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I. Guide to the Material

The purpose of this section of the Online Learning Center is to provide a survey of jazz music as it is recorded, performed, and taught around the world.  The focus will be upon indigenous jazz musicians and their use of their own ethnic and cultural traditions in creating jazz music.  It should be understood that the goal is to provide an introductory sampling of jazz around the world.  Many artists have remained in their own countries or regions while others have immigrated to the West or have become part of the international jazz scene.   

Rather than attempt to list every country where jazz is performed, the OLC presents a survey of the music of specific regions or continents.  When possible, discographies from highlighted countries will be provided as well as occasional artist spotlights.

II.  Introduction

Historians agree that the roots of organized jazz music can be traced to the southern United States in general, and to the area in and around New Orleans, Louisiana in particular.   By the mid 1920’s, during the period referred to as the “Jazz Age”, jazz music was heard in most major cities from the East Coast to the Mississippi River and beyond.  Recordings by such artists as the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, Jelly Roll Morton, W.C. Handy and King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band were heard from coast to coast as network radio and the phonograph became standard household fare.  

The first recognized jazz musicians to perform outside of North America took their music to Europe where it was received enthusiastically almost from the beginning.  The Western (European) aspects of jazz music, namely the instruments and harmonic structures, made the music accessible to most listeners.

With transportation slow and expensive at this time, most musicians who performed abroad were faced with the choice of extended stays or of becoming permanent residents.   However, the level of respect given artists in Europe and the financial rewards were sufficient to assure the steady flow jazz music across the Atlantic.

Among notable early jazz musicians who performed regularly or immigrated to Europe were trumpeters Bill Coleman and Arthur Briggs and the soprano saxophonist Sidney Bechet.  Others followed them, such as Coleman Hawkins and Benny Carter, who, while not becoming permanent residents, nevertheless were continental stars in the 1930’s.  European musicians eager to emulate the style and success of their American counterparts thrived under the tutelage and influence of their mentors. 

Other factors influencing the export of jazz from the United States were World Wars I and II and the U.S. State Department.  During World War I, black U.S. Army regiment bands like Lieutenant Will Vodery's were stationed in Europe.  James Reese Europe's "Hellfighters" were called the "best damn brass band in the U.S. Army", and Lieutenant Tim Brymn's "Seventy Black Devils" played for the peace conference in Versailles.  While these bands were not playing jazz in the strictest sense, they did have the rhythmic and interpretive style that would later be associated with jazz.

As the United States entered the Second World War in Europe and in the Pacific, jazz was already a staple in many countries.  U.S. Military big bands were stationed at bases throughout the world.  G.I. and radio broadcasts featured regular jazz programming.  

This was followed by one of the most interesting periods in the history of international jazz.  With the beginning of the Cold War, the United States Government dedicated large sums of money to export American culture.  Because nothing was more “American” than jazz music, many of its most well known stars were sent around the world.  The U.S. State Department sponsored tours featuring such artists as Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, The Modern Jazz Quartet and others who were often able to go to areas of the world where traditional forms of diplomacy were ineffective.  

Beginning in 1954, the well-known broadcasts of the legendary Willis Conover were heard over Voice of America on every continent.   Conover single-handedly introduced millions of listeners around the world to jazz through his nightly broadcasts.  In more than one Iron Curtain country, his was the most well known American name and the most recognized voice.

The excitement and spontaneity of live jazz music has always represented a freedom of expression to musicians around the globe, which may account for the growth in international jazz festivals throughout the world. 

Today, jazz music has become what many describe as an international language that is spoken on every corner of the globe.  With Internet communication available worldwide, musicians, promoters, teachers, and fans of jazz music can exchange information and blend cultural ideas with jazz traditions.  Organizations such as the International Association for Jazz Education (IAJE) also actively promote exchanges of information and provide opportunities for jazz music to be heard and learned in any country. 

Questions for Review

1. What factors influenced the export of Jazz into Europe.

2. Why was Jazz music accessible to the European audience?

3. How and why did Jazz flourish behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War?
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