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The Expansion of Jazz: 

Their use in Social Activities  
 

 Beginning around the turn of the century a new style of playing music 
evolved in and around New Orleans. During its maturity it was dance music with a 
new beat. There was no solo improvising except perhaps for the traditional drum 
cadence solo between choruses much like the cadences of the military marching 
bands. 
 But jazz didn’t remain local. It spread throughout the world; first to the 
American cities – Chicago, New York, Kansas City, San Francisco and other cities 
of America. It became the rage not only of America but the world. 
 First – how was it used? It was the era of the brass bands with Fillmore, 
Sousa and many other great concert bands. These bands played the great classical 
music of the past as well as the great martial music of their present musical scene. 
The marching bands of New Orleans were paramount in developing the jazz style 
with the ‘string band’ (an important part of any brass band organization that used 
the violin as the lead). Large and loud brass bands were not as well suited for 
playing in the smaller dance halls thus the string band was usually used for dances. 
Soon the violin lead was replaced by the louder trumpet, an instrument that could 
accent the syncopation better then the violin and well suited for emphasizing the 
syncopated style of the new music. But jazz progressed, from its beginnings in New 
Orleans as dance music, to other locations where it was used as dance music and 
had a comical commercial connotation. People laughed at the antics of these early 
‘jazz’ bands. A comedian such as ‘Ragtime Jimmy’ (Durante) the leader of an early 
jazz band became so successful being a funny ragtime piano player that he dropped 
the jazz scene and entered show business and became an American icon. Dancing, 
being the most popular social activity was so popular that there were sometimes 
more dances than there were available orchestras. Many of the early jazzmen 
seeked jobs as musicians although their technique was limited. The practice of 
‘faking’ helped these early untrained musicians so that if they didn’t know a part or 
couldn’t play it they ‘faked’ and thus jazz was born. 
 There were various ways that jazz spread from its origin around New 
Orleans. The popularity of the dance was paramount as these early bands were seen 
and heard all over the city of New Orleans. Soon the sound spread around the 
various parishes of Louisiana and places that were close. At the dances the young 
people wanted to dance to jazz. Overnight it seemed the name of a dance band 
changed from various names such as dance orchestras, string bands into ‘jazz’ 
bands. One example was the Toots Johnson Band of Baton Rouge. One week it was 
advertised as a dance orchestra. The very next week this same band, with the same 
musicians was now called a ‘jazz’ band. These bands began playing ‘hot’ songs and 
soon everyone wanted a jazz band for their dance.  
 There were various musical activities that used these bands. Very popular 
beside the dance scene were the picnics (especially on Lake Pontchartrain) that 
employed jazz bands. The lake steamers on Lake Pontchartrain used jazz bands. 
Jazz music was used on hayrides and political rallies, excursions on trains, boats 
and even in roller skating rinks and swimming pools; for the ever present fairs and 



on ballyhoo wagons advertising dances.  On the south shore of the lake there were 
many places that wanted this new style of music, namely: West End, Spanish Fort 
and Milneburg. One historic place that this jazz was played on the north shore was 
at the now famous Dew Drop Dance Hall in Mandeville, LA. 
   A steady rhythm was fostered by the development of what was called the 
‘trap set,’ No more three drummers in a band; no need to have a musician ‘double 
 on drums, but one man playing all the percussion instruments needed to conduct 
the rhythm. The use of one man playing all the percussion came with the 
development of a bass drum pedal and eventually the development of the high hat 
cymbal. Taking the musical element of syncopation – found in the early cakewalks 
and the continued use of syncopation in ragtime – all were used to evolve the jazz 
style. The use of ‘collective’ improvising became the norm of jazz groups. But this 
was not the ‘academic’ use of counterpoint but the combining of the wind 
instruments playing together, mostly listening to the lead trumpet with the clarinet 
and trombone adding parts that were in the same style and filling in behind the 
trumpet lead. 
 But other activities spread jazz. During the latter decades of the 19th century 
and well into the 20th century, various organizations used these jazz bands in what 
were called excursions: on the boats; on the rails and for other formal activities such 
as entertainments, funerals, political rallies and even in the various church 
activities. Soon no activity was without a jazz band. (Of course classical operas and 
concerts were still held but jazz soon infected them. Composer Harling composed 
what was called the first jazz opera, (A Light from St. Agnus), a story that was 
about the bayou people near New Orleans. Other media soon used style jazz styles.  
The first appearance of jazz in the concert hall was held in New York with the 
classical vocalist Eva Gauthier using a group of early jazz numbers in a classical 
concert in New York. Jazz now had grown from its early beginnings into the most 
influential style of music in the 20th century. Gershwin was Gauthier’s accompanist 
for this concert. On the Mississippi river boats the famous Fate Marble conducted a 
jazz orchestra on the boat with young Louis Armstrong playing in the band. A 
group of New Orleans musicians migrated first to Chicago, then New York and then 
all over the country to expose their style of music. Soon there evolved the style of 
improvising a solo. Jazz was now fully developed but would continued to progress to 
our present day. 
 There was a lack of ‘qualified’ jazz musicians outside of New Orleans, thus 
we see the beginning of ‘written jazz’ published (especially by Clarence Williams) 
jazz arrangements so that other orchestras could play a form of jazz for their 
patrons. Soon sheet music of jazz songs sold in the millions; the development of 
records and radio also exposed the country to jazz. First the ODJB recorded one of 
the first jazz band recordings and was soon followed by the Kid Ory band in 
California who made one of the first Negro jazz record. Even the movies used jazz 
bands, especially in the silent era of films. New instruments were heard in everyday 
music activities – the saxophone became known as a jazz instrument and they were 
sold by the thousands. Early Vaudeville were crowded with jazz bands and one of 
the most popular acts were the 5 (sometimes 6) saxes of the Brown Brothers, the 
Creole Jazz Band and many others. 



 All of the above had a hand in spreading jazz, each in their own way and for 
their various needs for the use of jazz bands. What first was considered a sinful 
music soon was the accepted media and became ‘standard’ and both musicianship 
and ability was raised to equal status of the music of the past, including many great 
composers of classical music using jazz elements in their music.  
 

Vaudeville 
 

(The Tango Belt was on the north side of the French Quarter from the 
border of Rampart Street down Iberville St. which was the location of numerous 
cabarets that featured floor shows using vaudeville performers and jazz music.) The 
vaudeville tour ended in New Orleans and performers remained to perform in these 
cabarets, in the area called the Tango Belt, named after one of the popular dances of 
the era. The Tango was prevalent on the stages of vaudeville houses. Vaudeville was 
one of the most popular entertainments of the day and jazz also being very poplar it 
was only natural that they combined as jazz bands (many trying to be comical) were 
seen on most vaudeville stages. 

 
ABOUT RAGTIME – A short time ago the question of “Who originated 

ragtime?” was brought up again, this time by Ben Harney and McIntyre and Heath, 
both claiming a prior claim to honor of introducing “ragtime” to American 
vaudeville. 

 
1917, August 25 – Literary Digest, “The appeal of the primitive jazz” 

 
Curiously enough the phrase ‘Jaz her up’ is a common one to-day in 

vaudeville and on the circus lot. When a vaudeville act needs ginger the cry from the 
advisers in the wings is ‘put in jaz,’ meaning add low comedy, go to high speed and 
accelerate the comedy spark. “Jasbo’ is a form of the word common in the varieties, 
meaning the same as ‘hokum,’ or low comedy verging on vulgarity. 

JUNE 19 – MUSICAL AMERICA 

 
THE MARCHE FUNEBRE OF “JAZZ” The writer of this happened to be in 

a vaudeville house in one of our largest cities recently, and a Jazz visitation being on 
the program, he thought he would try to sit it out-this being the sixty-first Jazz 
injection he has suffered. Well, presently, after the buxom retailer of martial woes 
had given place to the virtuosi on the xylophone; and after the virtuosi on the 
xylophone had given place to the star of the bill-an ancient damsel who gave nine 
songs and three encores, without any undue provocation on anybody’s part-the Jazz 
fiends appeared. 

The present writer’s training in the profession of writing has disciplined him 
to a certain restraint when dealing with unusual lunacy on the stage, or the concert 
platform-but he is forced to confess that if he had written what jumped up in his 
mind, after the first offering of the Jazz gentlemen, no editor, who possessed any 
feelings of delicacy for his readers, would have printed his remarks. 



However, for the sake of the musical history of America-and chiefly for the 
sake of the history of Musical America-he refrained from writing what he cold have 
written, but he did produce this: 

 
 Listening to the “Experts” 

 
“This thing they call Jazz is positively one of the most awful and most 

inexcusable of musical sins ever committed against the face of the people. Tonight, 
in a prominent vaudeville house, I saw and heard (couldn’t help hearing) five young 
men who proclaimed themselves Jazz experts. They appeared, clothed in white, and 
proceeded to play, so to speak, on various instruments-piano, violin, trombone, and 
what not, from which unoffending instruments they called forth such dismal and 
discordant wailings, such tomcattish howlings, such immoral dissonances as to 
render them instantly liable to thirty years in jail for making public nuisances of 
themselves.  

“They didn’t play ragtime-which might have been excusable on racial 
grounds; no, they played (to employ a courteous term) Jazz, and they played it for 
all there was in it. And, at the last analysis, there wasn’t very much in it. 

“The first offering was a delectable item dealing with “Blues” whatever that 
means. It if implies that hearing it gives one the blues, there are thousands who’ll 
hurriedly agree. This number they tore from the vitals of the piano and the violin 
and the trombone and what not-embellishing it with hair-raising runs, spine-chilling 
slides and general musical indecency. After the third number we left the theater.” 

At the time we thought it a thousand pities that such able-bodied young men 
shouldn’t make a more decent living at some healthier trade than musical 
gymnastics. But, perhaps, they know their own business. Judging from the way they 
played, they didn’t.  

Jazz has had its day. It has pounded and banged and prodded our musical 
senses for many moons now. It’s high time we had some fresh novelty. And we will. 

For that’s one of the delightful aspects of the American public-they will take 
to novelties. Wherein lies their great and child-like enthusiasm. Others, not of the 
immediate public, teachers, musicians, critics, and the like, will possibly deprecate 
this tendency to rush to the very newest in music (and in everything else). Still, it is 
an indubitable evidence of liveliness on the part of the people-and that’s something 
devoutly to be wished.” 
 
1923 – June, Vanity Fair – “Jazz, A Brief History” 
 

It is an interesting indication of the pervasion among the masses of this sort 
of musical sophistication, a musical literacy, that the virtuoso bands of the hotels 
and dance-salons are now used as “acts” in vaudeville houses. People are happy just 
to sit and listen. And these are really virtuoso bands: they produce a tone often 
mellower and richer than one hears in the concert halls. The audiences that listen to 
these bands are acquiring more than a sophisticated musical idiom; they are 
beginning to sensitize their eardrums, a difficult and subtle educational process. 
 



1923 – Dec. – Metronome “How’s Business with the dance orchestras boys?” 
 
Opportunities in Vaudeville 

 
Vaudeville was another big factor in relieving the situation. At the end of last 

season the Keith offices reported that their patrons were fed up on the so-called 
band act and that this type of act would be absent from the bills during the coming 
season. In spite of this announcement the opening of the vaudeville year found more 
orchestra acts than ever before, and, surprising as it may seem, at bigger salaries 
than ever before, playing the big time. Yerke’s now has two combinations in 
vaudeville, his S. S. Flotilla band and his Marimba band, both at better salaries than 
he had ever hoped to get for them through this medium. The Flotilla combination is 
reported to be getting close to $2,000 a week, an exceptionally high figure for 
vaudeville. Jimmy Carr, Ernic Golden, the Leviathan Orchestra, Harry Stoddard, 
all New York combinations, and many others are finding the two-a-day profitable. 

Another outlet for orchestras has been the musical comedy field. In New 
York, Charles Dornberger and his orchestra, a former Whiteman combination, 
work in the pit and on the stage in George White’s “Scandals.” “The James Boys,” 
billed as a “Paul Whiteman Orchestra,” work in the pit with “Little Jessie James” 
doing a specialty during the entr’acte. Yerke’s “Happy Six,” now a nine piece 
combination, is part of the entertainment in “I’ll Say She Is” at present on the road 
waiting a favorable opportunity to come into New York. Ben Meroff, a former New 
York leader, and his orchestra, are with “Nifties of 1923,” a burlesque show on the 
Columbia wheel. 

 
Requirements of Vaudeville Orchestras 

 
One of the primary requisites for orchestras playing in vaudeville, and there 

are over 75 of them, is novelty. The average vaudeville audience is not content with 
an orchestra that merely plays, regardless of their playing ability. It has been found 
necessary to surround the orchestra with expensive cycloramas and sets and to 
incorporate in the act a song story, scenic exploitation, costume bit, singing 
numbers, dances, or other unusual features to put the act across. Some of the acts 
carry special stage managers, electricians and carpenters and cost in the 
neighborhood of $5,000 to produce. Most notable in this type, is Lopez, who, in 
establishing himself as a vaudeville favorite, has been lavish in the expenditures. 
That the outlay was warranted is evidenced by the fact that not only has Lopez been 
playing in vaudeville in and around New York for almost a year of consecutive 
weeks but has found that the sale of his records has increased tremendously. This is 
not along true of the sales in the metropolitan district but also in out-of-town cities 
as well, the special exploitation made possible by his vaudeville headlining making 
for this result. 

Harry Stoddard built his vaudeville act around an idea, a trip around New 
York, and sprang from comparative obscurity to popularity. Accepting a 
phonograph contract he made several records before leaving the city on the 
Orpheum Circuit and has been able to promote sales for the company by tie-ups 



with local dealers in the towns which he plays. This practice is universal among 
recording orchestra leaders, both with the record companies and the instrument 
dealers. It has worked to the advantage of both parties. Ernie Golden, Simone 
Martucci and many others have come to be booked upon as purely vaudeville 
bands, combining no other position, such as cabaret or hotel with their vaudeville 
work. 

Hitherto vaudeville has been looked upon askance by the leaders, the 
impression being that after the outlay for scenery and production was made, 
commission and traveling expenses paid and the lay-off weeks averaged in the new 
would be so small as to be almost negligible. As a matter of fact, the average weekly 
salary, figuring in all lay-offs, expenses and incidentals, of a musician in vaudeville 
is $85 with the leaders getting from $125 upwards. Many of the leaders in vaudeville 
work their acts on a co-operative basis, a nine-piece combination splitting the 
balance after deducting expenses ten ways, the leader getting double. This has been 
found to keep the men contented and to make for a general feeling of good 
fellowship and accord de corps in the organization. 

 
1926 – Popular Mechanics 
 
Where Jazz Comes From 
 Now there are thousands of jazz orchestras in this country. Almost every 
town of 5,000 has one or more. Few vaudeville programs are complete without a 
jazz number. 

 
 

 


