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Jazz & Foreign Reaction

France
Darius Milhaud and Jazz

Milhaud’s name is well known in classical music circles. He was a member of Les
Six a French group of very influential composers in the early 20™ century.
Milhaud was one of the most prolific composers of the century. But his
acceptance of American jazz elements in his music may not be as well known.
The best example of his use of jazz elements can be seen in his jazz ballet La
Creation du monde written in 1923.

Milhaud was born in Aix-en-Province on September 4, 1892. He showed
an interest in music when at three years old his mother heard him play a song on
the piano that he had earlier heard. But it was not until he was seven that he was
given formal musical education and was taught the violin. At fourteen he played
in his teacher’s string quartet. Attending the Paris Conservatoire he became
interest more in composition then playing violin. After about 5 years in the Paris
community of the arts he made a trip to Brazil to be a secretary to his future
librettist Paul Claudel. He stayed in Brazil for 8 months (Feb.1917 to Nov.1918,
then returned to Paris. While he was away a new musical movement was taking
place. Soon he was included in the “Les Six,” a progressive group of French
composers. From his influence of Brazilian rhythms his “Le Boeuf sur le toit” was
premiered in 1920 in London. While in London in 1920 he heard an American
band and began a lifelong infatuation with jazz. In 1922 he traveled to America
and began ‘haunting’ the dance halls and entertainment establishments of Harlem.
He recalls, “In some shows the singers were accompanied by flute, clarinet,
trumpets, trombone, and a large percussion section, and piano. In two shows he
attended he heard the songs “Sweet Georgia Brown,” and “Mammy.” He returned
to Paris and in 1923 we had the premier of “La creation du monde.”

The Creation of the World

This ballet is said to be the first example of “Third Stream music (a
classical piece influenced by jazz). Of the composition Milhaud said, “I had the



opportunity | had been waiting for to use those elements of jazz to which | had
devoted so much study.”

The piece was written some 2 to 3 years before Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in
Blue.” In “A Listener’s Guide to the Recordings,” we read:

“The classical feeling’ of “Creation” is most obvious in the introduction,
which has a way of sounding like a modern Bach aria as it takes shape over a
slow, relaxed ‘walking bass.” (Sic: a term used by jazz musicians by a string bass
player playing 4 notes per measure in 4/4 meter.) A solo saxophone, then, as now,
an unusual component in symphonic ensembles (Sic — but not in jazz ensembles)
strikes up a melancholy tune that draws an energetic rejoinder from a pair of
trumpets and a side drum. Prodded further by glissandos from the trombone (Sic:
another jazz element), the music twice rises to very loud and then sinks back to
very soft. The buoyant sounds of a reinforced percussion section (side drum,
tambourine, bass drum timpani) launch the first number of the ballet. There are
overtones of Dixieland in this exuberant dance, and the handling of the wind
instruments suggest that Milhaud was not unfamiliar with the art of the tail-gate
band, the small outfit of instrumentalists who rode in the truck for Parades. (Sic:
this percussion section is reminiscent of percussion sections in the jazz music of
the 1920s that featured a huge percussive instrumentation). The instrumentation
of this work is for 18 instruments.

A long descending run in flutes and clarinets leads into the misty rhythms
of the second number. A solo flute recalls the melancholy theme first played by
the saxophone in the introduction, and it is answered by a slow blues melody in
the oboe — a tune that is also taken up by the French horn. A swift change of pace
brings on a frenetic and cheerfully dissonant cakewalk of the minstrel days — a
dance in which the piano and percussion play a prominent part.

The quiet postlude to this section is followed by the 4™ part and anew
syncopated rhythm of Latin American antecedents. (Sic: Probably from his stay
in Brazil) The solo clarinet sees this choppy dance as a chance to demonstrate his
acrobatic virtuosity in the higher register. An oboe briefly steps into his place as a
soloist, but the ensuing exchange of melodic ideas is interrupted by a fierce
“breakdown” of winds and percussion — wood blocks and metal blocks, cymbals
drums and tympani. To paraphrase Milhaud: “Against the beat of the drums the
melodic lines crisscross in a breathless pattern of broken and twisted rhythms.
The concluding mood is romantic, even sentimental, and the final measures are a
temblors echo (heard through a French distorting prism) of the famous
entertainer’s cadence best know as “good-eve-ning-friends” though in this case its
significance must be taken to read, “Good-mor-ning-world!”

So, once again, “La Creation du Monde” does not qualify as jazz; it is not
improvisational; although syncopated, it does not swing; and its ‘blues notes”
(flatted 3, 5™ and 7™) are employed somewhat rigidly and in a formulaic manner.
Nonetheless, in addition to being a popular and time-tested ballet score, it is a
delightful concert piece, and it represents the introduction of the principle in what
was to become a continuing courtship between classical music and jazz”. — J.
Robert Bragonier



In this essay we can see the elements of jazz that were included in the
style of this piece. Many people think that jazz must be improvised and that
improvising was the only thing that makes a piece of performance jazz. They do
not consider any written music, such as big band arrangements, jazz. | do think
that jazz can be written and played. Jazz had become a style and not just an
improvisational technique. We know that improvising was used in music since its
beginning and each era of music contained this technique, some more then others.
Early jazz had no solo improvised sections but what was termed ‘collective
improvising’ that did not conform to any rules of counterpoint. Milhaud used
many styles of jazz and various instruments that were associated with early jazz.
He also used different styles of jazz influenced techniques — cakewalks (which the
familiar rhythm of 8", quarter and 8" rhythm pattern was indeed a syncopated
rhythm) and his attempt at Dixieland jazz. But as jazz is said to ‘swing’ classical
attempts do not seem to include this element. Marches have a steady rhythm with
little use of nuances in rhythm. We see this in other classical works the use of
jazz; as in the French jazz trombonist Vauchant’s writing and origin of Ravel’s
trombone solo in Bolero - which doesn’t ‘swing.” When jazz became popular and
everyone wanted to have it played at dances outside of New Orleans, we find the
beginning of written jazz so that regular dance orchestras could play this new
concept of dance music. It might be pointed out at this time that jazz at its
beginning was dance music without improvised solos.

Milhaud’s instrumentation: 2 flutes, oboe, 2 clarinets, bassoon, alto
saxophone, French horn, 2 trumpets, trombone, timpani, 1 percussion, piano, 2
violins, I violincello and I string bass.

In his autobiography, Milhaud gives an account of writing the piece:

*“ As soon as | came back from the United States (in 1922), | got in touch
with Femand Leger and Blaise Cendrars, with whom | was to work on a new
ballet for Rolf de Mare. Cendrars chose for his subject the creation of the world,
going for his inspiration to African folklore, in which he was particularly deeply
verse. We would set out from the little restaurant in the rue de Belleville, famous
for its tripe, where we had had dinner, and make our way to the rue de Lappe.
From every café came the sounds of the accordion, sometimes accompanied by
the clarinet, cornet, the trombone, or the violin. Men wearing caps and soft-
colored shirts, with a bright-hued muffler wound round their throats, danced with
their pleasant-faced girls, so well trained that they would never consent to dance
with anyone else. Their “man’ paid for the right to dance, handing the money to
the lessee of the dance hall, who went about among the couples constantly
repeating the words “’Passons la monnnaie! (Pay up, please!), dropping the coins
into a broad pouch she wore slung round her shoulder...During our explorations
Leger, Cendrars, and | were working out the details of our ballet. Leger wanted to
adapt primitive Negro art and paint the deep-curtain and the scenery with African
divinities expressive of power and darkness. He was never satisfied that his
sketches were terrifying enough. He showed me one for the curtain, black on a



dark brown background, which he had rejected because it was too bright and
‘pretty-pretty.” He would have liked to use skins representing flowers, trees, and
animals of all kinds, which would have been filled with gas and allowed to fly up
into the air at the moment of creation, like so many balloons. This plan could not
be adopted because it required a complicated apparatus for inflating them in each
corner of the stage, and the sound of the gas would have drowned out the
music...At last in La Creation du Monde | had the opportunity I had been waiting
for to use those elements of jazz to which | had devoted so much study. | adopted
the same orchestra as used in Harlem, seventeen solo instruments, and | made
wholesale use of the jazz style to convey a purely classical feeling.

I wrote La Creation in the new apartment | had just taken at 10 boulevard
de Clichy...through the open windows came the blaring of the Limonaires, shots
from the shooting-galleries, and the growls of wild beasts from the menageries,
for the fete de Montmartre had been in full swing since the beginning of June.

A few weeks afterward the Ballets Suedois gave the first performance of
La Creation du Monde...The critics decreed that my music was frivolous and
more suitable for a restaurant or a dance hall than for the concert hall. Ten years
later the selfsame critics were discussing the philosophy of jazz and learnedly
demonstrating that La Creation was the best of my works.”

Divided into six sections
1st section ~features a legato solo with the saxophone.

2" section — jazz fugue played by bass, trombone, saxophone and trumpet.
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3" section — returns to opening melody, played by flute agaihst the melody from
the 2" section played by cello which leads to a 3 tune, a blues, played by the

oboe. We see the use of the flatted 3 and 7.
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The chords below the blues derivatives of C7 andjbriminor augmented

4™ section — two violins against a bassoon in the style ofakewalk. The
traditional cakewalk rhythm is usually 68" and 18' which is a syncopated
rhythm.

5™ section— solo for clarinet, accompanied by piano, striagd percussion, with
a return to the*isection and with rhythmic accompaniment.

6" section— includes part of '3 1% and 2 tunes with the flute using a flutter-
tongue technique. The piece closes with the use ldties chord. This ending is
the cadence used by the jazzmen he heard in Harl&wnod evening friends.”



