in general, have no 
known composers. Folk music is also seldom imitated by a highly developed civilized 
nation. Negro music, if accepted earlier than ragtime, might have taken a different course. 
Prior to ragtime it was, when performed by Whites, mostly done as satire in the form of 
minstrel shows. The acceptance of ragtime was an important step in the acceptance of all 
Negro music. 

In early America we can see attempts by White American musicians to duplicate 
and reproduce Negro Music in the Minstrels. These Minstrels were ridiculous failures at 
authentic reproductions of true Negro art forms and became musical satires on Negro life, 
character and music. 

Unlike most folk music, Negro slave music was at first only popular in the sense of 
something arising from and suited to an enslaved people. In the beginning the Negro did 
not have any idea that his music was popular beyond the plantation. His music was a 
natural expression and he didn't think it had social implications outside his own social 
circle. But, as the Negro became increasingly diffused, Westernized (civilized?), and 
acquired 'book' culture, these traits gradually gave rise to a division of Negro music that 
developed into an art form later to be called jazz. 

As the Negro strived to become a part of the culture that enslaved him, he heard its 
music. Negro colleges were founded and taught their students the compositional techniques 
of the music that surrounded them, although one Negro College, Fisk University, 
performed Negro Spirituals on a world tour to raise money for their school. Most folk 
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music is not the product of the lowest classes of a race or nation but have their origin in the 
middle or high-middle class. In the new World, the Negro race was non-classed, with the 
only possible class distinction being between the house slaves and the field hands, and in 
New Orleans between the Negroes and the Creoles. 

Most folk music is born in a time when there is little mixing between races or 
classes in a society and not by the distinctions brought about by education or other dividing 
circumstances. Before the phonograph, all folk music, being handed down by long repeated 
traditional performances, have always departed considerably from their original form and 
content. When the transmission of a folk tune has been through the hands of an unlearned 
person, there is less probability of willful change. Once in the hands of professional singers 
there is no amount of change which they may not undergo, as they try to fit the folk song 
into their trained musical culture and style. Strangely, one could call every African a 
professional musician in the true sense of the meaning. 

How much influence and how lasting African music was on Negro slave music is 
still open to discussion. There have been attempts to relate directly the Negro slave songs 
to ancestors in Africa. One such attempt was to relate the spiritual 'Swing Low Sweet 
Chariot' directly to a song heard sung by African natives. As generations appear and 
disappear the link with African became more distant. There was the constant addition of 
new Negroes captured in Africa mixing with the now Afro-American Negro. The 
assimilation of the two Negroid types (the black African and the black American), together 
created a new approach to music. This diffusion (American black and African) is over-
looked as a possible influence in the forming of a folk type music which led directly to 
ragtime and jazz. This diffusion of the African musical approach (a metamorphosis of 
rhythm and melody), to the American Negro approach of a harmonic metrical rhythm 
began the creation of this new type of folk music that evolved into jazz. When two types of 
music met, the strong elements of each persist. The American Negro was less African in 
his approach, while the African, new to the plantation system, had to adapt to this new 
system and approach. I believe that the American Negro and his use of music was the 
dominant figure of the two. 

The newly arrived African, even if he happened to be a master drummer, came to a 
population that did not really understand his art. In his new society there was no need for a 
high artistic level of a master drummer, nor was there a place in the new culture of 
enslavement that warranted African style music. He must adapt his music to be a new 
functional music in his new found society. He would do this in the work songs of the fields 
and the social music used in the little free time given a slave. He no longer needed the 
multiple rhythms of his African past but a steady beat to facilitate cooperate work, The 
American Negro was not the master musician that the native born African was. He had no 
need for a skilled, refined musical system. The American Negro's music tended to be more 
melodic, its meter simplistic compared to African polyrhythm, and its form, plain and less 
flexible. The American Negro's early use of improvising, perhaps better called 
embellishment technique, came more from his lack of knowledge of academic music and 
his attempt at performing music from an uneducated, untrained point of reference. Each 
generation of American Negro became more accustom to this newly adapted musical 
system and a way of performance was being developed that would led to jazz. The national 
tradition of the African musical system was weakened by his new cultural circumstances 
and certain musical elements were diffused into the new ones he found. As the Negroes 
adapted to his present circumstances and each generation grew more and more different 
culturally from his ancestors. His music continued to develop into a new style of 
performance and form as he adapted to his new social/cultural life style. He used, as a 
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model for his music, the European harmonic rhythmic system and style. There was no 
place in the new culture of enslavement that warranted African style music except perhaps 
for a while in places like Congo Square. 

Folk music traditionally passes from generation to generation, not unlike the 
legends of a people. In the slave environment the Negro found this path closed. There was 
no on-going family society. The gap from a different type of society in Africa to the closed 
society of the slave system created problems of the normal progression of a system of 
music and the result was a fusion into an entirely differently conceived one. 

The national tradition of African musical performance was not only weakened but 
in most cases there existed no chance for its continuance. The African style of performance 
(metamorphosis of a melody/rhythm) received little exposure. What resulted from this 
joining of the two styles? They diffused into the newly found American Negro style. The 
African music was very functional music, combining vocal, instrumental music and dance, 
using music in the most daily activities, seldom if ever using music as 'concert' music (a 
musician performing for an audience). Music was incorporated into the total life of the 
African. The American Negro used music while working and in the small amount of spare 
time he was allowed. He was asked to perform for his master and his guests. He used his 
music to express his own personal feelings, and, he used it in his religious services. 

A big step in the progress of his music came when the Negro finally individualized 
his arts. This separation took time. He still used music as functional purpose in his work, in 
his religious services and in play but music gradually changed into musical solidity. Thus it 
was not a particular song or musical form but the technique of music performance that was 
transmitted and diffused into the European style music. It was this heritage that was to 
become the most important asset diffused into Western European music. The African had 
the ability to adapt himself to a new type culture, developing his musical art into a new 
progressive direction and technique. 

One can find some resemblance between African songs and songs of the American 
Negro, leading to the question of the origin of these American Negro songs. Not only 
melodic likenesses but similar narratives are found in the songs that are geographically 
separated by thousands of miles of ocean. This is true, not only in the African case but 
many examples of other society's folk music, i.e., British, Scottish, American folk songs. 

During the middle ages, new narratives were eagerly sought after by the traveling 
minstrels. These narratives spread rapidly throughout the land. This was especially true of 
European cultures and it was this European culture whose influence spread around the 
world. Other cultures, such as the Oriental, Indian and African, did not attempt to explore 
the world, being in a closed society and not traveling outside their own small 
environments. The Moslems did spread their culture and occupied large areas including 
North Africa. This was more of a religious imperialism. The European imperialism while 
also religious was more so for economic reasons. Moslem imperialism was kept mostly to 
Northern African, along the shores of the Mediterranean Sea, with the Sahara forming a 
natural barrier to stop somewhat the spread of the Moslems South to the Sahara. They also 
occupied the Southern part of Spain. In time one culture will diffuse with another, one 
taking the dominant role. We see this did happen in North Africa between the Moslems 
and the Africans. But it was the Europeans that spread their culture throughout the world. 
The African cultures diffused into the American culture when contact was made. 

The Crusades brought back to Europe a number of cultural traits and artifacts from 
their Arab travels. In music they returned with new types of instruments, namely the 
cymbals and the Chalumeau (clarinet), but the Near Eastern musical system of the Turks 
was of little use to them. No real trace of any influence of the Islamic music system is 
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found to have been diffused into the European musical system by exposure to Islamic 
music, except perhaps in Spain. The Islamic influence is not seen in any African music. 
The two systems are found along side of each other in parts of Africa but no diffusion took 
place. 

While the Europeans made contact with the Africans for slave trade, they did not 
mix the two cultures, but just replanted the African into their culture in the New World. 
Thus the diffusion of musical styles took place in the New World's European culture. The 
African first had to be separated from his own culture and mode of life before any diffusion 
occurred. 

Just as the style of Oriental music is vastly different from European music, African 
music is different from Islamic. The African system melodically can be superimposed upon 
the Occidental (European diatonic system) harmonic system. If a diatonic scale is 
superimposed upon the African tonal system one gets a scale that closely resembles the 
well know jazz blues scale with differences in the 3rd, 5th and 7th degrees of the diatonic 
scale. 

Most of the Islamic music was secular. Very little music was used for religious 
purposes. The African religion and secular music was untied into one basic style. The same 
musical style was used for the rituals as well as for the work songs. 

It is this use of music by the Africans that is the important fact in its diffusion with 
the American Negro's use of the European diatonic harmony and style. The African found a 
different use of music in America. He had to understand its different concepts when using 
his African musical heritage. It would take exposure of a few generations to American style 
before the African fully understood this new style of performing and using music. 

The legends and history of a tribe in Africa was passed on through their arts. This 
history of Africa meant little to the American Negro. The normal progression of African 
heritage was broken by the enslavement of the African in the Western hemisphere. One 
common ground with the two cultures was in the comparison of the two religious cultures. 
The African could relate to the Christian religion. In slave music we see the same mode of 
performance in his religious music, his work songs and his play songs. One source of 
material the slave used was old English ballads and religious hymns as they were perfect 
for adaptation, much more than any African melodies. We find common use of these 
musical materials by both black and white performers, but, the style of interpretation and 
performance when used by each race was different. 

Folk songs are best transmitted through the unlearned performers, ignorant of any 
new culture and having a very strong religious belief, a trait common to the African and the 
American Negro. Usually the literary treatment of a ballad affects its traditional version. 
Much of the material used by the Negroes came from the Bible rather than the way of 
normal transmission. The Bible was familiar to the Africans early in their history, even 
before civilization came to Europe. The African would accept the existence of the God of 
the conquering nation as a stronger God That God was accepted and incorporated into his 
religion as a deity; much like a new Saint is brought into the Catholic faith. The Bible was 
translated into Africa language before its adaptation into English. 

Like folk songs, African music was oral, their being no notation system found. 
Their style, with its improvising-metamorphosis, did not lend itself to notation. Early 
attempts at writing down African music in Western European notation was not successful, 
nor were the attempts of early musicologist to write down American Negro musical 
interpretation. The oral tradition of the two schools of musical interpretation (African and 
American Negro) lent themselves to an accelerated diffusion of the new musical tradition 
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of the American slave. A more concrete musical system like the Occidental would not have 
the inherit possibilities of this accelerated growth. 

The use of the call and response technique gave this newly diffused music a 
strength not found in other folk music. In folk music the performer's memory is noted for 
its tenacity. The importance of personal participation in the music, not the melodic or even 
the narrative, made the Negro's music what it is. It was the emotions and original ideas in 
the slave's music that was the dominant factor, not the song being used. It was this 
creativity that brought about this new style, later to be known as jazz improvising and it 
brought about the African/European musical diffusion. 

The Negro had to begin to understand the European dominance of melody, 
harmony and concrete rhythm over his music's dominance of cross-unaccented rhythm. It 
presented the most difficult problems. He needed exposure to European melody and 
harmony, unknown to him at first. In using the European system (first solo, than in groups) 
the Negro began to evolve the style of early jazz's contrapuntal improvising style, a style 
common in African musical performance. The Negro was performing in the style of 
Bachian Counterpoint, the latter being unschooled, the former written by well-defined 
rules. It is ironic that the White man tried to copy the Negro style in minstrel shows when 
the style was an attempt at imitation by the Negro to begin with. When the White man 
wrote down the Negro improvised style of a piece of music, it no longer was improvised 
music, thereby no longer in Negro style. The Negro's attempt of copying the White man's 
music, giving it his own interpretation, was the beginning of jazz. This happened many 
years before 1900. Both the African and American Negro would improvise each chorus and 
would never repeat a chorus identical like the previous one. 

The Negro heard many different types of American music. Around the city of New 
Orleans, a very cultural and varied musical environment exposed the Negro to 
contemporary classical music, especially the French Opera. They heard the music of 
Handel, Mozart and the operas of Gretry, Dalayrac, Mehul and many others. They heard 
the music of the French marching bands, especially during the Napoleonic era. The Negro 
musicians, untrained in the classical disciplines, again attempted to copy the music they 
heard. From the Spirituals to classical music, the Negro interpreted them all in a similar 
style, playing them by ear many times and using his own style of improvisation and 
embellishments. 

Along with the songs they heard from the White population and the trained Creoles, 
the New Orleans Negro copied from the African songs he had heard or remembered. It was 
the African heritage in his use of music in the daily work routines that seemed to contain 
the African musical influence. As he worked he sang. He used African influenced songs 
when working in the fields. When he was in a boat rowing he copied the African boat 
songs. One of the main forms of transportation in Africa was the use of the many rivers 
that encompassed the African landscape. This African heritage was kept alive in America 
with the slaves using music for most every job or situation. 

Let us look at an account of the vicissitudes to which a Negro song was subject to 
when in the course of transmission. It sometimes found its way into print and/or was 
copied by others and attempts were made to duplicate the Negro performance. No copy is 
available for reference of an African folk song of early slave days. One of the first attempts 
at writing down an American Negro song is found in the collection of Allen in 1868 
entitled 'Slaves songs of the United States.' In it the author states that his printed notation is 
not even close to the way the Negroes sang them. So the earliest attempts at writing down 
the Negro style of performance is no where near the original sound of the Negro style of 
interpreting a song. As a song went through an interpretative performance, attempts were 
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made to notate the song as heard in performance. The next time the notator heard the song, 
it was different and the notation did not contain the same notes as were first rendered. 
When the printed music was performed by White musicians and reheard by a Negro 
performer it was given still another interpretation. This copy/re-copy of a sound seldom 
came close to the original song. As it continued to be performed the song continued to 
progress still further away from the original version. After years of these attempts it is no 
wonder that most Negro songs cannot be traced as to their origin. The song, having lost the 
original form and original structure, went through this filtering process completing the 
diffusion of African/European musical interpretation, developing into the unique Negro 
style of performance. This technique of interpreting European music by Afro-American 
Negro musicians into the improvising style of early Negro music in the United States 
gained notoriety around the 1900's. This style of improvising to a given early American 
song matured with passing generations, each generation creating an idea and fitting it to the 
new sound of the times. The same songs may still be around but the style changes, i.e., the 
song Cherokee by Ray Noble changed into a new tune, that of Charlie Parker's 
interpretation he called Koko. This same adaptation is seen in early Negro songs using 
European harmonies. The Negro technique of singing their Spirituals is the jazz technique, 
not as refined as a Parker chorus, but still improvising technique. In the 1870's the Negro's 
use of instruments intensified but the technique of performance really did not differ from 
vocal interpretations. Thus jazz was not really born in the 1900's as most jazz history books 
say, but became popular then. Its birth and growth began when the American Negro slave 
began interpreting European music and harmonies with an African concept which should 
really be called metamorphosis, not variation technique. 

At one time it was thought that one couldn't learn to improvise. The Negro didn't 
improvise by rules but by ear. When his improvisations were finally written down and 
analyzed, the art of jazz improvising could then be studied and duplicated. It was the early 
recorded jazz that enabled scholars to analyze the jazz style. In turn, musicians studied 
them and jazz improvising techniques became as familiar as Bach's improvising rules of 
counterpoint,  possessing rules and a theory to be used in jazz writing. 

As the American Negro musician began to understand the harmonic system, a 
normal progression can be seen; from the Negro work songs and spirituals to the early 
cakewalks to the birth of ragtime. Each time, after going through the progression of imitate 
and re-imitate the Negro's music was played by both black and White musicians. Ragtime, 
being the most successful of early Negro music, opened the eyes of the American public to 
the benefit and the capabilities of Negro music. This ragtime music, written down by 
trained Black musicians, was the turning point in American Negro music and led the way 
for the Black musician to express himself in the way he was suited best for - expressive 
music - jazz. Not only did the Negro musician adapt to the European harmonic system he 
improved on it from Armstrong to the musicians of today. 

A folk song, as a result of transmission, will have other changes take place. A hero 
of one country may become the hero of another. The original circumstances or the part 
spoken of can change, and even the location and profession, but the moral and general 
characteristics may not change. Thus, John Henry may have been a man in a mine as one 
text mentions but as the folk song circumstances change John Henry becomes a steel 
driving man on the railroad, but John Henry remains a hard working stubborn man. 

We must assume, that with every transmission, some accidental or even purposeful 
change will be incorporated; memory might fail, the listener might hear something 
interpreted differently or he might not understand the original meaning correctly and a 
perversion of sense will ensue or even non-sense - which might be the reason for some use 
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of syllables that have no meaning. The words are always in danger of change and the use of 
different dialects will also infiltrate the lyrics to a folk song. Both an unfamiliarity of words 
and their meaning, along with not hearing correctly will result in the corruption of the 
original words. 

The earliest that the Negro tunes found their way into print as previously mentioned 
was around 1868. It had been, in 1868, nearly 200 years since the first slaves land in 
America. There were, prior to 1868, attempts at preserving some Negro tunes in print but 
never successfully. We do have essays and writings about how the early tunes sounded. 
They compared the style of Negro singing to familiar White European music style. These 
essays, describing the style might be more valuable to us than the actual melodies, as the 
notes might be inaccurate attempts as writing down improvised music and stylistic 
variations not capable of being written down in traditional Occidental notation. This Negro 
style of singing tunes turned into our concept of jazz singing. It was because of this oral 
tradition of Negro singing, (passed from generation to generation), which was continued, 
that jazz developed the way it did. It is because it was a technique and not a folk-like 
melodic narrative style that the Negro style was preserved and passed on orally as an 
improvised technique of performance. As jazz is a performer’s art, its origin would also 
have to have been a performer’s art. So jazz then was born and developed in the diffusion 
of the oral improvising technique of the African combining with the European harmonic 
structure and meter. The European tradition of regular meter is often overlooked as a major 
influence in the diffusion of African music and European music. It was both the harmony 
and the meter that influenced African performance of music. African meter is very complex 
and early jazz did not have multi-rhythms, only singular meter. 

With the lack of stress on melodic music in Africa, the creative style of African 
music performance techniques became very important. But, the writing down of Negro 
melodies was invaluable to the progress of the art of jazz. It is the diffusion of African 
techniques and the written world of European music that made jazz become the art form it 
is today. As the Negro became educated (musically) and became able to read and write 
music we see the real progressive development of authentic Negro music called jazz. 

One of the major steps in advancement of the development of jazz came around the 
turn of the century (1900) when the American public could, for the first time, actually play 
Negro music in the form of ragtime. Ragtime is not jazz but uses jazz elements in its style. 
Its importance to jazz lies in the fact that it introduced Negro style music to the American 
White population who could now play the style and the rhythms they first heard in the 
music of Stephen Foster, in the cakewalks and the Negro work songs. When the American 
public accepted these, they laid the foundation for the acceptance of early style traditional 
jazz. All the facts blending together matured the Negro music of the times into the jazz we 
recognize. 

It is in the period around 1900 that we have labeled the beginning of jazz. We 
should label it the maturing of jazz and the beginning of the jazz soloist. This spotlight on a 
soloist, such as Louis Armstrong and Buddy Petit led away from collective improvising to 
solo work. The first chorus of a Dixieland number was still collective improvising but after 
that the soloist took over. This direct line of jazz growth from the Negro folk music to the 
jazz combo flourished in the early clubs of New Orleans. One can hear this relationship of 
the influence of Negro folk music in this early jazz improvising. Armstrong mentions how 
he attempts to sing through his trumpet. 

It has been said that the folk ballad is at its best when its subject matter is of purely 
popular origin and not based on tradition or a definite prose tale. The existence of a foreign 
traditional parallel is one evidence of this popular origin. Thus an existing parallel from 
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Africa could mean that the song might have been based on traditional American music. But 
even a traditional African tune would be changed as it travels through each new generation. 
No, we really must not look at the tune but the style. We do have prose from different 
countries that tell the same story. South American Indians tell of a White man that came to 
them much as the Bible tells of Jesus. All cultures seem to have similar creation stories. So 
to try and find direct influence of tunes from Africa or direct prose from Africa is hard to 
determine. In early Negro music in America, seldom is there an original ballad or song 
without some traditional background or parallel. The only question is whether the parallel 
is African, American or European? Was this early slave music more African or European? 
Could it be described as European music done in an African style? The new environment 
the slave was exposed to was nothing like his African culture. The use of music was 
nothing like the African use of the arts. While his new life had similarities it had many 
more differences, especially in the use of music in the two societies. The traditions in 
African society were no longer possible in their new society and culture. Most traditions 
and customs were dropped; many others took on new meaning. In the new Negro music of 
America, there were few parallels in melody and in subject matter. There are some parallels 
in the use of music in both the African and the new American life. Both were used while 
working .But, the traditional lines of transmission of folk music and songs were not 
present, especially between the African type of music and the entirely different concept of 
European music. Much like a person would mold a wet piece of clay into a form in this 
way the African took a piece of European music and developed, by his own creative 
improvisational style, an almost entirely new piece of music. To the Negro the song was 
just a vehicle for a creative stylistic performance. They were at first not trying to imitate or 
copy the piece of music under performance conditions but perform the piece giving it their 
personal stylistic rendition, with the final result much different than what was heard. The 
new Negro music, unlike the folk ballad, did not use tradition as its subject matter, but, 
used the actual story of some actual occurrences. It is based on fact, but it is not under any 
obligation to be loyal to this fact. Many times these Negro songs had double meanings, the 
purpose being different than a regular folk song. Strict accordance with history or actual 
facts should not be expected, and indeed, would be grounds for suspicion. Many Negro 
songs treat the facts with customary freedom and actually improve upon them greatly. 

The original popular Negro folk song did contain exaggeration; it was not prosaic, 
and not over-refined, nor sophisticated, but it was sentimental. Usually it did not preach a 
moral and there was a certain degree of probability, naturalness and brevity, and it might 
omit descriptions or explanations. It was also un-imitatable. 

 

Summary 

 
Negro folk music is a distinct species of poetry, the product of a homogeneous 

people, the expression of their common human nature, of the mind and heart of the Negro 
people, never of the personality of an individual person, and devoid, therefore, of all 
subjectivity and self-consciousness. The author counted for nothing, he is not important 
and the song, when performed is difficult to imitate. In transmission, the song departs from 
the original form (at least in the performance by unlearned people). It was at its best when 
it came down from a purely domestic tradition. Even though it might have come that way, 
it can be sometimes influenced by printed literature, depending upon the experience and 
selections of the performer and his memory. These performers were remarkable for their 
tenacity. The song would eventually become corrupt when it passed through many mouths. 
In the hands of a White minstrel, it still departed further from the original form. When it 
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moved into sheet music (printed) it is enfeeble or retrenched  and marred, though it might 
retain some original features, departing in different degrees from the original matter and 
style, with the written/printed version becoming the traditional version in time. We now 
can depend upon the tape machine for preservation and authenticity. The change of the 
hero's nationality, of his name, of his role and the change of the scene of action; all these 
might be changed in the transmission of the song. The corruption of the diction in 
perversion of sense or in nonsense by introduction of learned words can also be the result 
of transmission and must be caught early and put into print. Those not changed were the 
various dialect songs published in the late 19th Century-early 20th. The subject matter is 
usually purely popular. This popular origin is attested by foreign parallels in folk literature. 

In the course of transmission of Negro folk music, certain features, which are not 
characteristic of popular literature might be found; the subject matter did not deal usually 
in extravagance, it is not conical, nor sophisticated, it is not unnatural and trite or on moral 
subjects and the song is not incoherent. It may not be completely told, concluded, 
transmitted and all the preliminaries might be omitted and it is still not incoherent. In style 
the Negro folk song was artless and homely, lyrical, and required the support of a melody 
and the comment of a burden. The burden for the Negro was slavery. 
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THE ADDING OF COUNTERPOINT TO HARMONY AND ITS RELATIONSHIP 

TO JAZZ DEVELOPMENT 

 
Beginning with music's primitive utterances and lasting until 1600, music history as 

we know it was predominately the history of vocal music. African music, as we find it 
during the same time united language and music, the drums taking both the rhythmic and 
melodic elements of music. Whether African music would have changed without European 
musical intrusion, is conjecture, but even with the European influence it probably would 
not have changed stylistically because of its improvisory nature. A music system whose 
characteristic stylistic improvisatory technique stage of development will not need to 
progress or change very rapidly, if at all. While each performance of an African 
composition will be quite different and a feeling of change is heard, it is temporary change 
and cannot be called progressive change. In Improvisatory music, because of its very 
character, there is no need for any musical style advance, only modification within itself. 
Thus, when reaching the improvisatory/development stage, music in Africa ceased to 
progress structurally and stylistically, with progressive growth within itself, a growth that 
was not only continuous but one that brought excitement and life to each new performance. 
The African felt there was no need for change. Change does not necessarily mean musical 
progress. The metamorphosis improvisatory technique of African music ensured individual 
creative progress. During the 17th Century in European music. (Singling out the Camarata 
as an example), change was a quantitative change. In Africa change was qualitative. The 
technique of improvising kept African music exciting and fresh. Its brilliant improvising 
musicians were responsible for keeping the music from becoming stagnant. A good 
comparison: African music's progress is like a full-grown adult progressing, not in the 
physical sense in stature, but mentally. European musical progress was like the growth of a 
child into an adult where each week growth in statue can be seen until reaching maturity. 

In America, when African musicians were exposed to Western harmony, they 
assimilated it. This assimilation is akin to the assimilation of counterpoint into the new 
musical style called monody developed by the Florentine Camarata in 1600. Its 
assimilation can be seen in the Italian Madrigals of Monteverdi, known as the 'patchwork' 
madrigals. 

The 'New Music' as Caccini (a member of the Camarata) regarded it, was 
deliberately modeled on the tragedies of ancient Greece. American Negro music was based 
on European musical structure and based on their own life tragedies. The Florentine 
Camarata attacked the elaborate polyphonic imitative style of the Renaissance. The 
American Negro was forced to neglect his musical heritage of African 
contrapuntal/polyrhythmic style and adapted the European music structure that had been 
developed by the Camarata and others in the 17th Century. I might point out that this 
change did not come radically or rapidly and other colleagues also were thinking along the 
same lines. The Camarata has been given the headlines and are a good example of this 
change that was going on during this time. 

The polyphonic style of both the high Renaissance (counterpoint) and the African 
continent (polyrhythm) did not render the words clearly or express sufficiently the 
emotional content of the text. Both the Camarata and the Negro Slave's new musical style 
advocated a single vocal line supported by a series of simple harmonic changes. Even when 
sung in a Negro church concurrently with other singers the song remained an individual 
expression. The singers delivered the melodic line with great feeling and intensity while 
using an improvised or an embellishment style during performance. Both styles were born 
out of polyphonic textures and developed through the harmonic style with the use of 
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improvising. Also, they used the art of improvising in both the melodic line and in the 
accompaniment. We see the use of the lute and keyboard in early Monody. The banjo and 
guitar were used by the early Negro slaves, later changing to keyboards, when available, as 
accompaniment. I am not saying that the music of the 17th Century European school was 
copied by the Negro slaves. The Changes in Western European music was developing on 
the European continent, especially in Italy, around the same time the first slaves were being 
brought to the New World. The New World (America) in the 17th Century was rural, not 
only in its economic and social environments but especially in its music, most of it of a 
folk or religious nature. Much of the classical music heard was imported and played in the 
European style. It would be years before Native American composers were accepted into 
the classical circle, the first being Gottschalk and MacDowell. Both used, although 
sparingly, Negro themes in their music. (Gottschalk: "The Banjo" "La Bamboula". and 
MacDowell - "Uncle Remus") 

I am noting the similar development of the musical structure and progress of both 
the Camarata and the early Negro slave music. The styles were different but many of the 
techniques were the same, but of course being used in a different way and perhaps for 
different reasons. I believe that Negro music of this period (1600's) progressed to the 
Romantic style before its European counterpart. A close examination of the development 
of European music during the 17th Century will give us an idea of how the Europeans, 
especially the Italians, thought musically when they progressed from a contrapuntal style 
and texture to that of a monophonic one. Slave music was going through a similar 
development; from its African contrapuntal/rhythmic texture to monophonic Negro music. 

To the Negro slave the setting of the words became more important in American 
than in Africa. In European music - the change from counterpoint to Monody made the 
words equally important as the music. Before Monody the words were less important than 
either the contrapuntal texture or the compositional elements developed. 

During the 19th Century, European music's emphasis was in other directions in 
regard to the use of improvisory techniques. However, Negro music's direction led to more 
improvisation, leading to the development of jazz. This fact gives jazz a very important 
part in the history of music and leads us to an investigation as to why these two types of 
Monody led in different directions - as assimilation occurred in each. One reason might be 
in the difference in the development of each. We find a lack of melodic interest in Negro 
music, when compared to 17th Century European music. In Negro music the meaning of 
the words and expressing emotion far outweighed the concentration on melodic clarity and 
definition we find in European music. Another reason: the lack of academic complexity of 
the texture and the absence of notation due to the presence of improvisational material in 
Negro music. Also, Negro music was performed many times without instrumental 
background which left more of an opportunity for freedom in melodic lines without a 
dependence on a definite chord progression. Also, the European, with their notated music, 
developed a good reading skill that became necessary for an artistic performance, leading 
the performer’s skills away from the improvisational style. 

This new Negro music, at first, did not attract first-rate musical talent. The Negro, 
at this time, had no musical schooling, especially in European musical performance. Negro 
music when sung by a soloist stressed melodic variation and was not concerned with a lack 
of complex musical texture which he could not, at this time, create. The Negro/American 
had no choice but to accept a new language (English) which he had to adapt to a newly 
created assimilation in a living art - music. 

Monody, when first developed, appealed to the listeners understanding of the text 
not primarily to the singer, but did appeal to the artistic talents of the vocalist. When 
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singing this new style he could exhibit his skill in singing techniques, using the many 
embellishment techniques developing at this time in this new music. Two leading 
Monodists of the time, Peri and Caccini, were professional singers. 

The Italians developed Monody into the operatic 'Secco Recitative', the 'Arioso' and 
the 'Aria' - all forms of vocal virtuosity. The Negro slave developed 'Shouts', 'Spirituals', 
'Work Songs' and 'Blues." These early Negro musical forms could be called small soloistic 
improvised opera arias as they were developments of a continuous idea. 

The Italian Monody was written down, giving the performer some material from 
which to work with. The Negro Monody was performed without written structure, having 
been passed on by oral tradition. Improvising, while a technique of both styles in the 
beginning became more important in the performance of the Negro style of Monody. (See 
essay on the History of Improvising.) 

The Ballet, during the 16th Century, comprised a continuous series of dances based 
upon a story, with accompaniment by instrumental music. The Africans had a similar art 
form in their ritual dancing and religious ceremonies. But, one (European) was only an art 
form, the other (African), was both an art form and functional music, being used in 
everyday life. 

Monteverdi was the first great composer to combine the styles of counterpoint and 
Monody. In his opera 'Orfeo' (1607) Monteverdi mixed contrasting sections of counterpoint 
with Monody. Of interest in 'Orfeo' is the prologue. It consists of five variations on a 
ground bass (like Boogie Woogie bass), each variation being separated by an instrumental 
refrain called a 'ritornello'. Negro music, being an impromptu improvisory music, music 
that was difficult if not impossible to write down in European notation, had no composers 
to champion its cause until Scott Joplin. His Negro ragtime style music could be written 
down. Early development and musical progress of Negro music came from trial and error, 
with performance repetition used to reinforce credibility. 

 

Development of Classical Opera 

 
The dramatic portion of the opera developed to the point of using complex 

mechanics to produce many kinds of stage tricks, disguises, etc. One could compare these 
'tricks' with the Negro minstrel shows. To illustrate this comparison we can examine the 
comic opera 'Chi Soffre, Speri', written in 1639 by Marazzoli Mazzochi and any standard 
minstrel show. (One could compare them) 

In 1632 the opera 'Sant Allessio' by Landi, became a landmark as it showed a 
definite feeling for form and tonality and a striking use of text repetition. The twin pillars 
upon which all musical structure is built, Unity and Variety and its dependence on a central 
key became the 'bread which held the melodic sandwich together" and form and tonality 
now became increasingly inseparable. 

In 1639 operas were produced in public opera houses for the first time in Venice, 
melodies were becoming simpler and more singable, developments that insured its success 
with the 'common' people. 

Rhythms became more pattern oriented and harmonies tended increasingly to 
revolve around a tonal center. This change in music's tonal system was the result of a 
growing desire for greater emotional expression. This same desire is found in Negro music 
and is one of the reasons that Negro music became popular in the late 19th Century. During 
this time, American musical taste was moving away from the classical music of Europe to 
the music of Stephen Foster, Ragtime, minstrel melodies and the soon to be established 
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institution of Tin Pan Alley. Tin Pan Alley was destined to become the directional force of 
American popular music. 

European composers and their audiences were very well schooled and 
knowledgeable, having a highly developed musical taste. The majority of the American 
public was musically ignorant, save those of a small number of patrons living mostly in the 
largest cities, especially New Orleans the site of the first public performance of an opera in 
America. Ironically, European operatic music and Negro folk music developed 
concurrently in the city of New Orleans and are both said to be major influences in the 
formation of jazz. During this unity, both types were developing into a romantic style of 
music, adding degrees of emotion, sensitivity and self expression, with Negro music 
differing in its complexity and sophistication. Significantly, in both European music and 
Negro folk music, the art of improvising was becoming a dominate feature. The variation 
form was popular in both styles. They both continued their search for structural and formal 
use of improvisory style in this freely developing harmonic style. The classical style of 
variation is similar to improvisory style. Variation can be thought of as improvised music 
of more scholarly and compositionally constructed material. If we took a theme and 
improvised one chorus, then another, etc. and then write down the theme and the 
improvised choruses we would have theme and variation. When compared to a composer 
writing and a performer playing we have the difference, more in the way of production than 
in technique. 

When a composer stresses a specific element of music the other elements have a 
tendency to be either simplified or neglected. Negro music stressed improvising, which 
was accompanied by a simple chord progression. It might be interesting to point out that 
during the first century of slavery in America (17th Century); the European harmonic 
system also was in its infancy.  

 

Baroque Period 

(1600-1750) 

 

In this period of music history tonality was being established. Chromaticism was 
used both for emotional value and to contrast with or offset the main key without 
disturbing its central position. The Negro was attempting to adapt the African musical 
system to his newly acquired European system, diffusing it with harmonic elements. The 
Negroes' use of chromaticism is shown by his use of the 'blue' notes, again the direction 
and conclusions of these two styles of music seen to coincide. 

Harmonic stability, rhythmic simplicity and melodic contour control were 
characteristics of the style that formed the bridge between Bach and Haydn. In the late 
Baroque (1700-1750) polyphony reasserts itself, harmonies became more varied, rhythm 
more subtle and flexible, and melody becomes more sustained. 

Polyphony in Negro slave music and ragtime also asserted itself in the late 19th 
Century, especially in the polyphonic character of New Orleans jazz. Polyphony has always 
been a rich vehicle of expression, for it not only maintains a balance between the various 
musical elements, but it also reveals more completely what is perhaps the most unique and 
wonderful aspect of music - the ability to present distinct and individual ideas within an 
integrated and satisfying style and structure. Thus Negro's music came to the same 
conclusions as European art music, and, at about the same time but from a different 
concept and thought process. Like a road branching off into two different routes, ending up 
at the same destination, each musical system became distinctly different styles of music 
that later appealed to each other. Each would combine and use the material that their style 
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had emphasized along their traveled route to the present relationship of classical and jazz 
musical characteristics. 

Existing side by side in European music and yet in opposition to this trend toward 
expansion and enriched harmony came a pronounced preference for rhythmically simple 
and melodically catchy elements, a preference exemplified in Negro music. Europe society 
was diversified enough to be able to follow many different musical directions. Jazz had to 
wait until the 1940's when Bebop brought to jazz the harmonic expansion and rhythmic 
complexity seen in European music. If we look at 17th Century English vocal writing we 
will find a use of and fondness for iambic meter (short - long). This iambic rhythm is found 
in Negro music in the Cakewalk and Rags which were being heard and danced to on the 
plantation in the New World. The iambic rhythm was also characteristic of early Scotch 
ballads. Was the Negro's use of the iambic rhythm borrowed from the Scotch or English 
ballads? When used in European music the iambic rhythm sounded more like a mordant on 
the first beat of a measure. When the African/Negro American used iambic rhythm he was 
doing so from a background of using it, not in accented portions of a passage but as a 
rhythm unto itself. The Negro used it in his jigs and early fiddle tunes. One can find 
numerous examples of iambic rhythm in the music of English composer Henry Purcell. 
Purcell's music used iambic rhythm as a main rhythmic characteristic. This iambic rhythm 
occurred in English music much more than in French or Italian music, possible because as 
someone said, 'the more marked accentual nature of the English personality.' 

In the 'Traite' de l'Harmonie in 1722, the Frenchman Rameau believed that melody 
was born of harmony. In other words, every melody implies its own harmonization. This is 
certainly true of both late Baroque music and Negro slave music. In his 'Traite' Rameau 
stated that the major triad was the basis of all harmony and that the tonic, dominant and 
subdominant are the three fundamental chords in any key (The Blues have only these three 
basic chords.) Did Rameau make any mistakes in his thinking? I believe 20th Century 
harmonic practices proved him correct, i.e., that all chords are derived from the three 
fundamental ones. 

It was in the principles of the Bebop school in the late forties and early fifties, using 
new scales, altered tone and substitute chords, which proved that Rameau was correct in 
his theories. In the rules of chord substitution the II chord can be used in conjunction with 
the V chords, the VI chords (and Vi7) can be used as a I chord with an added VI, the III 
chord would be used with the I7. The VII is an extension of the V chord. That completes 
the scale. 

There are many other combinations: the IV and II chords, the IV and VI is the same 
as the minor II7 in inversion, the V7 can be replaced by the flat II or Db 13th (in the key of 
C major). Thus Rameau was the ancestor of jazz thinking and theory in the 1940's. We see 
again how jazz utilized European classical musical concepts and how it grew into harmonic 
complexity in adapting the system and using it. 

Not only his theories but Rameau's music comes close to jazz concepts. His use of 
large amounts of embellishments were like the jazz solos of Charlie Parker. Rameau's 
rhythmically, clear-cut melodies, including much dance music, lent itself to ornamentation 
very effectively. Rameau lived in the period of time between the Baroque and Classical 
period of music called the Stile Galant or Rococo. The use of variation technique and 
embellishment style during the Rococo is paralleled in American Negro slave music as it 
developed into an established musical system during the late 19th Century. European 
classical music, from the time of the Rococo, begins to change its direction away from 
improvising into definite musical structures and eventually jazz evolved also into written 
music during the swing era of the big bands. The process of musical progress developed 
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from the embellishments of the Rococo school to precise musical notation, from variation 
technique to developmental technique, championed by Beethoven. As the jazz musician 
became well schooled, his music would use the development technique, once it had 
explored the variation technique that European music had used earlier. This can be seen in 
the music of Charlie Mingus. Jazz arrived at the development stage in the 1920's with the 
classical use of jazz in the compositions of Gershwin, Copland, etc., and later in the 60's 
and 70's in the music of Charlie Parker, Charlie Mingus and Lennie Tristano. 

In the basic problem of form in music (and especially in relation to early Negro 
music) the ultimate problem is one of organized growth and the component problems of 
unity and variety. The basic musical tools used in a solution are repetition and contrast. In 
early Negro work songs the use of repetition was found in abundance. The need for 
contrast appeared in the use of the 'call and response' method, a method that has been found 
to exist in African music. The contrast came from the alternation of a small group or soloist 
and a larger group. Baroque music used this technique in the Concerto Grosso and in 
polychoral effects of the Venetian school of the late Renaissance. The Baroque 'terrace 
dynamics' and phrasing also could be placed in this category. But, if a composer limited 
himself to just repetition and contrast he would severely handicap himself because of the 
limitation upon the length one could attain with the amount of variety restricted. Criticism 
of early Negro music was in the direction of the boredom created by its use of repetition 
and the limit it put on the creativeness of the composer/performer. No matter how gifted 
the Negro was in rhythm and melody, these gifts would not be sufficient to build more 
advanced musical structure. While the early Negro slaves did not have schooling or 
teachers to advise him about musical compositional structures and techniques, he 
possessed a heritage that gave him this sense of unity and quasi-musical structure. The lack 
of schooling meant the Negro had to experiment and improvise to make musical progress 
in artistic directions. While his African forefathers had arrived at the metamorphosis, 
development, improvisory technique centuries earlier than the European school (who are 
now reaching that stage), the American Negro, when assimilating and diffusing his African 
musical heritage into the European music style, reached out and built on what music he 
was exposed to. This diffusion/assimilation of the two musical systems was accomplished 
without the aid of any extended formal musical training. He used what he had experienced 
and remembered from Africa and what he was exposed to in America, diffusing them into 
what we call American Negro slave music. 

There are numerous ways that musical themes may be treated, but, the ways can be 
reduced to two fundamental processes: variation and development. The ways to vary a 
theme are endless. Basically one may variate the rhythm, melody, harmony, texture, tempo, 
meter, style, dynamics and timbre. The Negro, in attempting to apply his rhythmic heritage, 
varied the rhythm with his use of what I believe was unintentional syncopation, resulting in 
an embellishing of the melody by anticipating the beat of the melody, developing into what 
we know as jazz rhythms. Syncopation in jazz began as a melodic concept not a 
rhythmically alteration of a beat. The Negro varied the melody with his improvising; the 
variation of the harmony came later in jazz history when the use of development technique 
directed jazz into a true art form in the 1940's. This step had to wait until the diffusion 
proceeded to the step which would require the musician to have an understanding of the 
European harmonic system. This step would make the diffusion of the two systems 
complete. 

In classical music the basic principle governing variation writing is that the original 
is partially recognized in the variation and at the same time avoiding the hint of repetition. 
In the American Negroes use of variation technique, there was no need for him to retain 
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any resemblance of the beginning theme and indeed, many times he would not wait until 
the first chorus was finished before he began to improvise. His first chorus was a variation 
of a theme that might not even be fully stated but the theme was understood by those that 
were familiar with it. 

The application of the variation technique in jazz might state a theme using jazz 
rhythms but with the theme still recognizable. It might use the harmonic structure and just 
improvise on the chord structure. This was popular during the Bebop era (1945's) when 
musicians used the chord structure of a standard song and wrote a new composition on it. 
Example: Koko - a tune written on the chord structure of the tune, "Cherokee." 

In the classical use of variation technique, the variation is apt to retain the phrase 
structure of the original. The Negroes use did not. His early style might better be called a 
free embellishment technique rather than variation technique. . He did usually stay within 
the length of the composition in regard to total number of measures but did not follow the 
rules as the schooled classical musician did. The Negro used music to express his feelings. 
The variation form was the ideal form for this need. But, was he really using the variation 
form? I believe he was using the variation technique, or better yet, the embellishment of a 
theme rather than a variation of it. It had no planned variations. The song was a vehicle for 
his self expression. The Negroes use of the improvisory technique was the 
embellishment/ornamentation technique, much like the Baroque/Rococo used. (The 
embellishment style, in each style (Jazz and Baroque) naturally evolved into variation 
style.) The result would be different each time and was not a variation of the original. In 
the classical variation, if one or two elements are changed, the other main elements will be 
retained. If the rhythm is changed the harmony will probably not vary. In the Negro's use, 
everything might be changed. If we knew now what any early jazz musician thought as he 
improvised than we would know how jazz was born. Was jazz developed deliberately, with 
thoughts of a new concept? Did the early jazz musician think of a chord progression or a 
certain scale as he improvised? Did he at first just embellish the melody? How much music 
theory did the early Negro musician possess? 

We know the Negro improvised music during his church services, singing shouts, 
spirituals, etc. He sang the spirituals not only in church but in the fields along with his 
work songs. The field songs usually were more repetitious than the church spirituals and 
were not as elaborately embellished. In the singing of the spirituals the Negro used 
elaborate embellishments which were apropos inside the Negro church services which 
emphasized congregational participation and self-expression of faith. 

The singing of the Negro Spirituals with embellishments was the real beginning of 
the birth of the jazz technique. As with church congregations of today, most of the 
congregations do not know how to read music notation. They do not know what a chord 
progression is or even what a scale is. The Negro congregations of the early 19th Century 
must have been the same. When they sang a spiritual their execution of improvisory 
material was not based on a chord progression or scale but was only an embellishment of 
the melody. This singing style was carried over to instrumental music. (Buddy Bolden was 
said to have been influenced by the musical interpretations of the melody he heard while 
attending church services.) 

The other, and I believe the most important ingredient in evolving jazz, was supply 
and demand. During the 19th Century dancing was the most popular of social activities. In 
and around New Orleans there were many more dances then dance musicians. To 
compensate for this shortage, we find the use of quick trained musicians to fill the need. 
Kid Howard was said to have been taught to play drums for dancing, using the most simply 
of drumming beats. The lack of musical training and the dependence on the use of the ear 
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to compensate also led to more improvising to fill in missing phrases or bars in which the 
ear could not hear the original phrase - so one had to improvise. Faking would assume an 
important role in the evolution of the jazz technique. The two: faking and supply and 
demand for bands, helped to evolve and develop what finally emerged as a style of playing 
called jazz. As these and other dance musicians used this style and when well trained 
musicians entered the dance band media, this emerging jazz style, both rhythmic and 
harmony continued to evolve into more developed jazz styles. 

Secular music improvising, copying church spiritual style, used the melodic 
embellishment style also, mixing it with harmonic and rhythmic elements of the march and 
other popular secular styles. Somewhere between the diffusion of the church spiritual 
embellishment performance technique and the discovery by the ear that this embellishment 
style was compatible with a harmonic and rhythmic background, jazz evolved. This theory 
might also account for the use of the mixture of major and minor thirds being sounded 
simultaneous. It would also account for the use of syncopation through an application of 
the embellishment technique; the musician arriving at a melody note before its actual time 
in a measure. This maturing of jazz was furthered when popular ragtime orchestras and 
other popular dance groups added instruments capable of playing chords, thereby being 
able to drop some musicians from harmonic duties - one chordal instrument could take the 
place of 3 or 4 musicians. The use of two soprano instruments (clarinet and trumpet) and a 
lower voice (trombone) was like the technique of singers (two women and one man) in 
church performance, and three instruments could cover the major triad. This church style 
continued outside the church but when performed by instruments, it became New Orleans 
polyphonic jazz. 

There are other similarities between the development of classical forms and the 
musical predecessors of jazz: The development of pre-ragtime music to jazz is similar to 
the evolving of the Fugue from the Ricercar. The Fugue developed first from the mono-
thematic Canzona and Ricercar, leading to the poly-thematic Ricercar and directly to the 
Fugue. The Cakewalk and Jig were mono-thematic, evolving to the poly-thematic 
Cakewalk leading directly to the multi-thematic Rag. The history of the march has a similar 
ancestry and Ragtime form evolved into a form very much (almost exactly) like that of the 
March. 

 

Development 

 
It is the use of motifs that characterize musical development. A theme is best if it is 

suitable to subdivision (dividing phrases into smaller parts).Variation is the changing of an 
entire theme, usually retaining the original form. Development is the free use of small 
motifs taken from the theme. Modern jazz used this technique in the free forms of 
contemporary sounds. Development grew out of repetition and extension and is the step 
before metamorphosis, the place African music was when the African continent was 
opened up by Western Europeans. Jazz's use of riffs would also be characteristic of African 
practice. It is my opinion that African music was far more advanced than European music 
when the Europeans came to Africa, having passed through (or by-passing) the repetition, 
variation and development phases of music and fully established in metamorphosis 
technique centuries prior to European intervention. 

The African's style of performance actually is not theme and variation technique. It 
is more of an improvised development technique. When first heard, African music was 
misunderstood. The technique they used should have been called musical metamorphosis. 
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The development technique became the most popular way of composing in the late 
classical symphonic school, its beginnings being found in the growth of the Sonata Form 
and its use of tonality. The European school progressed along the line of the development 
technique. African music progressed past the development stage to a complete 
metamorphosis technique. 

The great task of the newly emerging European instrumental music from the 
polyphonic era was in finding the solution of the problem applying to instrumental music, 
especially wind instruments. How to adapt music that had been suited for voice, strings and 
organ was the problem. The strings and organ can sustain and produce legato phrasing 
better than wind and other various types of keyboards. The Negro had the same problem in 
the African polyrhythmic texture. It needed to be assimilated into European homophonic 
style. The tasks of the two problems were similar, and their solution would not occur at the 
same time. In vocal music it was easy to give a leading part (melody) to a soloist, 
supporting it with an accompaniment of distinctly secondary importance. In instrumental 
music the traditions of part writing for ensembles and the involved apparatus of the basso 
continuo opposed such a radical change. The solution was to come from a single 
instrument capable of representing the full body of many-voiced instrumental music, but 
not necessarily restricted to a continuous employment of the whole apparatus of this body. 
Clavecin music (piano) was destined to fulfill this mission. It did not involve from the 
organ as had the Italian and German harpsichord, though both were played with a 
keyboard. It was not intimately tied to polyphony. 

The Negro solved his problem of needing an instrument to provide the chordal 
background by importing the African banjo and using the guitar. The popularity of 
guitar/string bands were predecessors of the New Orleans jazz combo. The Negro adapted 
them to the newly acquired harmonic system. He knew no rules of voice leading, etc. and 
used the basic I, Iv and V chords so popular in the blues. 

The classical rules of voice leading were drastically altered. Without the sustained 
sounds of the organ the new instruments lost their sonority before the expiration of the time 
value of the notes and space was left between each note. This was solved in the Baroque 
Period by the art of 'diminution' (embellishment). In jazz it was solved the same way and 
furthered by the 'jazz break.' The different polyphonic parts no longer represented different 
individuals but the different aspects of one individual (monody). In classical music the lead 
was taken by Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757). In Negro music, with no tradition of 
classical interpretation, he used embellishments, but not for the same reasons. The 'fill-ins' 
by the instruments, like in the blues, were actually extensions of the voice and were for the 
purpose of self expression. 

African music, when it was first heard, was considered primitive music, according 
to European standards and rules. Upon examining it using European rules, the music might 
have appeared primitive. While the main elements of European music was harmonic, the 
main element of African music was rhythmic. The lack of definite, devisive form in 
African music was due to the emphasis on rhythm (not harmony and form) and to its 
creative improvisory practice of performance. 

African music, using the metamorphosis technique, did not create definite forms. 
Each performance was different as to length, content and form. Thus the African was not 
applying the variation technique. Many writers called it that, probably because it was 
improvised, or through their own musical ignorance. 

The African slave did apply his performance techniques to European music. The 
new Negro music developed no new forms, only new ways of using the 
improvising/embellishment technique of performance. To develop new forms the African 
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needed more use of contrast in his music. He also had no type of release from tension or 
realization, or loud to soft, or consonance to dissonance. To have this it would be necessary 
for rhythm to assume a lesser role at certain times by remaining in the background while 
other musical elements take over. This is never found in African music. 

The history of jazz can be used as a microcosm of the complete progress of musical 
history - from the multi-rhythm of African music to  polyphonic New Orleans jazz, to 
classical Chicago jazz to the Romantic Bebop. Finally the dodecaphonic music of Ornette 
Coleman and Stravinsky. What took the classical school thousands of years to develop has 
been developed by jazz in less than one hundred years (Rock music completed this trip in 
only about 30 years). The Negro's use of the variation technique (romantic) was an 
expression of his emotions. The variation as used by the European school (classic) was a 
manifestation of his academic achievements. (The cool school of jazz would be placed in 
the classical camp and Bebop in the romantic camp). 

This change in musical direction had, as its catalyst, the infinite conflict of 
philosophy between the greatest two adversaries - the classical mind vs. the romantic heart. 
The mind vs. the heart. The classical vs. the romantic will always be in conflict as sure as 
night follows day and thereby assuring change and progress in music and keeping jazz's 
eternal pendulum moving forever. 
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THE HISTORY OF IMPROVISATION 

IN REGARD TO JAZZ HISTORY 

 

The art of improvising (spontaneous creativity) is as old as music itself. Because of 
its nature, music is theorized as beginning as an improviser art. Language is said to have 
began as music and was established when certain sounds were concentrated into definite 
associated actions with their corresponding sounds. Music then developed into one 
direction and language the other. 

Early man had both a need for communication and reaction and many times 
combined the two, much as the African combined his music with communications. This 
relationship led to the attachment of music to pagan rituals of a religious, supernatural 
nature. Music writing in a much later development in music history. The art of improvising 
is continuous throughout music history. 

The earliest musicians were both composers and performers. These qualifications 
can also define today's jazz musician. As early music became more refined and certain 
religious rites were repeated, a standardization of the music occurred. This music, not 
having the capacity for written notation was passed on by rote to each generation of 
musicians. By this method, each generation's interpretation changed somewhat, much like a 
piece of folk music develops, the rendered music a copy of the original with personal 
embellishments. These personal musical expressions took on individual interpretations, 
attitudes, prejudices and preferences, many time without realizing it. 

Through time the musical art grew with certain melodies and rhythms being 
repeated and at times, written down. Thus the cycle was developed from improvised music 
to traditional repetitions of written down melodies with each in its time, lying dormant in 
the background waiting for its turn to rise again. (The first serious attempt at notation was 
the Nuemes of the Middle Ages.)  This musical alternation is best seen in the activity of the 
Romantic Period of music when the improvised style was pushed into the background. It 
did not stay surpressed long. Its birth again in the 20th century was championed by the 
performances of jazz. Improvising occurred also in both African and Oriental music but out 
concern will be its history and application in European / American music. 

Even in the Romantic Period, with its emphasis on musical precision and exactness 
through notation, the urge to improvise manifested itself in varying degrees and intensities. 
This alternation of written vs. improvised music can be seen in the change from the 
Romantic Period to the Modern Period around 1900 with the development of a new school 
in music called the Impressionistic school that led to the modern school of atonality. 
Actually one may consider jazz a high development of the Romantic Period, it alone 
competing with the new atonality school. 

From Opera (1600) to jazz (1900) no style of music escaped the influence of the 
improvised technique. Almost every development of a musical form had in its history, 
elements of improvised material. Improvising has been a strong influence in creating and 
developing new forms and styles. Many began as improvised forms such as the figured 
bass of the /baroque period, the Cadenza of the Concerto in the Classical Period, the 
Chorale preludes, the Fantasy-Rhapsodies, and especially in the technique of Theme and 
Variations, which could be called solidified improvisation by use of notation. 

 

Early Christian Music and Improvising 

 
In a report of Tertullian (155-222) the antiphonal singing of his day was open to 

improvising, a sort of imitative application. The melismatic portions of the Gregorian 
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Chants are essentially improvisory in nature. Tracing the roots of the Gregorian Chant 
leads us back to its predecessor the Jewish Chant (Sic: a thought - was the Jewish Chant 
influenced by the African Chant during the enslavement of the Hebrews by the Egyptians, 
or by the ancient Persian music.) The Jewish Chant did not change through improvised 
technique as it was part of a religious ceremony. African Chant was also used in religious 
rites and also in the activities of everyday life. African Chant has been likened to Gregorian 
Chant rather than Jewish Chant when perhaps it should be more closely linked to the 
Jewish Chant. After all, Christianity was much later arriving than the Jewish influence that 
was exposed to the African Chant during the Hebrew captivity in Africa. 

In the Christian Chants, the melodies of the Graduals, the Alleluias of the Tract, the 
offertories and the Communions were sung, with the technique of added ornamentation, by 
improvisory technique. In the offices of the church, Cassian (died before 435) tells of 
improvising additions of coloraturas to the psalms. There are many accounts of the use of 
improvising in the jubilus. The very character of the Nuemes dictated that embellishments 
and interpretation in performance were essential to their style. Improvising was almost 
mandatory to a final realization of their meaning and of their interpretation for 
performance. Being very ambiguous and lacking stability, the Nuemes lent themselves to 
improvisory interpretations and they were really a very definite and important step one in 
the history of notation. 

The advent of what we call, in the beginning, harmony, was investigated by both 
singers and instrumentalist prior to its acceptance. Polyphony had begun by the 
improvisory technique of adding another part to an existing melody, passing through 
Organum to the definitive notational technique of writing using a Cantus Firmus. The 
history of Homophony and Polyphony parallels the history of improvising. 

As this improvisory technique was developing new forms through experiments in 
tonal space, we find music heading toward its harmonic stage with the evolution of Faux 
Bourdon, a technique that is similar to the one used in African performance practices. Faux 
Bourdon used the third of the chord in the bass as opposed to Organum that used the 4th 
and/or the 5th. Names we associate with the Faux Bourdon style are: Dunstable, Dufay and 
Binchois. 

During the Renaissance we see the continued growth of improvisory technique in 
the Basse-Dance: 

 
"The later stage of the discussion began with the realization that the 

Basse Dance of the 15th century was performed as a polyphonic 
composition in two or more voices. . . In a polyphonic rendition, the tenor 
serves as the Cantus Firmus of an improvised setting in which the lower part 
is played on the trombone, the extemporized counterpoint on shawns or 
cornetti." (1) 
 
Also, in discussing the polyphonic Spagna of Gulielmus, Bukofzer states: 
 

"In its lack of further organization, the setting of Gulielmus stands very 
close to improvisation, and it can safely be assumed that it represents the 
type of improvised dance music that we have been hoping to find for years 
and that the sources record so rarely, precisely because it was improvised." 
(2) 
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The Spaniard, Diego Ortiz (1553), in his second book of his Treatise gives a highly 
illuminating account of various manners of improvisation for the viola da gamba. He 
presents a whole group of variations on un-named Cantus Firmi (Spagna, Passamezzo, 
Antico, Moderno, Folia, Romanesca, and Ruggliero).  Ortiz distinguishes three types of  
improvisations: (1) tenors, (2) ground basses, and (3) complete compositions (Chansons 
and Madrigals). He illustrates the 'second manner' of improvisation with six Recercadas, 
which are all based on the same tenor. This Cantus Firmus, or as he calls it, Canto Llano, is 
none other than the Spagna. He writes it for harpsichord and viola da gamba, and in his 
instructions he prescribes that the harpsichordist play the Cantus Firmus with improvised 
chords and that the gambist improvise his counterpoint as solos. His Treatise indicates that 
the Spagna has obviously severed its relation with dance music and had become merely a 
scaffolding for improvisations. The development of this form parallels the growth and 
relationship of jazz, both beginning as dance music and using improvisory techniques. (3) 

The extremely florid nature of the counterpoint of the Spagna characterizes it as a 
highly stylized show piece for an improvising virtuoso. 

In his Treatise, Ortiz one can see the tradition of the Basse Dance, characterized by 
improvisations on extended Cantus Firmi, and improvisation on the more recent and 
shorter bass passages of the Passamezzo family that all have their point of contact. These 
bass patterns remind one of the Boogie Woogie patterns of 20th century jazz music.  

In further mention of improvising Bukofzer says: 
 

"A similar development in the Italian dance song has been shown by 
Gerson Kiwi. The final confluence of the different streams can be seen in 
the well-known improvisations on the even more concise and tonally more 
characteristic ostinato basses of the Baroque era. The Spagna of Gulielmus 
gives us what are to date the earliest musical examples of the tradition and 
more nearly reflects the improvisatory performance of the Basse Dance than 
any other of the known arrangements. "(44) 
 
Thomas Morley, in his well known book, "A Plain and Easy Introduction to 

Practical Music," tells his pupil many times about the technique of 'extemporizing.' 
 
"Now I pray you set me a plainsong and I will try how I can sing upon it". 
(5) 
 
"The rules of counterpoint in fact spring from, and are identical with, the 
rules for singing a satisfactory extempore counter tune to a given theme." 
(6) 
 
In the third part of the book Morley begins by setting his pupils to extemporize 

freely on a given 'Canto Furmo.' 
 

"The name of descant is usurped of the musicians in divers 
significations; sometimes they take it for the whole harmony of many 
voices; others sometimes they take it for one of the voices or parts; and that 
is why the whole song is not passing three voices; last of all they take it for 
singing a part extempore upon a plainsong, in which sense we commonly 
use it; so that when a man talketh of a Descanter it must be understood of 
one that can, extempore, sing a part upon a plain song." (7) 
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The technique of singing over a Cantus Firmus or Ground-bass furthered the 

growth of music toward harmony. (One can compare a chorus of a Dixieland number to the 
performance of the Renaissance Basse Dance as both are improvised polyphony.) With 
parallel parts added in the same rhythm, we see the growth of harmony and of the 
important part that improvising played in furthering the development of harmony. 
Harmony, in the future, was to further the use of improvising. 

This improvising counterpoint is reported by many writings from the 16th century. 
One example, Ippolito Chamatero di Negri (a choir master) writes about this technique and 
reports his choirboys and singers: 

 
"Success achieved by his singers by improvising of choirboys from his 

Mass especially the Gloria Patri that was repeated improvised up to 20 
times." (8) 
 
Improvising was used extensively by the organist and lutist of the 15th and 16th 

century. The popular songs of Paul Hofhaimer, and, Francesco Landidi (a blind organist), 
proved the importance of improvising. This emphasis on improvising cannot only be seen 
in the many written records and musical notation but also in the test given to candidates 
seeking organ jobs. The applicant had to play a fantasy on a given theme from a Kyrie or a 
Motet in strict 4 part setting. This not only required the candidate to know the rules of 
counterpoint but he had to be highly creative in the art of improvising and spontaneous 
creation. Then, the candidate had to play a Cantus Firmus, Fugally, in four parts. Finally, 
he had to imitate and answer in modulation a verse from an unfamiliar composition intoned 
by the choir - all this without any preparation except his previous schooling and skill. 

From the highly developed improvised background of the Renaissance, through the 
Baroque further extension of the skill of improvising, we come to the highest point of 
ornamentation and improvising, that of the Rococo, or Stile Gallant period (1725 - 1775). 
The growth of improvised ornaments now became fully traditionalized, and one can find 
perhaps the most complicated form of writing down ornaments and embellishments, 
probably in the history of music, by a series of symbols. The spontaneous playing of 
ornaments and embellishments has always ended up in written tradition. (In jazz, small 
combos used 'head' arrangements; this technique grew into the big band 'head' 
arrangements of the early jazz bands such as Count Basie and Duke Ellington, and Chick 
Webb and Fletcher Henderson, leading to the very complex arrangements of the present big 
bands of Ferguson and Tabakan.) 

 

THE PRACTICE OF TRECENTO MUSIC 

1300 - 1400 

 
The musical life of the 14th century was very full and varied. Literary sources 

mention love songs, folk songs and dances that have been almost entirely lost. Paul Lang in 
his book Western Civilization mentions the Trecento practice of performing music: 

 
"But even the manuscripts containing the music itself do not constitute 

satisfactory documents for a complete picture of the music of the period, 
because this period was an era of improvisation in which the written 
composition represented only the frame upon which the musical piece was 
built. Parts were added, the 'hoquetus' applied, and all sorts of instruments 
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joined the singers. Drone basses, supplied by the drone tubes of the bagpipe 
or the strings of the viele, were exceedingly popular but, although their use 
changes the whole complexion of the composition, they were never noted 
down. A composition was executed according to its graphical aspect only if 
all the required factors happened to be on hand. But if a singer or an 
instrumentalist was missing, his part was simply omitted, or if there was a 
player too many, another part was composed or improvised and added to the 
existing parts." (9) 
 
During the 16th century, improvising, both with the voice and with an instrument, 

was a much respected accomplishment. This practice was described in Boccaccio in the 
Decameron when an epic song is heard whose stanza alternates the viol and lute while 
extemporizing singing is done. 

The string instruments were accompanied in the Baroque period by a harpsichord 
playing in the figured-bass style. This figured-bass style can be seen in the free fantasies, in 
ostinato variations and in other freely composed and improvised compositions. The 
Baroque should be called the figured-bass period. 

In the Renaissance the most popular instrument for improvising was the viola 
bastarda. The style of a viol improvising over a four-voice polyphonic song gave way to an 
accompaniment in the new monodic style and ushered in the harmonic style to go with the 
polyphonic one. The combination of both the harmonic and polyphonic style is seen best in 
the music of J. S. Bach. One can find the improvising style still alive in the Baroque in the 
music of Bach. His improvisation in his organ playing became legendary. Schweitzer 
writes on Bach's figured bass: 

 
"Figured bass in the rules and principles of accompaniment that he gave 

his pupils is the most perfect foundation of music. It is executed with both 
hands in such a manner that the left hand plays the notes that are written, 
while the right adds consonances and dissonances thereto, making an 
agreeable harmony of the glory of God and the justifiable gratification of the 
soul." (10) 
 
Bach's mastery in improvisation was well known and was more famous for it than 

for his compositions. He was often asked by his friends to improvise and usually obliged. 
When he improvised, and sometimes it was as long as two hours, the theme remained the 
same from beginning to end. First he made a prelude and a fugue, then in a trio or a four-
part movement showing his mastery of the organ registration; then finally came a chorale 
prelude, and concluding; a new fugue on the same theme. His son Emmanuel had said that 
the organ compositions we have in writing give no adequate idea of the magnificence of 
Bach's improvisations on organ. 

It gave Bach particular pleasure, when improvising, to go into all possible keys, and 
to move about, even in the most distant keys in such a way that his listeners did not even 
observe it, but thought he had only modulated within the inner circle of a single key. The 
most famous instance of his glory improvising came when he was visiting Frederick the 
Great when he was asked to play for the great King, a flute player himself. This is related 
by Bach's son Freideman: 

 
"But more interesting than all this is the fact that for this evening the 

King gave up his flute concerto performance/rehearsal and invited the so-
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called 'old Bach' to try his Silbermann 'forte-pianos,' of which he had 
several, in different rooms of the castle. The musicians accompanied them 
from room to room, and Bach had to try all the pianos and improvise upon 
them. After he had done this for some time, he asked the King to give him a 
fugue subject for him to work out impromptu. The King was astonished at 
the crudite way in which his theme was developed extempore, and 
apparently in order to see how far such an art could be carried, expressed a 
wish to hear also a fugue in six parts. As, however, it is not every theme that 
is suited for this kind of polyphony, Bach chose one himself, and developed 
it immediately, to the great admiration of all present, in the same brilliant 
and learned was as he had formerly done the theme of the King. Then the 
King wanted to hear him on the organ. He accordingly took him, on the 
following days, to all the organs to be found in Potsdam, as he had taken 
him previously to all the Silbermann forte-pianos. After his return to 
Leipzig he worked out in three and six parts the theme the King had given 
him, adding various clever canonic manipulations of it, had it engraved on 
copper with the title 'Musical Offerings' and dedicated it to its inventor, 
King Frederick the Great of Prussia."(110) 
 
During the Baroque Period, almost every type of composition was subject to 

improvising. Only the Catholic mass seemingly escaped its influence, however one must 
consider the fact that many masses utilized themes from even popular sources, the 
composer thus creating a new composition from an already well known song, he is using a 
variation technique whose beginnings were from spontaneous improvising, then one can 
say even the Mass was subject to improvisory influences. 

It was also the practice to write a number of different Agnus Dei, the performer 
selecting which one he would use. As it was used at the time, the Agnus Dei actually was a 
group of variations on the same theme. Baroque music was also subject to individual 
interpretation, not only melodic improvising but individual expression called reservata. The 
written composition was not capable of transmitting the reservata qualities; these had to be 
interpreted by each performer. Musica Reservata then was not only a new style of 
composition but also a new style of performance, and the two factors were inseparable. 
One will find many great composers from Josquin to the Gabrielis' and Monteverdi who 
were inspired by this double task, which grew to pervade every part of their music and 
which finally passed over in time from the calm atmosphere of the Renaissance into the 
unruly world of the Baroque. Besides the musical form/style of the musica reservata, the 
characteristic emphasis was n musical interpretation, on expression, on the effects, and 
parts of the melody include the so-called coloratura and embellishment as an integral part 
of speech. Consequently their role was not that of mere embellishments. It led to the music 
drama. 

In 1608 Banchieu composed pieces where the singers did not know what the other 
was going to sing - this gives us another early example of polyphonic improvising. The 
century old practice of this 'melismatic decoration' became traditionalized. After 
progressing to written symbols they were know by names such as tremolo, groppo, etc. In 
the music of the Renaissance and the baroque the emphasis became more of a performer's 
art than a composers' one. What we find as written compositions in manuscript, the music 
only presents a part of the actual performing technique and the final sound would be quite 
different. It might be added, that quite often, composers were one of the performers. To 
illustrate how important the performer was, and how the written composition was but a 
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skeleton of what was to be played, one could think of a comparison using a piece played by 
the Charlie Parker Quartet, if they only played the first chorus and not any choruses 
improvised. We could never appreciate Parker's genius at improvisation. 

Out modern style of improvising over a chord pattern began in the early Baroque 
with the development of Monody and the art of through-bass accompaniment, also known 
as basso Continuo or figured bass. So many think that the art of improvising was a 
development of jazz, but, jazz improvising began as an imitating of pieces heard and was 
the attempt by the early jazz musicians at interpreting the dance music of the era giving it 
their individual performance techniques. 

The Baroque Period (1600-1750) stands as one of the most creative periods in 
music history. Its newly developing forms were built on the art of improvising as inherited 
from the wide use of the improvisory technique practice of the Renaissance. A period of 
concrete development in musical forms is usually preceded by one of extensive use of 
improvising. (Example: early jazz progressed into big band arrangements.) So, the jazz of 
today is laying the foundation to a period of fruition in the future as the Baroque was 
preceded by the Renaissance. 

In the Baroque, improvisation can be found in secular and sacred music, opera or 
small ensembles. Recalling J. S. Bach's experiences with Frederick the Great, if we 
examine Bach's Art of Fugue (containing 14 fugues, all on the same subject) it is nothing 
but a series of fugal  variations on one theme. It was Bach's last large work (the Chorale 
Prelude 'Vor Deinen thron Tret Ich', was his last works - a small Chorale Prelude for 
organ.) It is not unlikely that the theme of the Art of fugue had been one of the themes 
Bach used for improvisations prior to using it as the theme for Art of Fugue, as it lent itself 
to further development. Musicians of Bach's day were trained to improvise on given 
melodies. 

In 17th century England, it was a sign of good breeding to be able to sing and play 
upon an instrument, to compose and to extemporize on a melody. To be able to improvise 
on the Bamba was the highest goal of virtuosity. Rousseau speaks of this skill of 
improvising as "more science, more spirit, and more technique than all other kinds of 
playing." 

The music of the 17th century gives us only an approximate idea of how the music 
really sounded when performed by the virtuosi of the era. The composer indicated the 
outlines of the work, leaving it to the performing artist to embroider it with ornaments. 
Many scores contain only the solo part and the outline of the bass part (thorough-bass). The 
rest, including the instrumentation, was left to the singers, players and conductor, who was 
usually a player on the harpsichord. 

This most typical feature of Baroque style, ornamentation, is found in abundance in 
all forms of the Baroque art. The collective technical term for the improvised 
ornamentation was "diminution" was, in the words of Praetorius, "One long note is 
resolved and broken into many other smaller and quicker ones." One could apply that to 
jazz improvising. Actually, all improvising is similar; the only difference is the way and the 
style of the times. The musicians of the Baroque, both singers and instrumentalists, 
considered a mastery of improvised ornamentation their biggest artistic asset. Both singers, 
who were taught the concepts of the physiological requirements of the human voice, and 
the instrumentalist, were expected to be able to invent, extemporaneously, free 
contrapuntal parts over the given figured bass. 

The players of keyboard instruments, lute, harp and even wind players were 
experienced in inventing and improvising entirely new parts. In his manual on the 
techniques of orchestral playing and accompaniment, Agostino Agazzari says, "While the 
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player-composer should endeavor to embellish the part to the best of his knowledge, he 
must beware with great industry and judiciousness not to offend (meaning not to encroach 
the other player or to run with his part." He also warned the player to watch for a balance of 
sonority to avoid confusion, and, everyone should listen to the other and wait for his turn to 
apply his runs, trills, and accents. 

Especially in the keyboard instruments a knowledge of improvising was very 
necessary as even the music of Bach Arias frequently only contained the vocal part, the 
instrumental solo, and the figured bass: the whole harmonic accompaniment had to be 
improvised from the figured bass. 

During the 18th century, the art of embellishing, a form of decorating the melody 
was favored over improvising new melodies, but, the art of improvising was not lost and 
one can find its use in the quasi-cadenzas that later developed into the giant cadenzas of the 
classical Piano Concertos. 

From 1700 the development of the Bel Canto style of singing continued to reach 
unthought of heights. The cadenzas of the Arias became a favorite art for vocal acrobatics 
on the opera stage by all of the famous castrati of the day. A comparison of the famous 
"cutting or bucking contest" of early New Orleans marching bands have their counterpart in 
the vocal duels of the 18th century opera stage. Two eminent vocal masters who sought to 
surpass one another - competed in reciprocal question and answer play. Francesco Durante, 
in his 12 Chamber duets for soprano and Alto, alternates bars much like the jazz technique 
of each musician improvising 4 bar passages of a total chorus. 

With the popularity of figured bass the Baroque orchestra was separated into two 
groups having their purpose (concerto grosso). Much like our jazz combo has: The chordal-
rhythm instruments in one group, responsible for chord patterns and rhythm, the second 
group given the task of adorning, decorating and carrying the melody. A Baroque 
composition resembles a modern jazz chart. The bass note is given along with the figured 
bass, thus giving the keyboard player the material and information he needs for the chord 
structure. In toady's music we give a chord symbol. The figured bass style was taught until 
the second half of the 18th century. An example of this style of playing was given by 
Schultz: 

 
"The organist must remember that so long as the falsobourdon lasts in 

one tone, he should repeatedly add, with his (right) hand on the organ or 
clavier, graceful and appropriate runs or passaggi, which will give this 
work, and all other falsobourdons its proper character. Also, in 
accompanying falsobourdons it is customary and effective for one of the 
viols to play passaggi." (12) 
 
Lorenz Mizler (1738) writes: 
 

"J. S. Bach accompanies a solo with such a through-bass, it sounds like 
a concerto and he plays the melody with his right hand as though it had 
previously been composed that way." (13) 
 
The Italian Baroque form-style "toccatas" had their beginnings as improvised 

pieces. One can also find sonatas written with only the figured bass written out, the 
realization of the parts left to the skill of the two instrumentalists. (This is written about by 
Pasqquini - (1637-1710) 
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With the gradual decline of the through-bass in the second half of the 18th century, 
the popularity of improvising in Western European ensemble music lay dormant until the 
rise of jazz improvising in the 20th century. The cadenzas of the classical/Romantic 
Concertos kept alive the improvising technique. Handel was much admired for his organ 
improvising during his concerti as was Mozart, Beethoven and Liszt. These cadenzas were 
not only found in the concertos but also in chamber music. In the 17th and 18th centuries, 
improvising became the art of independent performers. 

Czerny, the famous pianist-teacher, even lists 6 kinds of individual improvising of 
fantasies: 1) the working out of a single theme in all the usual forms of composition, 2) the 
working out and re-working of several themes into a whole, 3) the potpourri, 4) the 
variations, 5) fantasy-improvisation in the strict and fugal style, and 6) the capriccio. 

Handel's friend, Matteson writes about what is required for a candidate for an organ 
job: 

 
"A candidate is required to be ready to write down, afterwards, his 

improvising on ostinato basses and on his own theme." (14) 
 
This showed how important improvising was and how organ compositional 

technique was born in improvising. C. P. E. Bach writes: 
 

"Variation upon repetition is indispensable today. (1760) It is expected 
of every performer. The public demands that practically every idea be 
repeatedly altered." (15) 
 
In the Classical Period, auditors gave Mozart themes which he, in the slang of the 

day, 'took a walk.' Mozart heard Beethoven improvise once for a half-hour, Beethoven 
improvising a free fantasy (1792). Czerny called it 'spinning out,' Reminiscent of some of 
our jazz language like 'stretching out' or 'getting down.' Technical agility was, however, 
beginning to take the place of improvising. In the improvisations of Beethoven, Liszt, 
Chopin, Brahms and Paganini, we see not only the culmination of the art of improvising, 
but its final voice until the rise of jazz improvising. 

In the first half of the 18th century, the responsibilities put on the performer were 
considerably more than in our 20th century. He was charged with, besides the execution of 
the composition, the final elaborations of the score. The composers left, to the performer 
the job of incorporating, between the bar lines, embellishments and orchestrations to suit 
the occasion, writing down only an outline of his musical ideas. The most difficult of the 
styles during this time was the operatic score. They gave little more than general directions 
to be used by the conductor. In many instances the bass was not figured, leaving even the 
choice of harmonies to the continuo player. Organists and musical directors were expected 
to master contrapuntal improvisations. Handel's organ concerti were admired for their 
elaborate polyphonic phrases, leaving the printed score as almost insignificant. It gave not 
the remotest idea of what Handel wanted played or played himself. 

The improvisory techniques of Buxtehude, Reinken and Bach were legendary, this 
art of improvising remaining a highly treasured one until after Beethoven's time. Not being 
trained composers, the castrato or prima donnas would add improvised flourishes within 
the arias that many times did not agree with the accompaniment, this practice became so 
ridiculous that Handel, insisting on respect for his music, generally began sketching out the 
ornamentations himself, rehearsing them with the singers. This practice was generally 
picked up by other composers, eventually leading to the elaborate symbols for 
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ornamentations we find later in the century. Protestant church music (except Handel's 
Oratorios) remained relatively free from arbitrary distortions as they used smaller groups 
(four signers to a part and 20 in the orchestra). The church cantors usually had their 
students living with them and supervised both the training and performance of them, as 
with J. S. Bach at St. Thomas School. 

After the middle of the 18th century, improvisation, as an integral part of musical 
practice, began to decline rapidly. instrumentalists soon became accustomed to a more 
exact score. Opera still frequently contained cadenzas and embellishments as usual. Gluck 
insisted on "cleanliness in singing" and enforced his ideas most earnestly. Mozart excluded 
embellishments while writing and only an exceptional cadenza might appear in his works. 

With the rise of the "virtuoso" in the Romantic Period, we see as would be 
expected, the emergence of a desire for individual improvising. This desire to create 
spontaneously, was a strong belief of the romantics. One example would be the admiration 
and awe that was shown for Paganini, which was not as much directed to his composed 
music but to the superhuman abilities of playing it on the violin. What one heard while in 
attendance at a Paganini recital was not even remotely approximated in the printed score, 
as Paganini improvised freely. His audience, who were romanticist, was unduly fascinated. 
This violin improvising style was emulated on the piano by Liszt, in the opera by Berlioz 
and Meyerbeer. Liszt's performances were similar to Paganini's improvisory style. 

The great art of improvisation was beginning to disintegrate rapidly after 
Beethoven's time into harmless variations and figurations of given themes. Free 
improvisations were still very popular during concerts. Musicians like Liszt and Chopin 
made brilliant use of it. In America, William Mason liked to conclude his piano recitals 
with improvisations on a theme given to him by a member of the audience. The concertos 
still used improvised cadenzas but the style generally fell into destitution and even the 
improvised cadenzas began to disappear as, either the performers became accustomed to 
playing the cadenzas as were played by one of the great composers or; the performers used 
one that was accepted by the majority of performing artists. There was a practice by some 
performers to write their own in the style of the times, resulting in an incongruous 
sounding cadenza when compared to the apropos style of the piece being played. 

As periods of art became stable, there follows a period of experimentation and 
revolution against the old style. Thus in the strict formal orchestrations and minute details 
insisted upon by the late romantic composers in their large orchestral works, there followed 
a period of indeterminable designs, with just an impression of the concrete object seen on 
the canvases and musical scores. This lack of defined structure would seem to lend itself to 
the art of improvising. This period, called my many the Impressionistic Period, coincided 
with the rise of improvisory arts of jazz. 

We know that Debussy was somewhat influenced by jazz and/or Negro music and 
because of that influence he wrote his famous Golliwogg's Cakewalk. Ravel spent endless 
hours, in his later years, in the jazz clubs of France. The mood and influence of the late 
19th century and the early 20th century (the impressionistic school and the emergence of 
Negro jazz music from America) was to affect and influence each other. Even near the last 
years of his life Brahms expressed an interest in ragtime rhythms. What then did the 
impressionists do with improvising? While Satie played the popular music of France in 
some of the cafes, and Ravel had a growing conviction that jazz would eventually supply a 
much-needed transfusion, there was little improvising in the impressionistic school, which 
are some respects was the last blooming of the Romantic Period of music. It is interesting 
that Debussy's works stand, "not as the negation of romanticism, but, as a part thereof, in 
its very acme and conclusion. (16) 
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The French novelist Cocteau said, "After the music with the silk brush, the music 
with the ax." (I don't think this was the origin of calling a musical instrument and "ax." The 
point is; the impressionistic school took traditional music to a dead end. What we call 
modern music emerged. At the same time jazz continued its romantic musical heritage 
along side of the dodecaphonic music of the modern school. Ravel might have been right in 
seeing jazz as a transfusion for music. Many modern composers, especially in the early 
20th century, were influenced by jazz styles, forms and rhythms. Even today the "Avante 
Garde" have retreated, with jazz, on the other hand, becoming more "modern" (free jazz) 
and because the Avante Garde of musical progress, as only jazz seems to be progressing 
and changing; the sign of a healthy art form. Jazz must keep alive the improvising nature of 
its style and should never get traditionalized or it will play its own requiem. I believe that is 
why jazz should be classified as a style and not a form, for once it becomes a form it is 
traditionalized and, it will cease to grow at its natural, normal pace. It must continue both 
as traditional (set arrangements) and as a living 'performer's art' - that of spontaneous 
creativity. Therefore, jazz must remain romantic in nature, not academic. Throughout the 
history of music we have alternated romantic and classical styles of music. We have 
alternated the traditional and improvised style of musical performance, each being the 
answer to the other. If jazz can remain romantic in nature it will continue to grow and 
progress. Improvising will, at times, be dormant, sometimes seemingly in the background 
of musical popularity but it will never die and should never die. Musical art's life blood is 
improvising. Improvisation played an important part in the development and composition 
of Western European music and its new champion is jazz. 

In contemporary classical music the composers use improvising in much of their 
music. As in the past, improvisations are a problem to notate. Improvisation inherently 
exists to some extent in all music in which an exact notation is not possible. (That could be 
predominately notated music, except that actually heard on the sound reproduction 
machines-synthesizers that is still subject to interpretation.) All music, in the final analysis, 
relents not to the printed page but to the performer, the one who has the final decision of 
interpretation. The traditional interpretation is influenced, not by the actual notation, but 
the know ledge and technique of the performer. This is no more true then when the jazz 
artist gives a jazz interpretation to a piece of music. One only has to hear an opera singer 
try to sing a jazz piece. 

A variation of the improvised 18th century cadenzas is seen in Donald Erb's 
"Concerto for percussion and Orchestra" (1966) 

 
"In the first movement, where instead of having the soloist improvise a 

cadenza, I had the entire orchestra, other than the soloist, improvise it." (17) 
 
In the 19th century, many composers refused to admit the existence of the 

improvisational aspects of music. The newly aroused interest in improvising is becoming 
more and more creative. According to Allan Bryant: 

 
"Improvisation is similar to free jazz, oriental and African music, things 

that are impossible to write out." (18) 
 
The contemporary composer thinks of improvisation as a form of composition, with 

its communications and exactness as important and explicit as those of traditional styles of 
performance. Two possible circumstances under which improvising was reborn and 
developed in the 20th century were: 1) the interest in 20th century jazz and the use of it by 
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contemporary composers, and 2) the difficulties and complexities of modern music leading 
the performer to have much difficulty in interpretation and performance. The modern 
composer, being frustrated or because the result may have been better, chose to allow 
certain freedoms in performance of their works. 

 

Improvised vs. Aleatoric 

 
Aleatory: - Dependent on an accident or contingency. Alea-chance. 

 
Is there a difference between improvised and aleatoric music? Both improvised 

music and aleatoric music are spontaneous. Free jazz borders on the aleatoric technique 
and collective aleatoric music borders on cacophony. This development is called progress, 
but it is not new as witnessed by the previous attempts at collective improvising by early 
performers. The only goals that are the end product of a performance of aleatoric music is 
that the total sound will be completely different each time, not even the rhythm or harmony 
remains the same. Aleatoric music is considered to be 'free' and the meaning it is searching 
for is just that - spontaneous. This subject is addressed by William Hellermann: 

It seems to me that there is a fundamental difference between aleatoric and 
improvisational music. Improvisation is concerned with the realization in real time of 
defined artistic goals. Aleatory, by its very nature, does not recognize the existence of 
goals. Both differ from the traditional 'classic music' by leaving open to the performer the 
choice of the specific materials to e used in the piece. They are often lumped together for 
this reason and, also, because they are both thought to be "free." Actually, freedom is not 
really the issue. Improvisation, at its highest, seeks meaning through spontaneity. Aleatory 
declares meaning to be spontaneity. Both of these are very restrictive states. I find that in 
my own works I am increasingly concerned with improvisation, and never with anything I 
would call aleatory. (19) 

The 1960's saw a number of groups dedicated to performance of improvisational 
music. These groups worked many times from charts consisting of just the ideas needed to 
create a new work, i.e., musical motives, moods, rhythms, etc. 

The frontiers of musical art still are not walled in. Its destiny still lies in its 
improvisational explorations and in its use of time, not in the sense of 'timing' but the use 
of time as spontaneous images. 

Morton Feldman relates this idea of time to modern music and African music. In 
regard as to how objects exist as time he states: 

 
"This was not how to make an object. . .but how this object exists as 

time. Time regained, as Proust referred to his work. Time as an image, as 
Aristotle suggested. This is the area that the visual arts later began to 
explore. This is the area which music, deluded that it was counting out the 
seconds, has neglected. 
I once had a conversation with Karlheinz Stockhausen, where he began 
beating on the table and said: 'A sound exists either here - or here - or here.' 
He was convinced that he was demonstrating reality to me. That the beat, 
and the possible placement of sounds in relation to it, was the only thing the 
composer could realistically hold on to. The fact that he had reduced it to so 
much a square foot made him think, time was something he could handle 
and even parcel out, pretty much as he pleased.  
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Frankly, this approach to time bores me. I am not a clock maker. I am 
interested in getting time in its unstructured existence. That is, I am 
interested in how this wild beast lives in the jungle-not in the zoo. I am 
interested in how time exists before we put our paws on it - our minds, our 
imagination into it. 
One would think that music, more than any other art, would be exploratory 
about time. But is it? Timing - not time, has been passed off as the real thing 
in music." (20) 
 
Felman's approach to time and music may be the new frontier jazz is looking for, to 

continue and progress the improvisory technique. 
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s. The kettledrums resting on the ground were scraped with wet fingers and covered 

with leopard skin. The wrists of the drummers were hung with bells and curiously shaped 
pieces of iron which tingled loudly as they were beating. The smaller drums were 
suspended from the neck by scarves of red cloth; the horns (teeth of young elephants) were 
ornamented at the mouthpiece with gold and the jaw bones of human victims. The royal 
stool, said to be about 400 years old, entirely cased in gold, was displayed under a splendid 
umbrella, with drums, sankos (selmku, a native stringed instrument) horns and various 
musical instruments cased in gold, about the thickness of cartidge paper. The swell of the 
bands gradually strengthened on our ears, the peal of the war-like instruments bursting 
upon the short but sweet response of the flutes; the gaudy canopies seemed to dance in the 
distant view and floated broadly as they were springing up and down." 

Another celebration of barbaric splendor is described by the explorer, Henry M. 
Stanley, in "Darkest Africa." 

"In the afternoon Mazamboni's warriors, 1,000 strong joined to celebrate the 
bloodless victory over Musim in a phalanx dance. There must always be a chorus with the 
dance, the grander the better, and when the men, women and children fit their voices high 
above the drums, and the chatter and murmur of the crowd, I must confess to having 
enjoyed it immensely, especially when the Wanyamwezi are the performers who are by far 
the best singers on the African continent. 

"The Bandussuma, under Katto, brother of Mazamloni, led the warrior phalanx to 
the phalanx dance. Half a score of drums, large and small, had been beaten by half a score 
of accomplished performers, keeping admirable time, and emitting a perfect volume of 
sound which must have been heard far away for miles. The phalanx stood still with spears 
grounded until, at a signal from out the drums, Katto's deep voice was heard breaking out 
with a wild triumphant song of chant, and at once rose a forest of spears high above their 
heads, and a mighty chorus of voices responded and the phalanx was seen to move 
forward. There was accuracy of cadence of voice and beat of drum. As they shouted with 
faces turned upward and heads bent back to give the fullest effect to the ascending tempest 
of voices, it appeared to imitate every soul with the passion of deadly battle and every eye 
of the on-lookers glowed luridly and their right arms with clenched fists were shaken on 
high, as though their spirits were thrilled with the martial strains, but as the heads were 
turned and bowed to the earth we seemed to feel war's agony and grief and woe, to think of 
tears and widow's wails and fatherless orphans' cries, of ruined hearths and desolated land. 
But again, as the mass still steadily drawing nearer tossed their heads backward, and the 
bristling blades flashed and cracked and the feathers streamed and gaily rustled, there was a 
loud In contrast to this moving barbaric spectacle is the following odd mixture of an old 
and new civilization. 

At a big palaver held on the banks of the Sudan River, the subject of which was the 
Ashanti boundary, the visitors were greeted by the Omankin of Bompata, his state 
umbrellas, court and full band. The band consisted of a large English drum, two kettle 
drums and several fifes. Immediately they struck up "God Save the King." Scarcely had the 
colors died away in the forests before the Omankin and his retinue started for the town, 
followed by the band playing: Way Down upon the Swanne River." A spectator asks us to 
imagine this incongruous picture. 

"The drummer, beating the big drum for all he was worth and the conductor wildly 
waving his wee bit of stick a sudden apparition of a half-naked band, playing the familiar 
tune with furious joy, right away in a remote, wild corner of the Ashanti forest." 
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It is a picture too, of the marvelous power of music, whose appeal is greater to the 
African than to any other primitive people. Wisely have they made us of it in battle as a 
practical and spiritual guide.  

Shall music mean less to the American soldier or those who must remain at home 
and bear the equally difficult task of anxiously awaiting the fate of country and loved ones? 
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Metronome - May, 1924  
"How The Drum Was Used In Africa 

by 
Maud Cuney Hare 

In a book lately written by Sir Harry Johnston, and 
published in England, the writer speaks of the commendable 
part played by the native Africans in the past world war, and 
of the remarkable instances of loyalty to the cause of the 
Allies. From time to time in the reports concerning these 
fearless fighters, one finds the statement that it is puzzling to 
understand how the soldiers so quickly gain a knowledge of the 
actions of the various companies. This is explained by the use 
that the African soldier makes of the drum as an instrument of 
communication. In time of peace or war, the drum is their favorite 
instrument. 

While a great variety of barbarous instruments are found in 
Africa, a volume might be written on the various drums alone. 

To this instrument the Africans are so attached that they 
swear by it with the oath "Tamlou." 

The natives converse by the language of the drum as early 
as we do by the English language. The sounds are produced from 
the  drum in such a way as to form words, and the complete  
measure or rhythmical phrase forms the sentence. 

"In this way," says Bowditch in "Mission from Cape Coast 
in Ashanti, when company drums are being played at an ehsudu 
they are made to express and to convey to the bystanders a variety 
of meanings. In one measure they abuse the men of another 
company, stigmatizing them as fools and cowards; then the rhythm 
changes and the gallant deeds of their own company are extolled." 

Every chief has a distinct drum call or motto which is 
recognizable by the particular beat of his drum. As an example, 



A.B. Ellis gives the message of the drums of Boakje Tsin-Tsin, 
the Ashanti envoy who came to the coast during what is termed the 
Ashanti Scare of 1881: 

"Donko - i didi m'ahtum. On essch?" 
The first sentence was produced on a large drum, the 

second on a smaller one that was pitched a note or two higher, the 
rhythm of which is "Donko - i did mah tum - On esseh?" The free 
translation is - "What care I for opinions of the vulgar hear?" 

The drums of Amankwa Tia, Ashanti general who fought 
against England in the war of 1873-74, said: 

"Piri huh, Piri huh," "Hasten. Hasten." 
A native was asked the drum-call of a chief of an inland 

town, when he replied. "I do not know. I have never heard his 
drum. If I could hear it, I could tell you what it said." 

Regarding this custom of using large drums as a means of 
communication, Dr. Richard Wallascheck quote Edward 
Schanenburg from "Reisen in Central Africa," in which two kinds 
of drum language is described: 

"At Kujar he saw a native beating the drum with the right 
hand and varying the tons by pressing his left on the skin, so as to 
imitate the sound of the Madingo words. During the wrestling 
match it sounded like 'Amuta, amuta' (attack), during the dance 'ali 
bae si' and all the participants understood it." 

Music  

Another instance is related to me by a friend, a prominent 
physician in Massachusetts, whose father was the owner of a 
plantation about fifteen miles from Monrovia, Liberia. It was a 
nightly occurrence for the farm hands to communicate from their 
thatched houses to friends at a great distance by means of drum 
signals. often they would hear bursts of laughter following the 
answering drum taps, that bespoke a joke or an amusing rejoinder. 

Travelers have told of their surprise in learning of the use 
of the drum for the carrying of messages. 



Decima Moore, traveling with her husband who was 
making astronomical observations in Africa for the English 
government writes: 

"In the evening the tom-toms began, not in any grand 
musical catouse but just in fitful tappings, and listening intently in 
the intervals we could hear faint and far away an answering tap, 
tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, from the next village. It was the bush 
telegraph by means of which news of our arrival in Ojeso was 
being drummed on to the villages along our route." 

Variety of Drums 

The drum is known by different names in various sections 
of the country. There is the native instrument of West Africa that is 
known as the tom-tom all over Africa. 

The big kettle drum in Zanzibar - A Kaffir instrument is 
called the Ugoma after the dance of that name. Algernon Rose, 
writing of a private collection of African instruments (Zeitschrift 
der Internationalen Musikgesellschatt-1904) says that the 
monotonous rhythm and howwol sound of the drum have a 
peculiar effect on the listener and that the instrument has no doubt 
much to do with the predilection of the Kaffir for reiterated notes 
in his music. 

The Sangboisis the name by which the tom-tom is best 
known in various sections. The Tabala is the large drum that is 
found in the interior of Africa,  on the border of the great desert. It 
is used to spread an alarm through the country. 

The Gumbia is the name of the drum of the Maroons of 
Sierra Leone - it is also known in Jamaica. 

The Bamboula and Ka are the two African drums known in 
the West Indies. The name of the former survives in the folk-songs 
of Creole Louisiana of America. 

The Bamboula is made from the joints of two very large 
bamboo, from which it is said to derive its name. Another 
explanation is given that "oula" is the termination of many Congo 
verbs and "boula" means to beat. 



Lafcadio Hearn describes the last two as follows: 
"The larer of the two was the 'Ka' so called because it was 

made out of a quarter barrel or quart (patois' ka'). Both ends of the 
barrel are removed, a wet hide, well wrapped about a couple of 
hoops is driven on and in drying, the stretched skin obtains still 
further tension. The other end of the ka is always left open. Across 
the face of the skin a string is tightly stretched to which are 
attached, at intervals of about an inch apart, very short fragments 
of bamboo or cut feather stems. These lend a certain vibration to 
the tones. 

The smaller drum was called 'bamboula.' It was 3 to 4 feet 
long and 8 or 9 inches in diameter. A skillful player (bel 
tambouye) straddles his ka stripped to his waist, and plays upon it 
with the finger tips of both hands simultaneously. Occasionally the 
heel of the naked foot is pressed lightly or vigorously against the 
skin so as to produce changes of tone. This is called 'giving heel' to 
the drum - bailly talon. Meanwhile a boy keeps striking the drum 
at the uncovered end with a stick so as to produce a dry, clattering, 
accompaniment." He adds that its tapping may be heard at 
surprising distances and that "experienced players often play for 
hours at a time, without exhibiting wearisomeness or in the least 
diminishing the volume of sound produced." 

The sound of the drum itself, well played, has a wild power 
that makes and musters all the excitement of the dance - a 
complicated double roll with a peculiar billowy rising and falling." 
Often contests were held between celebrated tambouye, Lafcadio 
Hearn pictures a rival match. 

"Aie, Aie, Ail' men y fai tambou - a pale!" said the 
commander describing the execution of his antagonist, "my dear, 
he just made that drum talk! I tho't I was going to be beaten for 
sure. I was trembling all the time - dta, yde, yate'. Then he got off 
that ka. I mounted it; I thought a moment; then I struck up the 
'River-of-the-Lizard; - maim mon, che, yon larivie - Leza toutt pi! 
ah, just perfectly pure! I gave heel to that ka; I worried that ka, I 
made it mad; I made it crazy; I made it talk; I won!" 



It is claimed that in a hot climate, the older the drum 
gets the tauter the string becomes. The method of tuning is by 
placing the instrument over a fire to contract the skin or in water to 
expand it. 

The drums commonly used on the Gold Coast are made of 
hollowed sections of trunks of trees, with a goat's or sheep's skin 
stretched over one end. They are from one to four feet high and 
vary in diameter from about six to fourteen inches. Two or three 
drums are usually used together, each drum producing a different 
note, and they are played either with the fingers or with two sticks. 
Those looking on beat time by clapping the hands. 

In his travels in South Africa, Livingston describes drums 
of that section which he heard played around the 'kolta': (place of 
audience). 

"Their drums are neatly carved from the trunk of a tree, and 
have a small hole on the side covered with a bit of spider's web; 
the ends are covered with the skin of an antelope pegged on, and 
when they wish to tighten it they hold it to the fire. The 
instruments are beaten with the hands." 

In the Kru country tiny little hand drums are made in 
varying shapes and sizes. Sometimes the instrument is slung 
around the body. The exterior strings are painted red and blue. A 
more pronounced decoration is found on the drums of the 'Yassi" 
(Society of Spots) of Sierra Leone. 

H. O. Newland describes the drums and other instruments 
of these people as being spotted with various colors. 

From West Africa, Mary Kingsley tells of a drum which 
she found to be an impressive instrument. It was made from an old 
powder keg, a piece of raw hide tied tightly over it and it over a 
bung-hole. A piece of wood with a hump of rubber is passed 
through the hole. The drummer wets his hand, inserts it into the 
instrument, grasps the stick and works it up and down. There is a 
double sound, for the knob beats the drum skin with a broom while 
the stick gives a screech! 

Various musical instruments peculiar to themselves are 
invented by the Joloffs. They possess the native drum, the tom-



tom, but also have a kettle-drum in which the skin is stretched 
across one-half an enormous calabash highly polished and 
sometimes elaborately carved. 

The Bushman, whose instruments are very crude, possess a 
drum which they make by stretching a dried antelope skin over any 
hollow article. 

USAGE 

The drum has three distinct and separate usage's - by the 
priests in worship, by the youth in affairs of love, and by chiefs 
and rulers in military life. 

However, there is no custom or ceremony connected with 
daily life but what the drum had a share therein. 

No march is undertaken without the call of the drum and it 
is also used as the hunters prepare for the leopard hunt. In the Tshi 
speaking country the announcement of all festivals is made by 
beating of the large state drum at sunset, after which signal, songs 
and discharge of firearms break out from all quarters of the town. 

The harvest festival in September, lasting a fortnight, is 
commenced by beating of the drums 

Among the Kaffirs, there are drum-calls for all occasions. 
Besides the all-night drumming to scare away wild animals, there 
is the summons at day-break which is known as the reveille. Much 
importance is laid upon the morning summons. 

A. B. Ellis, in "The Land of Fetish," describes an amusing 
happening at Camp Prahsu. 

From four different parts of the camp he heard a reveille 
played by four separate bugles. Knowing that there were not four 
corps in encampment, he thought troops had arrived unexpectedly. 
But it was not true. One bugler was blowing on behalf of the Home 
Constabulary, another for a half-dozen Sierra Leone policemen 
whom the Governor had brought with him, a third for the three or 
four Fanti police who were at Prahsu, and a fourth for the Kros 
laborers. As the camps will circumscribe, one bugle would have 



been sufficient, but, them "how much glowing military ardor 
would have been lost!" 

Seldom if ever is the drum left behind. Much of the 
traveling in Africa is done by canoes on the many waterways. If a 
party is traveling in a number of canoes each one contains a man 
beating a tom-tom. The boatboys often chant a dirgelike song, 
while the boys beat vigorously on the kettle-drum. Algernon S. 
Rose describes the food-beat as consisting of three triplets 
immediately followed by two notes somewhat slower. A funeral 
custom is that of singing and dancing, in honor of the decreased 
amid the eating of drums. 

In the interior of Africa the beating of the tabala announces 
a wedding. To its rhythm the women sing all night. 

music 

L'Abbe Bouche gives a song by his canoemen when he 
traveled on the lagoon near Porto Novo (solo) 

"You are great, you are strong, oh Jalodch! If you choose 
you could rival Shango (the lightening god) in power. But to be 
terrible and cruel seems to you unworthy of a god, and you prefer 
to make yourself renowned by the benefits of your protection. We 
trust in you, oh Jalodeh - be propitious to us." (Chorus repeats) 
"Jalodeh, good deity, guide us, shield us from harm." 

WORSHIP 

Music plays an important part in African worship. Amongst 
Eastern Ewe tribes, dancing is a special branch in the education of 
both priest and priestess. They must be very proficient in the art, 
and practice for months in order to acquire the necessary agility. 
The boy and girl recruits, who have studied  three years for the 
priesthood, dance before the King as the "Annual Custom." During 
their novitiate they are taught the dances and chants peculiar to the 
worship of the gods. During the dance the priest is supposed to be 
possessed by a god. According to A. B. Ellis, in "Ewe-Speaking 



People of West Africa," the dances among the Ewe tribes are 
always performed to the sound of drums, the addugba being used 
for the dance ceremonies. 

The drums are carefully kept with the images of the gods, 
in a locked circular house in charge of women priestesses. 

When new members were tested for the priesthood in 
Freetown (Forhudzi), Cape Coast, the following ceremony took 
place. The company drums were made use of, and as the drummers 
struck up their beat, youths and men raised a song in honor of one 
of the deities of the company. As there is a special hymn for each 
deity, which is sung to a special beat of the drum, there was also a 
particular dance company, as soon as he places his hands upon the 
drum. 

In honor of this deity, drums strike up the rhythm, the 
singers begin their chant, and the priest begins to dance. 

Before going to war the company assembles and the priests 
perform a ceremony supposed to make the fighters invulnerable. 

The forming of companies  by the brave women of Russia 
was a repetition of the old custom of forming Amazon Corps 
among the Ewe-speaking people of Africa. As early as 1729, 
Amazon corps among the Dahomis were divided into three bodies. 
Each corps of these female soldiers had its own band consisting of 
horns, drums and the chinfugu, a native cymbal. 

Dr. W. E. B. DuBois, in his late history of the negro 
people, states that the Empress Taitou led some of the charges in 
the battle of Adua, one of the decisive battles of the modern world. 

It was by this battle, March 1, 1896, that Abyssinia became 
independent. 

The standing army among the people of Africa was in the 
form of town companies and each military organization had its 
own deity. The deity which is the special protector of the company 
during war is supposed to inspire the men with courage, and a tree 
is selected to protect it with its shade. 

The native believes that in time of war the spirits 
themselves are interested in the result of the battle and, like the 
Kaiser, the people believe the gods favor their own particular 



cause. This may account for the armies' callousness to human 
suffering. Cowper Rose, of the Royal Engineers, says of the 
Hottentot soldier: 

"His sight is wonderfully acute, his power of finding his 
way through tractless wastes is as surprising as that of the 
American Indian, and he follows his prey with the certainty of a 
blood-hound. Add to this that he is capable of undergoing great 
privation, and that he can abstain from food for days." 

Often war dances are held. At the beating of the tom-toms 
or sangbois each warrior steps into the center, and more and more 
vigorously do they dance in the light of the moon, as the drum beat 
grows louder and louder. 

music 

Newland says that war-chants in which the men present 
join at certain intervals with their rich, melodious voices, 
distinguished by a note of sadness, are very impressive. On the 
return of an army, the beating of drums and blowing of horns fill 
the air, the day following is given over to mourning for those who 
were killed in the battle. 

Aside from the drum as the chief war musical instrument, 
Mungo Park, in "The Interior of Africa," tells of the singing men 
among the Mandingoes called "Jilli kea," one or more of which 
may be found in every town. "They sing extemporaneous songs in 
honor of their most noted men and also reciting the great actions of 
their ancestors, to awaken in them the spirit of glorious emulation. 

A BATTLE WON BY A DRUM BEAT 

The African is not without an appreciation of the art of 
camouflage, as noted by the following incident which Newlands 
describes in his story of Sierra Leone. 

"Airkarlie (Monba Kinda, son of one of the principal kings) 
of a town on the Sierra Leone Rive was commissioned by Bai 
Foki, King of the country, to drive the Susus (said to have 



descended from the Hylsos or Shepherd Kings of Egypt) 
Mohammedans from Mellacouri, out of the land. He had a drum 
called tablay made, which was to be in possession of none but the 
King or Chief in authority. Plans were made to attack the Susus by 
the Temnes and the Airkarlie ordered the drum to be beaten. 
Hearing the drum for the first time, the Susus Almami at Sain 
Dugu sent to see if his own tablay was in its place. Being told that 
it was, he ordered 150 armed men to proceed to Ro Marung and 
bring the offending tablay, the person who was beating it and the 
person who ordered it to be beaten. 

"The Susus proceeded unaware that more than 500 Tennes 
were in ambush in a thicket. They were all captured, their arms 
seized without a gun being fired and they themselves taken as 
prisoners." 

An example of the quickness in which hostilities may begin 
and the rapidity in which the opposed factions break out with 
extemporaneous song is given by Decima Moore. 

A few years ago she was privileged to witness a big palaver 
(conference) of three important chiefs with the English 
commissioner. Relations were evidently strained between the 
chiefs. At the close of the palaver something displeased the first 
tribe. 

"They talked rapidly with wild gesticulations but the 
Omahin shook his head rapidly and passed on. Several natives 
from the first group seized handfuls of stones and began hurling at 
the second group. Three or four men on each side went through a 
weird dance. A native policeman suddenly appeared and single-
handed stopped the riot. As the second party disappeared behind 
the Basil Mission Workshops, the Skirmish at an end, the first tribe 
broke into a great chorus full-throated and triumphant. It was the 
'Song of Defiance' and I think that nothing I have ever heard has 
moved me more than that terrific chorus of men's voices, sung in 
parts, in perfect time, breathing defiance in every note and 
gradually dying away as the party disappeared down the hill into 
the native town." 



Mr. Bowditch, in service of the Royal African 
Company, writes of a reception given in 1817, the gathering of 
thousands of persons of whom the greater part were warriors. The 
guests were met with bursts of martial music and as they arrived 
before the King. 

"More than 100 bands burst at once on our arrival, with the 
peculiar airs of their several chiefs, the horns flourished their 
defiances, with the beating of innumerable drums and metal 
instruments, and then yielded for a while to the soft breathings of 
their long flutes, which were truly harmonious; and a pleasing 
instrument like a bag-pipe without the drone, was happily blended. 

"It was a gorgeous spectacle, the captains and attendants 
gowned in Ashanti cloths of extravagant price, costly silks gold 
ornaments. Wolves and rams heads as large as life, cast in gold, 
were suspended from their gold-handed swords which were held 
around them like round bills and rusted in blood; the sheaths were 
of leopard skin, or the shell of a fish-like shagreen. The large 
drums supported on the head of one man and beaten by the others 
were braced around with the thighbones of their enemies, and 
ornamented with their skulls. The kettledrums resting on the 
ground were scraped with wet fingers and covered with leopard 
skin. The wrists of the drummers were hung with bells and 
curiously shaped pieces of iron which tingled loudly as they were 
beating. The smaller drums were suspended from the neck by 
scarves of red cloth; the horns (teeth of young elephants) were 
ornamented at the mouthpiece with gold and the jaw bones of 
human victims. The royal stool, said to be about 400 years old, 
entirely cased in gold, was displayed under a splendid umbrella, 
with drums, sankos (selmku, a native stringed instrument) horns 
and various musical instruments cased in gold, about the thickness 
of cartidge paper. The swell of the bands gradually strengthened on 
our ears, the peal of the war-like instruments bursting upon the 
short but sweet response of the flutes; the gaudy canopies seemed 
to dance in the distant view and floated broadly as they were 
springing up and down." 



Another celebration of barbaric splendor is described by 
the explorer, Henry M. Stanley, in "Darkest Africa." 

"In the afternoon Mazamboni's warriors, 1,000 strong 
joined to celebrate the bloodless victory over Musim in a phalanx 
dance. There must always be a chorus with the dance, the grander 
the better, and when the men, women and children fit their voices 
high above the drums, and the chatter and murmur of the crowd, I 
must confess to having enjoyed it immensely, especially when the 
Wanyamwezi are the performers who are by far the best singers on 
the African continent. 

"The Bandussuma, under Katto, brother of Mazamloni, led 
the warrior phalanx to the phalanx dance. half a score of drums, 
large and small, had been beaten by half a score of accomplished 
performers, keeping admirable time, and emitting a perfect volume 
of  sound which must have been heard far away for miles. The 
phalanx stood still with spears grounded until, at a signal from out 
the drums, Katto's deep voice was heard breaking out with a wild 
triumphant song of chant, and at once rose a forest of spears high 
above their heads, and a mighty chorus of voices responded and 
the phalanx was seen to move forward. There was accuracy of 
cadence of voice and beat of drum. As they shouted with faces 
turned upward and heads bent back to give the fullest effect to the 
ascending tempest of voices, it appeared to imitate every soul with 
the passion of deadly battle and every eye of the on-lookers 
glowed luridly and their right arms with clenched fists were shaken 
on high, as though their spirits were thrilled with the martial 
strains, but as the heads were turned and bowed to the earth we 
seemed to feel war's agony and grief and woe, to think of tears and 
widow's wails and fatherless orphans' cries, of ruined hearths and 
desolated land. But again, as the mass still steadily drawing nearer 
tossed their heads backward, and the bristling blades flashed and 
cracked and the feathers streamed and gaily rustled, there was a 
loud In contrast to this moving barbaric spectacle is the following 
odd mixture of an old and new civilization. 

At a big palaver held on the banks of the Sudan River, the 
subject of which was the Ashanti boundary, the visitors were 



greeted by the Omankin of Bompata, his state umbrellas, court 
and full band. The band consisted of a large English drum, two 
kettle drums and several fifes. Immediately they struck up "God 
Save the King." Scarcely had the colors died away in the forests 
before the Omankin and his retinue started for the town, followed 
by the band playing :Way Down upon the Swanne River." A 
spectator asks us to imagine this incongruous picture. 

"The drummer, beating the big drum for all he was worth 
and the conductor wildly waving his wee bit of stick a sudden 
apparition of a half-naked band, playing the familiar tune with 
furious joy, right away in a remote, wild corner of the Ashanti 
forest." 

It is a picture too, of the marvelous power of music, whose 
appeal is greater to the African than to any other primitive people. 
Wisely have they made us of it in battle as a practical and spiritual 
guide.  

Shall music mean less to the American soldier or those who 
must remain at home and bear the equally difficult task of 
anxiously awaiting the fate of country and loved ones.? 
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