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Abstract 
What ideological dreams does music express? And how does it do so? In 

listening to three paradigmatic moments in American Jazz, this dissertation attempts to 

answer these two problems by illustrating how the modes of our production structure 

the range of our interpretive possibilities, and how music responds to and overcomes 

these dilemmas aesthetically.  
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Introduction: Musical Dreams and the Modes of 
Production 

How do the modes of our production relate to changes in musical form?  By 

mode of production, I mean how the means to support human life are produced and 

exchanged. Under a system of capital accumulation, this means a world of commodities 

– primarily, the capacity to sell our ability to work in exchange for money, which gives 

us access to the things we need to survive. But for what reasons do we survive? The 

logic of capitalism dictates that we live only in order to work, that our desires should 

reach no further than our food and shelter, a livable wage to ensure our daily 

reproduction for the purpose of our employment until we are no longer needed for the 

accumulation of capital and are thereby extinguished. Either relegated to unemployment 

in order to leverage our precarity against our working compatriots, or otherwise left to 

die. This rather bleak story is however somewhat unconvincing when it comes to 

persuading someone to devote their life to their work, and so the capitalist dynamic 

relies on a system of ideas and beliefs – promised benefits and utopias that extend 

beyond its search for profit. 1 These ideas and beliefs, which are embedded in our social 

practices, and structure our understanding and interpretation of the world, can either 

convince us of capitalism’s necessity or persuade us to carve out an alternative.  

                                                      

1 Class-mobility; retirement; vacation; etc 
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In Marxist theory, the frameworks through which we understand ourselves and 

interpret the world, what we call ideology, have often been sequestered to a space called 

the cultural front, in distinction to that analytical field concerned with such things as the 

movement of labor and the accumulation of capital, called the economic base. 2 In this 

analytical division, any economic analysis should necessarily lead one to the realm of 

ideology, wherein our dreams, fantasies, and utopian desires motivate the choices and 

actions we take to survive and thrive under this system of constant profiteering; just as 

any ideological analysis should take us back to the dynamics of labor and capital, by 

asking in whose class interests do such utopian desires serve. These dreams and desires, 

and the ideologies from which they emerge, can be tinged with what Marxists have 

typically called “false consciousness,” wherein, for instance, the loss of your job or a cut 

in your pay may be understood to be the result of those foreigners, immigrants or 

“others,” willing to work for a lower wage, rather than a system of private property that 

pits workers in competition with one another for their survival to begin with. It is at the 

cultural front, where this battle over these ideological frameworks take place, that art 

has traditionally been placed. But how do these products of our labor, which we call art, 

express certain dreams and ideologies, if at all?  

                                                      

2 See Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction (New York: Longman, 1984); Slavoj Zizek 
The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989). The former gives different takes on 
the concept of ideology, the latter focuses on why certain ideologies take the forms that 
they do, and how they “stick.”  
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Marxist theory calls this the problem of “mediation,” which is generally 

concerned with the relationship between the superstructure (culture) and the base 

(economy).  For is the superstructure determined by the economic relations of its time, 

thereby making all cultural products and ideological systems simply the expression or 

determination of this or that economic shift, or does the superstructure prefigure and/or 

create new kinds of social relations and political struggles that reconstitute the economic 

base? There is a long history to this debate, and each answer tends to reflect, given the 

political possibilities of their time, the writer’s position in terms of where they end up 

placing their emphasis (i.e., the dynamic of labor and capital; or the ideological 

motivations that sustain it). For now, I follow Althusser 3 in saying that the answer is 

both: there is no such thing as the dream of socialism unless capitalism exists, but the 

dream for socialism has similarly changed the structure and relations of life under 

capitalism through, for instance, securing the 8-hour work-day. In this regard, the 

economic base both conditions and is conditioned by the superstructure. The dreams 

and fantasies that sustain our social relations and shape our cultural products are 

therefore both tied to the obstacles they wish to overcome and are capable of 

overcoming them in certain ways.  

                                                      

3 See Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses (Verso, 2014). 
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How, then, does music dream? And what does it dream of? To answer this 

question, we can only start with the solution music poses: the alternate social world 

contained in the utopian desires music projects through its acoustic relations, after 

which we can reconstruct the social problem such a dream responds to. This two-fold 

function has been the single imperative for this dissertation. The question of how we are 

able to interpret or extract these musical dreams has led me into the more general 

problem of music and meaning. 4 For without some shared custom or tradition that 

could guide our understanding, the meanings of music seem to elude us, usually 

resolving into this or that psychological theory of emotions. In examining how most 

analyses of music today tend to solve this problem by oscillating between two extremes 

– the social world of listeners and performers that constitute the musical event; 5 and the 

                                                      

4 See Carolyn Abbate, “Music—Drastic or Gnostic?” Critical Inquiry 30. No 3. (Spring 
2004), 505-536. Abbate has criticized this approach in music under the rubric of what she 
calls a cryptographic sublime, of which she singles out Adorno as the prime culprit. 
Abbate’s solution is to instead focus on the performative moment of music, and to claim 
that the meanings of music are not be found in the work – like an enigmatic code that 
needs to be deciphered – but are evident on the surface: the exertion of physical force 
that results in fun or the joy of a performance. It would be a disruption for me to engage 
her critique here, since it belongs more on the chapter on meaning and music, but I want 
to at least mark it and note it for the future.  That being said, I think it’s an interesting 
parallel to what in literary theory is sometimes denigrated as the hermeneutics of 
suspicion and the metaphysics of presence.  
5 See Carolyn Abbate,”Music—Drastic or Gnostic?”; Christopher Small, Musicking: the 
Meanings of Performing and Listening (Wesleyan Univ. Press, 2010); Raymond Murray 
Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Soundscape (Destiny Books, 1994). 
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hermeneutics of the musical work 6 – I have come to believe that these oscillations are 

themselves a reaction to the globalization of cultural production. That’s to say, in a 

world where music travels at near instantaneous speeds from one end of the globe to the 

other, the work of art may seem like a meaningless abstraction, whose sole social 

significance is manifest only in the variegated moments of how different communities 

react to and understand its performance. And yet, since the moments of musical 

performance are so variably different from one instant to the next, the work of art may 

also seem to have the only semiotic stability worth examining. The performative event, 

which is inseparable from its social fabric; and the sealed work of art, which seems 

insulated from it: this is the methodological oscillation that is produced in response to 

global capitalism’s flow of cultural commodities.  

From this perspective, every attempt to then overcome the problem of music and 

meaning should therefore be understood as a utopian wish to “stabilize” an approach to 

music through some novelty of theory, when, in fact, no novelty of theory can change 

the way our globalized world distributes the objects of our labor. Our theories of music 

and meaning are therefore to be understood as wish-fulfillments, which, through some 

herculean intellectual effort, try and shift the focus and analysis of various disciplinary 

                                                      

6 See Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Fondements D'une Semiologie De La Musique (Union Generale 
D'Editons, 1975); Eero Tarasti, Signs of Music: a Guide to Musical Semiotics (Mouton De 
Gruyter, 2002); Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (Princeton 
University Press, 2000). 
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practices to whatever their writers deem most correct on the basis of their own political 

dreams and desires. It is here where I would say that the Marxist hermeneutic has an 

intervening value, for it doesn’t ask us to choose one person’s dream over another, one 

model of approaching music and meaning over the next, but simply provides the 

theoretical tools by which we can grasp and historically locate how the particular 

answers we have invented are in response to a social situation we all confront, albeit 

understood and experienced in different ways. In this regard, the value of a Marxist 

hypothesis lies not only in its ability to add yet another theoretical tool to the academic 

marketplace of ideas, but in showing how and why the marketplace of ideas takes the 

form and ranging content that it does. The political purpose of which is to unite us 

against a common problem, rather than leave us divided by a dilemma we perceive 

through a glass darkly. 

In my analysis of music, it may seem that I have placed too much focus on the 

historical problem without regard for the musical solution, such that my narrative may 

be interpreted as deterministic and pessimistic, wherein the social structure determines 

the actions of its agents, down to every rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic consideration.  

I have tried to counteract this dilemma, which I take to be a general one to any political 

and cultural project, 7 by centralizing what I called the ideologies of certain musical 

                                                      

7 Do we focus on the structures that exploit us, or on how we resist and survive within 
those structures? Do we write histories of exploitation, or histories of resistance? If we 
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works. “Ideology,” however, is often tinged with negative connotations of “false 

consciousness,” which need to be alleviated or corrected, such that the term seems to 

communicate a position of pessimism rather than optimism.  In which case, I have here 

opted to use the word “dream,” though “utopia” would, I think, be similarly 

appropriate, in that both terms capture the more optimistic elements that ideology 

                                                      

focus on exploitation, our narrative tends toward tragic determinism: the structure is too 
overbearing, there is no way to escape it.  If we focus on resistance, our narrative tends 
toward a kind of romantic voluntarism: nothing can stop us, we can achieve anything in 
any moment, regardless of historical limits. My answer to this dilemma is to try and give 
equal weight to both. As an aside, this dilemma is, I believe, essentially the structuring 
problem in the debate between Afro-Optimism and Afro-Pessimism, or Fred Moten and 
Frank Wilderson. Moten theorizes the ways African-American culture consistently 
persists, resists, and survives in the face of what James Baldwin called the obscene 
adventure of racial capitalism in America; whereas Wilderson theorizes this obscene 
adventure by consistently emphasizing what he calls the unrepresentable trauma of 
black experience in America. Both narratives perform a certain ideological function: 
Moten’s project, the celebration of black life, is catered toward the pessimist: those of us 
who, and those moments in which we, are need of being reminded of the ineluctable 
capacity we have to thrive and survive by carving out utopias under even the worst of 
conditions.  Whereas Wilderson’s project is directed toward the optimist: those who 
believe in the possibility of incremental social progress, such that they need be reminded 
of the everyday and historical genocide on which our social lives are built.  Each writer 
then advocates their own utopian vision that accords to their narrative decisions: for 
Wilderson, accelerationism: all we can hope for is the destruction of society. And for 
Moten: the preservation and continuation of an African-American radical aesthetic of 
detournement, which focuses on the way we are able to twist and turn oppressive or 
exploitative situations into their opposite. Neither one of them is in any real way 
opposed to the other, as both an investigation into the nature and effects of racial 
capitalism, and an understanding of the way resistance is forged in response to it (or 
precedes it if you prefer the Foucauldian formulation), are necessary for any political 
project. In my analysis, I have suggested that music is just such an object – a response to 
historical and social problems – and an overcoming of it, though in the realm of musical 
style. 
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communicates. This problem of pessimism and optimism, which is essentially one of 

determinism and agency, is also related to one of narrative presentation, or in what 

order my argument is constructed. For I’ve found that if you start with the music, 

explain its formal tensions and limitations that the performers must somehow solve, and 

then go to the social and historical situation that their aesthetic solutions respond to, the 

meanings and structure of the music tend to read like they are determined by their 

historical circumstances. Whereas if you start with the social and historical situation, and 

then move to the musical solution, your cultural object appears like a heroic agent that 

arrives on the scene to overcome a problem that the critic has fashioned. 

In response to this writer’s dilemma, I have played with the structure of my 

argument’s presentation in each chapter, though I have generally rested on a three-step 

approach: an analysis of the work, the historical reception and interpretation of the 

work, and back to the work again. In this regard, my narrative is utopian, so far as it 

tries to end on the heroic moment of cultural production, rather than on its 

determinants. Further, I should note that the “analysis of the work” that characterizes 

the first step, stage, or level of my explication is not by any means a neutral or non-

interpretive procedure, somehow preceding the interpretations and reception of the 

work that I then go on to catalogue afterward, as my initial analysis is of course inflected 

by the inherited and historical structures and concepts that guide my understanding. As 

such, my interpretation necessarily and always begins in “error,” as one view or outlook 
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among many. After which, by collating and analyzing other responses to the music, I 

piece together a historical through-line or commonality, and hence why a final return to 

the work becomes obligatory in light of this new analytical procedure. 

In chapter one, my analysis of “West End Blues” 8 begins with a formal or 

immanent analysis, within which I single out the blues as presenting a peculiar aesthetic 

problem to the musicians: i.e., monotony. The monotony of the blues, with its repetitive 

chord progression, fixed meter, and recurring melody, is then overcome through the 

stylistic variety that the musicians imbued into each chorus: textural changes between 

instruments, rhythmic displacements, call and response, and melismatic tonal slides. 

This tension, between a fixed and variable structure, 9 signals that the blues format is a 

musical quality the song preserves and therefore values, and, at the same time, aims to 

extend and transcend. And so, what did this fixed blues structure, and the variable 

improvisatory solos, mean or socially signify? What problem was it responding to? 

The answers were multiple, depending on the predilections of the listeners and 

what elements of the music they chose to focus on. From one perspective, the fixed and 

variable structure of “West End Blues” could be heard to signal a desire for economic 

prosperity and artistic autonomy, by employing a musical form flexible enough to 

                                                      

8 Louis Armstrong and His Hot Five, “West End Blues,” recorded June 28, 1928, Okeh, 
track 1 on West End Blues, 1928, 78rpm. 
9 Thomas Brothers, "Solo and Cycle in African-American Jazz" The Musical Quarterly 78, 
no. 3 (1994), 479-509. 
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account for the shifting occasions of musical employment, while the underlying 

structure was fixed enough to establish a common and predictable language for 

consumers. Whether the music was then performed during an extended jam session, the 

duration of a ten or twelve-inch 78rpm record, the length of a vaudeville or cabaret act, 

the intermission or overture during a silent film, a live radio broadcast, or a dance; the 

flexible cycle, changing textures, and malleable mood of the music could be understood 

as the desire to accommodate a public with perpetually varying tastes without entirely 

succumbing to the pressures of a consumer market for a readily consumable 

commodity. In which case, each chorus can be read as a form of aesthetic freedom, a 

way of overcoming the alienation of one’s labor, wherein both the desires of a consumer 

public for a predictable and therefore recognizable musical form – the blues – could also 

be used to accommodate the incongruence of each performer’s own musical habits, 

style, and traditions into the space of a single song.  

This freedom or autonomy could however express many things beyond a 

reclamation of one’s control over their labor. For one thing, Earl Hines’ solo and 

Armstrong’s opening cadenza can also be heard as an expression of an African-

American project for self-determination and self-representation, one which was 

concomitant with the new found social mobilities of the “new negro’s” movement to the 

city.  Another could be to hear Sam Nanton’s trombone honks and slides as the 
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“grunting and barking” of a “dirty, down-low” southern culture of the “old negro.” 10 

Whereas the purely instrumental variant of the blues in “West End Blues” could also be 

understood, not as some nostalgic recuperation of an “old” world, but as a progressive 

and modernist project opposed to its more traditional cousin, the lyric blues. 11 In 

distinction, the low tempo of “West End Blues” could also be comprehended as a 

rejection of the up-tempo “hot” speeds of Fletcher Henderson’s and Paul Whiteman’s 

orchestral jazz, which sought to “civilize the music” for a white market audience in a 

process of national-assimilation occurring during the 1920’s. My reaction to this 

interpretive amalgam is neither to choose one position and argue for its superiority over 

the others, nor to assume a trans-historical precipice from which to proclaim that all 

interpretations are possible; instead, it is to show that there is a historical limit or 

common thread that tied these different viewpoints together: Modernity.  

 In focusing on what I call the problem of the “masses,” the contradictory and 

often opposing interpretations of “West End Blues” fell into place as so many varied 

reactions to a social problem that was experienced and understood differently. 

Depending on the social group one belonged to, the political predilection of the listener 

within that group, and the elements of the music they found pertinent, different 

                                                      

10 See Thomas David Brothers, Louis Armstrong: Master of Modernism (W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2015), 51. 
11 Playing the blues with the cornet was considered progressive. 
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meanings would be heard. These meaning were not however infinite, for as the mass 

migratory movements of the 1920s were reconfiguring the network of communal 

relations that defined one’s everyday habits, cultural customs, and social life, the 

“migrant” and the “native” would be left either to search for signs of familiarity, or 

disregard social convention altogether. Though what specifically was understood as 

being lost and gained depended on one’s social group, the general problem could not be 

ignored. Both the “old” and “new” communities were changing by virtue of those who 

left and came. If one opted to preserve social customs, you were accused by the 

modernizers of cultivating an aloofness of spirit, as you searched for a community that 

could recreate and maintain the “old” ways of life; whereas if one embraced the practical 

and local problems of adjustment as a novel opportunity to reinvent oneself, you would 

be portrayed by the traditionalists as a modernist with a blatant disregard for tradition.  

Whether “West End Blues” is then understood as a form African-American self-

determination in opposition to a kind of national assimilation into the white consumer 

culture of the imperial city; a capitulation to the alienation of labor in exchange for the 

possibility of economic prosperity, or a resistance to it; the modernization of a blues 

form, or its traditionalist preservation in the face of rapid social changes –  depended on 

the political preoccupations and social group of its listeners. For instance, to someone 

anxious about the monopolizing tendency of the music industry to subsume all local 

and regional diversities, the stylistic variety that came with the fixed structure of “West 
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End Blues” could be heard as prefiguring just such a nightmare: wheree the rhythmic 

monotony and ubiquity of the 4/4 beat, alongside the improvisatory changes in each 

chorus, would weld into the ideal commodity: homogeneity coupled with the illusion of 

variety. 12 Just as it similarly made sense to someone nervous about the disintegrating 

communities of the “old world” to hear the blues in “West End Blues” as a nostalgic 

recovery of the past; while those who embraced the newness of the present could 

similarly read it as a “modernist” embrace of novelty through its abandonment of the 

lyric. Further still, the melismatic slides of Sam Nanton’s trombone could be heard as a 

reassuring reminder that not all things have changed, just as his solo could be 

understood as a form of secular deviltry that came with the individual’s atomization and 

anonymity that accompanied a move into the city. 13  Similarly, Armstrong’s opening 

cadenza could both be part of a New Negro 14 project for self-determination and self-

representation, who, in the face of the Great Migration, asked themselves who they 

wanted to be, both for themselves and for a reconfiguring nation; and a blues-inflected 

music that rejected the “hoity-toity” attitudes of an intellectual class that sought to shape 

and form this “black hoard” by “civilizing” the “low-down” styles of Southern culture 

                                                      

12 Theodor W. Adorno, Essays on Music, Edited by Richard D. Leppert. Translated by 
Susan H. Gillespie (University of California Press, 2002), 473. 
13 See Evelyn Brooks Higginbothom, “Rethinking Vernacular Culture,” The House That 
Race Built, ed. Wahneema Lubiano (Random House, 1999).  
14 Alain Locke, The New Negro (Touchstone, 1997). 
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and musical expression. The field and range of these interpretations are all structured by 

the problem of Modernity – the need to invent or preserve some common ground or 

sense of tradition in a rapidly changing environment. The cause of which, as DuBois 

argued, was the labor shortage created by the war of 1914. 15 What, then, was the music’s 

reaction to this social dilemma? 

It’s here where I return to the work once more, in suggesting that “West End 

Blues” was all of these things at once. The musical brilliance and ingenuity of adopting 

the fixed form of the blues in tandem with the stylistically variable solutions of each 

chorus created a music that was able to hold all these conflicting and contradictory 

elements together: heard both to preserve the cultural traditions that were thought to be 

quickly disappearing, and to give them a new aesthetic and instrumental shape in a 

modernizing society by way of each musician’s idiomatic take on the melody. This is 

what I could call the dream or utopian desire of “West End Blues:” a society in which 

the old and “new negro” were not at odds; and in which the desire to survive and 

pursue the variety of economic opportunities in the north did not have to come with the 

                                                      

15 Which DuBois then said led to the possibility of the Great Migration. I’ve suggested 
that the cause of the war was imperialist nations competing for African resources, and 
that the cause behind this competition was the result of the abstract dynamics of capital.  
Specifically, the temporal incongruity or tension between finance and industrial capital, 
by which I mean that the difference in time it takes for the financial capitalist and the 
industrial capitalist to realize their profits led to a crisis in the system that had to be 
overcome. 
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necessity of relinquishing one’s ability to decide what they wanted to play. Whether 

“West End Blues” is then heard as a capitulation to Modernism or understood as some 

Victorian throwback, are predilections that illustrated the peculiarities of one’s social 

network, and, within those networks, the political (un)conscious of its listeners, who 

took up different positions in response to these changing conditions. The music should 

therefore be heard as an aesthetic solution to this ideological opposition: a way of 

holding two worlds together. 

In chapter two, the form or aesthetic problem facing Black, Brown, and Beige 16 was 

continuity: how do you tell a long form narrative of black contribution to the 

revolutionary history of the United States through different musical themes, topics, and 

movements, while never allowing any one theme, movement, or topic to conclude too 

conclusively so as to disconnect each narrative moment from the next. Ellington’s 

ingenious solutions were variable, but generally speaking, it was to combine different 

musical forms – the blues, popular song, waltz, symphony – into a single progressive 

movement, wherein certain forms were repeated at specific moments to retain some 

sense of musical continuity and comprehensibility by piecing together readily 

recognizable musical genres. The social meaning of which was multiple: an avant-garde 

music whose long-form organization rejected the generic boundaries and divisions 

                                                      

16 Duke Ellington, Black, Brown, and Beige, recorded January 23, 1943, Prestige, tracks 13-
15 on The Carnegie Hall Concerts: January 1943, 1977, compact disc. 
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between musical forms; a traditionalist who expressed “authentic” African-American 

Swing music through his emphasis on rhythmic displacements, gospel blues, and 

improvisation; an assimilationist who turned his back on his own culture by aspiring for 

the “classical” merits of European art music in through-composing a three-movement 

piece; an Anti-American who criticized the war by foregrounding a history of racial 

inequality at a time when national unity was hegemonic; and an Uncle-Tom, whose 

desire for commercial success and public adoration curbed his criticism of racial 

exploitation by urging African-Americans to stand by the flag. 17  

If the Culture Industry becomes our interpretive horizon or allegorical key, these 

contradictory and at times seemingly unrelated interpretive responses suddenly cohere. 

For the musical culture industry, here defined as the network of social relations driven 

by the desire for profit, denigrated improvisatory music in order not to surprise or 

“upset” consumer expectations, 18 all the while requiring some variety in order to keep 

selling “new” musical commodities. Novel arrangements, variations in timbral color, 

and dynamic alterations were prized over melodic improvisation and harmonic 

modulations, since the latter risked disturbing what the industry imagined to be the 

                                                      

17 See John Hammond, “Is the Duke Deserting Jazz?” The Duke Ellington Reader (Oxford 
University Press, 1993); John Hammond, “The Tragedy of Duke Ellington,” The Duke 
Ellington Reader (Oxford University Press, 1993). 
18 Richard Massimo, I Got a Song: a History of the Newport Folk Festival (Wesleyan 
University Press, 2017). 
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consumer’s expectations. Composers were therefore necessary to write new music, 

while arrangers were prized in order to vary them according to the configuration of each 

band. Improvising musicians, whose flexibility was once essential to the problems of 

Modernity, became impediments, as aesthetic freedom shifted away from the band 

member and toward the composer who wrote the songs, the arranger who varied them, 

and the band-leader who ensured that the band performed them according to written 

specifications. Band-leaders and arrangers were bribed with partial copyright rights and 

radio spots so as to ensure the adoption of some publishing house’s song catalogue, 

whereas musicians were told to play the music according to the score. Band-leaders 

functioned like middle-management, and had to find inventive ways to sustain the 

happiness of their players all while convincing them to perform the same standards, day 

after day, with relatively little variation. And so a class-division emerged: the network of 

social relations that sustained the industry’s drive for profits, and the performers who 

were being turned into the cogs of a manufactured hit parade, and the “Great American 

Songbooks” that would spin out if it. 

The musicians and critics who disparaged these developments argued for the 

improvisatory freedom of the live musician against the stagnancy of standardized 

musical reproduction; for the creative artist against commercial sell-outs; and for a 
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democratic art-form against the imposition of a boss or manager. 19 In contrast, the 

industry responded with its own argument or ideology: the populism of mass art 

against the elitism of the revivalists and the avant-garde; standardization’s ability to 

democratize the consumption of music against the exclusive cults of appreciation 

surrounding the jam session; and the progress of technological advance over the 

luddism of aesthetic craftsmanship. 20 A tension that eventually led to the ASCAP 

boycott of 1939 and the AFM strike of 1942. 

To cross the boundaries of generic distinction, as Black, Brown, and Beige did, 

could therefore be read by one reviewer as an avant-garde maneuver, which rejected 

capitalism’s need to produce music that stayed in its lane for the sake of one’s ease of 

consumption. Just as the use of the blues and gospel in Black, Brown, and Beige could be 

seen by another to harken back to a more authentic kind of music, prior to the perceived 

inertia that followed the standardization and commodification of music; whereas the 

creation of a long-form, through-composed piece could be understood to express a 

whitewashed aspiration for economic success in the face of a quickly stagnating Swing 

industry. The pro- and anti-American interpretive responses fit into this medley of 

                                                      

19 Amiri Baraka, Blues People: Negro Music in White America (W. Morrow, 2002). 
20 Use of Mechanical Reproduction of Music: Hearings before Subcommittee, 77th Congress, 2d 
Session, Pursuant to S. Res. 286, Authorizing Investigation of Action of American Federation of 
Musicians in Denying Its Members Right to Play or Contract for Recording or Other Forms of 
Mechanical Reproduction of Music, Sept. 17-21, 1942. 1943. 
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avant-gardist, revivalist, and assimilationist responses so far as we remain cognizant of 

the fact that Swing music was performed and used by the United Service Organizations 

to raise war bonds. 21 In which case, Swing music could be aligned with a seemingly 

uncritical pro-Americanism from one perspective, as benefit concerts promoted racial-

integration while defense industries hired white-only unions; and Swing bands raised 

troop moral while the military remained segregated.  

This two-fold combination, of the politicization of Swing as an arm of the State 

Department’s war effort, alongside the shifting aesthetic and economic relations that 

came with the standardized production of musical commodities, structured the field of 

interpretation in response to Black, Brown, and Beige. For the break from the Culture 

Industry could thereby signal not only a rejection of the standardized practices of Swing 

music’s capitulation to a mass consumer public; but also a critique of uncritical support 

for U.S. Nationalism and thus racial inequality. These interpretations depended on what 

meaningful valences the culture industry signaled, itself dependent on one’s social and 

political position. Unlike the problems that characterized Modernity in the 1920’s – the 

search for some shared language or tradition through which the Nation could fashion a 

common world at a time of rapid fragmentation and disintegration – the problem that 

structured the field of musical interpretation in the 1940’s, was created by the hegemonic 

                                                      

21 Sherrie Tucker, Dance Floor Democracy: the Social Geography of Memory at the Hollywood 
Canteen (Duke Univ. Press, 2014). 
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or dominant solution that emerged out of Modernity: one nation, united in its ability to 

consume the standardized cultural objects of its production. This was the problem of 

Late Modernity. 

 Was Black, Brown, and Beige, with its combined use of swung rhythms, through-

composition, individual solos, gospel, the blues, waltz, and symphony form, then a 

rejection of the things the Culture Industry represented, or was it in support of them? 

Both and neither. The dream of Black, Brown, and Beige was to avoid the hazards of 

avant-garde “unintelligibility” by employing generic musical forms, while remaining 

critical of the standards of intelligibility set by the music industry, and what those 

standards signaled. The world Black, Brown, and Beige imagined was one wherein 

musical expression could flourish without turning its back on the masses; where racial 

equality existed without the need for separate and segregated spheres of life from a 

white consumer audience; where performers and arrangers were not at odds; where 

patriotism and civic engagement were coextensive rather than opposed; and where a 

common musical language and the preservation of cultural traditions didn’t require 

homogeneity and standardization.  
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In chapter three, I take several works into consideration, from “Cherokee” 22 to 

“Ko-Ko,” 23 “Fables of Faubus” 24 and “So What.” 25  In first diagramming the aesthetic 

changes from Ray Noble’s “Cherokee” to Charlie Parker’s rendition of “Cherokee,” I 

show how the formal or musical problem confronting Parker was, similar to “West End 

Blues,” that of monotony. The variables that once provided a big band performance of 

popular song with a certain degree of musical variety, such as the arranger’s ability to 

vary the song’s orchestration, were tools no longer available to Parker in his small 

ensemble: Charlie Parker on alto sax, Efferge Ware on guitar, and Phil Phillips on 

drums. Parker’s solution to this musical dilemma was to increase the tempo and extend 

the harmonic relations within the chord changes, so as to overcome the monotony of a 

single lead instrument by giving himself more notes to play through, and more notes to 

play with. “Cherokee’s” increase in tempo, which led to a constant alteration and 

juxtaposition of consonant and dissonant tones, destroyed the system of tonal tension 

that could be used to create one sense of musical progression. What “Cherokee” 

therefore gained in tonal variety by both “playing outside” circumscribed chord 

                                                      

22 Charlie Parker, “Cherokee,” recorded September 1942, Damon Studio, Kansas City, 
1942,78rpm. 
23 Charlie Parker, “Ko-Ko,” recorded November 26, 1945, WOR Studios, New York City, 
1945, 78rpm. 
24 Charles Mingus, “Fables of Faubus,” recorded 1959, Columbia, track 7 on Mingus Ah 
Um, 1959, LP. 
25 Miles Davis, “So What,” recorded March 2, 1959, Columbia, track 1 on Kind of Blue, 
1959, LP. 
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relations and increasing the pace, it lost in terms of a sense of linear movement or 

change. The sense of progression the music then came to rely upon was instead to be 

found in “the riff:” without the firm contrast between tonal consonance and dissonance, 

each new and novel rhythmic phrase the player created in the process of their 

improvisation registered that some musical event had taken place. The riff was 

essentially the ideational germ of “Cherokee’s” aesthetic. 

Contemporaneous with Black, Brown, and Beige, “Cherokee’s” musical qualities 

were interpreted in a variety of ways that all point to the Culture Industry as a common 

problem. For example, those who focused on the harmonic extensions and up-tempo 

playing that “Cherokee” featured, could read these musical qualities as rejections of the 

typical chord relations of Swing music’s pop success. In other words, “Cherokee” could 

stand for a form of anti-assimilationism, as Baraka has argued, that refused the 

individual’s incorporation into consumer society. 26 To writers like Norman Mailer and 

Jack Kerouac, this anti-assimilationism was heard as the screaming surge of existential 

abandon, which rebuffed the homogeneity of middle-class suburban existence in its 

dizzying tempos and rejection of ready-made hits. 27 For those invested in artistic purity, 

the “riff” heard in “Cherokee” could be seen as a music made by performers for 

                                                      

26 Amiri Baraka, Blues People. 
27 Jack Kerouac, Subterraneans (Penguin Books Ltd, 2001); Norman Mailer, “The White 
Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster,” Dissent 4 (Fall 1957), 276-93.  
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performers, in its disregard for melody, and its emphasis on formal experimentation and 

aesthetic originality: an art for the artist’s sake that celebrated the irreverent musical 

genius who disregarded wealth and popularity for improvisatory freedom and technical 

showmanship. For Ellington, songs like “Cherokee” enacted an uncompromising black 

aesthetic that was an extension of Marcus Garveyism in its self-isolation from mass and 

white consumers, and connection to its West-Indian influences. 28 Finally, since 

“Cherokee’s” lack of concern with popular appeal had made it an unlikely candidate for 

the USO,  Eric Lott is able to argue that the music signaled an anti-Nationalism that 

marked its cooperation in the Double-V campaign, which fought for civil equality at 

home and abroad. 29 What we observe in this catalogue of interpretations of “Cherokee” 

is that they are all reactions to the valences cultural standardization took on in regards to 

particular groups, depending on their social class and political commitments.  

“Cherokee’s” break from mass culture, however we then interpret that break, 

lead to a new social and aesthetic problem for Jazz music. For if “Cherokee” was driven 

by its opposition to the racial and economic norms that the Culture Industry signified 

during the war of 1939, there was also a way in which its drive for artistic innovation 

and originality fit conveniently into the market logic of obsolescence and the constant 

                                                      

28 Robert C. O'Meally, The Jazz Cadence of American Culture (Columbia University Press, 
2007). 
29 Eric Lott, “Double-V, Double-Time: Bebop’s Politics of Style,” Callaloo 36 (Summer 
1998), 597-605. 
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renewal of musical commodities. As Bebop, of which “Cherokee” was a part, succeeded 

in becoming a new Jazz idiom, new standards and consumer expectations solidified as 

they had similarly done for Swing music, wherein the artist’s creativity was pressured 

and circumscribed to performing Bebop standards in a particular way. The idea of 

musical autonomy within which an anti-assimilationist politics was articulated in the 

1940’s, starts to therefore seem less viable when the disregard for societal norms itself 

becomes a new social norm that may be packaged, branded, and consumed. The figure 

of the rebel, the outsider, and the stranger, could then stand in as the image of a 

consumer society and American racialism, where previously it stood against it. It’s out 

from this historical shift that I conjecture two possible aesthetic responses to this 

dilemma: the fugitive 30 and the agitational. 

The fugitive solution was to constantly innovate and experiment. For as the 

market subsumed every musical novelty into yet another commodity that attempted to 

straightjacket the musician, one could outrun and thereby maintain a sense of aesthetic 

freedom by rejecting one’s own previous inventions as outmoded, outdated, or 

appropriate only for their time.  In this regard, the musician would find themselves in a 

race against their “previous” self, as they kept pushing and reinventing the boundaries 

                                                      

30 Fred Moten, "The Case of Blackness," Criticism 50, no. 2 (2008;2009;), 177-218; 
Nathaniel Mackey, "Other: From Noun to Verb,” Representations 39, no. 1 (1992), 51-70. I 
am mostly deriving my use of the term “fugitivity” from Moten’s and Mackey’s use in 
their writings on black cultural production. 
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of art music in order to secure the authenticity or fugitivity of one’s craft from the 

assimilations of consumer society. Music would therefore have to be constantly 

revolutionized, and find ever new sources for creativity in the post-bop era: the Indian 

ragas of Coltrane’s Live at the Village Vanguard (1961), the “Free Jazz” of Ornette 

Coleman’s in Shape of Jazz to Come (1959), the “Third Stream” synthesis of Gunther 

Schuller in Modern Jazz Concert (1958); the use of irregular time signatures in Dave 

Brubeck’s Time Out (1959); and the modal Jazz of Miles Davis’ Quintet in Kind of Blue 

(1959). The distinction between the anti-assimilationism of “art” and the assimilationism 

of the “market” could only be secured by staying consistently on the run: outpacing 

mass commodification by searching for ever new sonorities and testing art music’s 

previous boundaries. This is one post-bop dream that I call a “fugitive” aesthetic: an 

attempt to constantly outrun the forces of market determination through the rejection of 

branding and the invention of new music. 31   

Rather than preserving art as a space free from the problems of the market, the 

agitational response was to claim that the political efficacy of music lay precisely in its 

potential to reach a mass audience through the culture industry’s mechanisms of mass 

distribution. From this position, music took on a different shape and sound as economic 

                                                      

31 Anthony Braxton, Tri-Axium Writings, Volume 2 (Synthesis Music, 1985), 540. “I 
believe the creativity that emerged in the sixties certainly flowed with respect to politics, 
but I do not believe that the basic thrust underlying what the music was, was ‘about 
politics.’” 
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success and popular appeal became tools for its political project. Innovation was no 

longer the driving motor behind a politics of musical form, since such innovations 

seemed in tandem with, rather than poised against, the society one sought to overcome 

and critique. No longer preoccupied with revolutionizing the art-work-turned-

commodity into a rarefied field of aesthetic production, this musical aesthetic was 

preoccupied with politicizing it. Music was used as a tool for social commentary and 

intervention on the problems of the time: an agitational interference into the problems 

society thought to repress: Mingus’ “Fables of Faubus” (1959); We Insist! Max Roach’s 

Freedom Now Suite (1960); Archie Shepp’s Fire Music (1965); Coltrane’s “Alabama” (1964); 

Nina Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn” (1964). All musical forms, including rhythm and 

blues, showtunes, the blues, and gospel were used as tools of political agitation. This 

“agitational” music was therefore not concerned with aesthetic originality per se, but 

aesthetic communication.  

These two positions counterbalanced one another, as the post-bop rationale of 

popular agitation would read musical innovation as a kind “formalism” that ignored 

how the potential of the culture industry could be used against itself for political change. 

Whereas the fugitive aesthetic would see agitational music as a kind of fatalism that has 

accepted the inevitability of market forces to commodify all aspects of life such that 

resistance itself becomes an impossibility: for a political commodity is a commodity still. 

This ideological bifurcation was caused by the disintegrating line demarcating the work 
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of art from the world of work, for as the market kept encroaching on life, one reaction 

was to outrun it, another to embrace it and turn it against itself. This tension, I argue, 

structured the field of music production and interpretation in the post-bop moment, to 

which each work of music signals its own inventive solution to this dilemma, of which 

there will be a range of meanings peculiar to the work’s musical qualities and the 

political interests of its listener. 32  Nevertheless, I argue that these musical works and 

their reception essentially respond to a common problem: the sense that the line 

delimiting the work of art from the world of work was disappearing. 

Each chapter is therefore structured around a general social problem, which, 

once solved, creates new issues: in the first, Modernity, or the changing networks of 

social relations caused by the Great Migration and the First World War; in the second, 

Late Modernity, or the imposition of a standardized form of cultural production that 

“solved” the problem of Modernity; in the third, the Society of Spectacle, or the 

dissolving boundary between market standardization and some space outside of it, 

which we can hazardly call life. These changes would each be understood differently 

                                                      

32 Mingus’ “Fables of Faubus” and Coltrane’s “Alabama” could then be read as 
precisely a response to this dilemma, wherein the alienations of labor and the 
assimilation into consumer society do not have to be opposed by an agitational aesthetic; 
where political efficacy and the protest of a mass art need not be sacrificed for aesthetic 
freedom and experimentation; where both political confrontation and aesthetic fugitivity 
are coextensive rather than counterpoised.  Whether such a tactic was efficacious is 
beyond me to judge, but this was the utopian desire or dream that drove the music, I 
argue. 
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according to how one’s social group experienced them, and what political positions 

where taken up in response. This dissertation interprets how the jazz tradition 

responded to these three moments, and what aesthetic solutions the music ingeniously 

invented as part of that response. Though this object, which I’ve here called the “Jazz 

Tradition,” has itself similarly undergone a series of revisions and changes in response 

to these historical dilemmas, which we group under the study of Jazz historiography, 

and which it is worthwhile to briefly investigate now. 

Jazz Historiography in Brief 

I should first note that I am beginning from the assumption that there is no 

absolutely right or wrong way to write a history of Jazz. For what may seem like the 

most progressive and radical political narrative in one situation, can suddenly flip into 

the most reactionary and regressive in another. 33 Nonetheless, this doesn’t avert the 

critic’s or scholar’s responsibility, in my mind, from engaging in disciplinary-politico 

                                                      

33 See Lisa E. Davenport, Jazz Diplomacy : Promoting America in the Cold War Era (Jackson: 
University Press of Mississippi, 2009). In the national situation, the idea of Jazz as an 
African-American art-form was used as a corrective in the 1950’s and 1960’s to racist 
historical narratives that had elided the history of black contributions to jazz music.  
However, in the international situation, the idea of Jazz as an African-American art-form 
was used to justify American imperialism. In recognizing black contributions to 
American cultural production, the Jazz Ambassadors program, enacted by the State 
Department in 1956, used Jazz as an international marker of how the United States had 
supposedly overcome racial inequality, displaying the so-called progressivism of 
American democracy in distinction to Communism. The expansion of U.S. imperialism 
was in part justified through the use of cultural colonialism. 
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disputes, it just means that we should be cognizant of the various ways politics operates 

in different situations, without either being too quick to celebrate or denounce one 

particular narrative as radical or reactionary, given that in our age of globalized 

production, it is not immediately apparent what political situation and ideological 

effects certain historical narratives may have. 34 

In the 1930’s, for instance, the writing of Jazz history used the trope of 

authenticity to ground its historical narrative: the preservation of some moment of 

origin that was in danger of being forgotten and subsumed by the changes in modern 

life. 35 The mythological origins of New Orleans as the birthplace of Jazz was established 

and articulated at this time, 36 as a proliferation of interviews were collected and 

published to either reinforce or contest this story. In addition, the “Jazz Autobiography” 

was invented as a narrative form invented to speak the “truth of jazz” through some 

authoritative figure whose presentation of reality would presumably go unchallenged. 

These nativist narratives were seen to preserve the forms of African-American folk and 

working class proletarian expression, which presumably counteracted their 

                                                      

34 Though I take the point that you can never be sure, and hence you must just risk the 
intervention and see what comes of it. 
35 See Bruce Boyd Raeburn, New Orleans Style and the Writing of American Jazz History 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2009). 
36 Whether New Orleans is the actual birthplace of jazz is not my preoccupation here, as 
I am more interested in when people started saying that it was and when such a 
definition took hold. 
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disappearance and incorporation into modern city life and the cultural logic of 

imperialism that was emerging with it.  

In the 1940’s, another crisis in the telling of Jazz history occurred. The aesthetic 

criteria once used to establish the Jazz Tradition was upended by the musical 

innovations of the “avant-garde” and the nostalgia of the “traditionalists,” who derided 

“Swing” as a stagnant and standardized music. This bifurcation in Jazz music between 

what was posed as “entertainment” and “art” lead to the “Jazz Wars” of the 1940’s, as 

“Revivalists” and “Modernists” attempted to define the musical qualities and 

characteristics that comprised “The Tradition.” Historians and critics argued over the art 

and politics of Jazz, and told a story of paradigmatic changes in style and form that 

asserted either the apotheosis of Trad’s folklorism, or Bebop’s avant-gardism, depending 

on one’s political predilections and aesthetic taste. 37  

In the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, the telling of Jazz history seems to have 

confronted something of unanswerable problem, wherein issues of continuity or 

definition seemed more difficult to sustain. Writing in The Jazz Scene in 1959, Eric 

Hobsbawm provides a lucid illustration of this problem that is worth quoting in full: 

There can be no firm or adequate definition of jazz. As we have seen, jazz is 
neither self-contained nor unchanging. No frontier line, but a vast border zone, 
divides it from ordinary popular music, much of which is in varying degrees 

                                                      

37 See Bernard Gendron, “Moldy Figs and Modernists: Jazz at War (1942-1946),” Jazz 
Among the Discourses, ed. Krin Gabbard (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995). 
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tinged by it and mixed up with it. No fixed frontier divides it from the older 
types of folk-music out of which it has emerged. Until the last war, the frontier 
between it and orthodox art music was much sharper, but even that has been 
made hazier by raids across it from either side. As we have also seen, jazz has in 
its short history changed to a remarkable degree, and there is no guarantee at all 
that it will stop changing. Just as a definition of jazz which described it 
adequately in 1927 had to be modified and widened to describe the jazz of 1937, 
and again to describe that of 1957, so it is extremely probable that any incautious 
description today will in turn grow out-of-date. Jazz lovers and jazz critics, 
inhabitants of an argumentative and exclusive universe, have tried to find 
arbitrary definitions which will safely separate ‘jazz’ from ‘pop music’, or 
whatever they consider the ‘true jazz’ from its degenerations. It cannot be done; 
not because it is impossible to make and establish such conventional definitions, 
but because jazz, being a modern popular art, has hitherto lacked the authorities 
and institutions which can make such definitions stick… There may well be a 
point in the evolution of jazz where it might be better to stop calling it by that 
name. But it is in its nature a music without precise boundary lines… Though the 
jazz-lover may have fits at the idea, the reporter can no more deny the right of 
Paul Whiteman to call himself a jazz musician, Al Jolson a jazz singer, or the least 
and most cretinous rock-and-roller to claim jazz citizenship than the literary 
critic can deny the right of the average businessman to claim that he writes 
English. 38 
 

Where past critics and historians disagreed over an appropriate and adequate definition 

of jazz, for Hobsbawm, the very work of the jazz historian now lies in crisis. The 

dissolution of generic boundaries between pop, art, and folk, taken with the rapidity of 

aesthetic innovations, leads him to the observation that no definition of jazz will ever be 

adequate. Though we would be right to say that jazz critics and historians have never 

suffered from any shortage of stylistic differences or historical mutations when it comes 

to defining the music, what is historically peculiar about Hobsbawm account is how the 

                                                      

38 Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Jazz Scene (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), lvii-lxiv. 
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obstacles confronting his Jazz history are neither defined by the disappearance of some 

folkloric or authentic tradition, as it was thought in the 1930’s; nor is it defined by 

safeguarding it from the dilutions and standardizations of commercial music, as it was 

in the 1940’s; but in the rapidity of aesthetic shifts (“no guarantee it will stop 

changing…”), and the dissolution of generic boundaries (“no frontier line divides it…”). 

The music is changing too quickly to be grasped, and the old dividing lines by which it 

was understood no longer seem to exist. 39 The only solution is to recognize the partiality 

and incompleteness of any attempt at writing the history of jazz, given the writer’s 

impossible task of reporting on a musical tradition that is seen to be swiftly 

revolutionizing. With this historical development, the conditions for the emergence of 

jazz historiography are now set into place, as scholars may begin to examine the 

different ways histories of jazz have been told, and for what reasons. 40  

Nevertheless, in my reading of jazz histories from the late 1950’s to the present, 41 

it seems to me that the problems in writing a history of jazz, which Hobsbawm 
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articulated in 1959, are still with us today. Though with a slight alteration: for where 

Hobsbawm is remarking on the novelty of jazz’s generic dissolution (“until the last 

war…”) and the rapidity of its changing aesthetic, these factors are no longer novel to us 

today. The notion that jazz is constantly changing, and that no firm boundaries can 

separate it from one avenue of life or another, no longer surprise us. The question of 
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writing jazz history therefore shifts from asking how do you tell the story of a cultural 

tradition that is rapidly revolutionizing? To: how do you create a sense of historical 

continuity if the object of your analysis is defined by paradigmatic changes? How, for 

instance, are we to link Louis Armstrong’s “West End Blues” to Thelonious Monk’s 

“Crepiscule with Nellie” to Anthony Braxton’s Trillium R to Vijay Iyer’s Far From Over? 

Change must presuppose continuity if we are not to be left merely with two 

incommensurable states; but how can such continuity be compatible with aesthetic 

upheaval? 42 For if an aesthetic transformation is deep-seated enough, it might also 

transform the very criteria by which our history of music has been constructed, thus 

fraying our narrative into so many discontinuous strands that become unintelligible to 

one another. But if the aesthetic transformation “fits,” it might be because the 

transformation was not radical enough, and does not therefore warrant our attention in 

a history of aesthetic innovation.  If we can talk about the change then it is not full-

blooded enough; but if it is full-blooded enough, it threatens to fall outside the criteria 

we’ve employed to cohere our historical lineage. This paradox will in turn produce that 

nagging and unavoidable problem for the cultural historian known as definition: what is 

Jazz, and how do you write a history of it? The search for some criteria to justify the 
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reason whereby certain musical works should be set one after the other, and others 

excluded from the list, will find no shortage of solutions, each of which comes with its 

own conceptual problems that will have to be solved in their own way.  

Common Solutions to the Problems of Jazz History Today 

One solution has been to fix a single aesthetic criterion, such as improvisation, 

whose consistency is established across time and space in all those works we call Jazz. 

The political thrust of this narrative is usually to recognize the distinct contribution of 

the Jazz aesthetic to global cultural production, and, at the same time, to explore its 

international affinities with other music that similarly shares an interest in creative 

improvisation.  Jazz improvisation is then upheld as a democratic art form, whose 

emphasis on collective improvisation is celebrated as an ideal model for society, wherein 

everyone’s voice can be recognized, without asking them to submit to some 

preestablished musical form that requires their submission to a particular set of cultural 

values. 43 In this regard, all other musical variables can be left to alter and change with 

each Jazz paradigm shift, so long as improvisation remains a constant that maintains our 

narrative through-line. The difficulty this narrative will encounter is in distinguishing a 

properly Jazz form of improvisation from other cultural traditions that similarly 

                                                      

43 See Ajay Hbeble, Landing on the Wrong Note: Jazz, Dissonance, and Critical Practice (New 
York: Routledge, 2000.) In a similar vein though nonetheless markedly different from 
Hbeble’s argument, see Mark Abel, Groove: An Aesthetics of Measured Time (Boston: Brill, 
2014). 
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improvise, but from which the critic wishes to distinguish Jazz; all the while illustrating 

Jazz’s affinity to other musical traditions with which the critic wishes to connect Jazz.  

For instance, though improvisatory battles were common practice in the 

Viennese court throughout the 19th century, 44 and Liszt widely known to close his 

concerts with improvisations on the piano; this narrative solution would distance itself 

from such improvisatory practices so as to claim some distinction from the “music of the 

colonizer;” whereas the improvisatory music of Oum Kalthoum, Hossein Alizadeh, 

Ephat Mujuru, and Bhimsen Joshi could be venerated as African, Middle-Eastern, and 

East Asian cousins, of a shared minoritarian tradition. The problem of defining Jazz is 

then displaced to the problem of defining improvisation: for if our understanding of 

improvisation is too general, we will find nearly every cultural tradition contains 

improvisatory elements and the particularity of Jazz improvisation is lost. Such that the 

political project requires constant maintenance of the definition of “improvisation” in 

order to maintain a coherent history of Jazz. 45 

Another common solution to the dilemma of continuity has been to root these 

aesthetic changes in the biographical connections between “Great Men of Genius,” such 

that Buddy Bolden leads us to Joe Oliver; Oliver to Armstrong; Armstrong to Roy 

                                                      

44 E.g. Mozart versus Clementi; Beethoven versus Steibert. 
45 See Paul F. Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: the Infinite Art of Improvisation (The University of 
Chicago Press); Derek Bailey, Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music (Da Capo 
Press, 1993). 
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Eldridge; Eldridge to Gillespie; Gillespie to Miles Davis; Miles to Clifford Brown; Brown 

to Don Cherry; and so on. The advantage of this narrative is that it is able to sustain the 

continuity of a constantly innovating aesthetic object without adhering to any fixed 

aesthetic criterion, but through the physical proximities and biographical details of those 

who played it. The political project here is usually to venerate the contributions of 

certain people, whose importance we believe will otherwise be ignored or diminished. 46 

In this story, heroic individualism is necessarily prized, as the spirit of Jazz is passed off 

like a baton from one individual to the next. But since influence and primogeniture are 

often the subject of much debate and contestation, this analytical solution must 

constantly ward off whatever “other” influences emerge that fray the linearity and 

purity of the Tradition, but with whom the musicians may similarly have had an interest 

in or come into contact with. 47 As a result, the political framework in which this 

historical narrative operates is that of canon wars: disagreements over which individuals 

should or should not be included in a commonly venerated national tradition known as 

Jazz. 

                                                      

46 George Lipsitz, Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popular Culture (Univ. 
of Minnesota Press, 2006). 
47 See Bruce Boyd Raeburn, “Stars of David and Sons of Sicily: Constellations Beyond 
the Canon in Early New Orleans Jazz,” Jazz Perspectives 3:2 (2009), 123-152; Nichole T. 
Rustin and Sherrie Tucker, Big Ears Listening for Gender in Jazz Studies (Duke University 
Press, 2008). 
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Yet another alternative is to root these aesthetic innovations, not through the 

origin and boundary delimited by some musical paterfamilias, but through a collective 

ethos known an African-American aesthetics. Here, the political project of black 

liberation is foregrounded as the criterion that best structures Jazz history. For if the 

transmission of Jazz is too historically variegated to provide some stable and continuous 

ground upon which such a narrative can be written, and the politics of heroic 

individualism that usually belie a nationalist ethos unsatisfactory, we can subsume Jazz 

under a more enveloping category of black cultural production. In this regard, the term 

Jazz, and the musicians who played it, are decentered from their privileged historical 

position, and are instead turned into the condensed representatives of a collective 

cultural response to life in America. In this narrative iteration, the story of Jazz usually 

functions as an allegory of the racial history of the United States, and the struggle of a 

structurally marginalized people in preserving their cultural traditions while 

overcoming and escaping their exploitation in inventive ways. This historical narrative 

will have to confront the difficulty of establishing a definition of what constitutes the 

African American experience, and how black cultural production responds to it, without 

either being too fluid as to lose all specificity, or too rigid as to exclude the people and 

works commonly understood under current American paradigms as being both African 
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and American. 48 Race and culture therefore become the conceptual sites of an 

ideological battlefield, as critics dispute the various narratives of African American 

cultural identity through the politics of Jazz: i.e., what story of ourselves do we want to 

tell. 49 

Further still, there is that other solution wherein the coherence of one’s Jazz 

history lies not in any demonstrable “objective criteria,” such as the consistency of a 

musical quality such as improvisation; a notion of musical influence passed on from one 

person to another; or the expression of a peculiarly African-American aesthetic; but in 

discursive practices of those who named the music as such. The political project of this 

narrative is usually driven by what it understands to be a radically democratizing 

procedure, which disrupts traditional historical narratives that have ossified into a 

common Truth by reminding us of their partiality.  In this regard, the contiguity of the 

term “Jazz” no longer has to deal with the problem of definition, since Jazz is whatever 

anyone said it was and says it is. This discursive shift runs into two problems: one, is 

that in order to establish some sense of historical continuity among the different and 

                                                      

48 See Amiri Baraka, Blues People; Graham Lock, Blutopia: Visions of the Future and 
Revisions of the Past in the Work of Sun Ra, Duke Ellington, and Anthony Braxton (Duke 
University Press, 1999); Alexander G. Weheliye, Phonographies: Grooves in Sonic Afro-
Modernity (Duke University Press, 2005); Fred Moten, In the Break: the Aesthetics of the 
Black Radical Tradition (University of Minnesota Press, 2003); H. J. Spillers, “The Idea of 
Black Culture.” CR: The New Centennial Review, 6, no. 3 (2006), 7-28, 292-293. 
49 Stuart Hall, "What Is This ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?" Social Justice 20, no. 1/2 
(1993), 104-14. 



 

40 

often contradictory discursive practices that establish such a thing called Jazz, it elevates 

the phonetic term – the signifier “Jazz” – to some transhistorical precipice, wherein the 

existence of the term itself becomes the regulative idea, apart from its semantic meaning.  

Terms that share some sort of semantic contiguity with Jazz – e.g. Jass – but are 

nonetheless different, are elided. Secondly, some voices will always be privileged over 

others: if we accept the philosophical premise that Jazz is whatever anyone says it is, 

then what are we to do with those voices who rejected the term “Jazz” as an appropriate 

appellation for their music, such as Sydney Bechet, Duke Ellington, Max Roach, 

Anthony Braxton, and others? Do we dismiss their utterances and enunciations as 

exceptions and aberrations to the Jazz tradition, privileging those who instead saw them 

as Jazz musicians, or do we leave them out of our discursive history of Jazz? These 

tensions and antagonisms that a discursive history encounters are usually solved in a 

variety of ways: either the notion of “Jazz” is dispensed with altogether for something 

like creative music; or one opts for some non-narrative structure of rhizomatic musical 

nodes and resemblances; or the term “Jazz” simply becomes one instantiation of a larger 

historical framework called an episteme, wherein contradictory and oppositional 

utterances are held together under an “epistemological field.” 50 Whatever the case, this 

                                                      

50 For getting rid of the term “Jazz” for “creative improvised music” see Anthony 
Braxton, Tri-Axium Writings; for rhizomatic solution see Jeremy Barham, "Rhizomes and 
Plateaus: Rethinking Jazz Historiography and the Jazz’s Classical Relationship," Jazz 
Research Journal 3, no. 2 (2010), 171; for epistemological field see Bernard Gendron,  
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discursive approach to Jazz history operates according to what I would call a post-

structuralist device, wherein certain conceptions of history are discredited by arguing 

that the concepts and categories that we use to cohere our narratives are never adequate 

in describing the reality they seek to label. For however the unity of Jazz is upheld, 

whether we understand it as a form of creative improvised music; a canonical tradition 

passed on by a few great men; or as the cultural expression of a social group formed by 

the racial experience in America; inconsistencies and contradictions will always 

“deconstruct” the historical text in order to remind the critic that their understanding of 

the world is a fiction particular to themselves. 

Each of these answers responds to the dilemma of aesthetic continuity and 

upheaval, and each can be used in different ways for certain political purposes. I have 

outlined some of the dominant narratives and common political projects that usually 

come with them. My point in cataloguing these solutions to the dilemma of writing the 

history of jazz is to show their underlying unity in response to a historical problem I 

speculated emerged in the 1950’s: how, in response to the sense of an ever-encroaching 

marketplace, innovations in jazz music led one to believe that the dissolution of generic 

boundaries and a rapidly innovating aesthetic practice were obstacles difficult to 

overcome. In response, a pastiche of narrative solutions emerged in the writing of jazz 

                                                      

“‘Moldy Figs’ and Modernists,” Jazz Among the Discourses, edited by Krin Gabbard 
(Duke University Press, 1995).   
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history to address the consequences of a constantly shifting and apparently nebulous 

music. 

I am therefore suggesting that the concept of “the mode of production,” wherein 

certain generalized social problems are created by a variety of determinants, 51 can 

sustain and cohere what seem to be the often contradictory and seemingly unrelated 

interpretive responses to musical works and performances; developments and changes 

in musical form and style; and shifts in the way the history of jazz is told, without either 

having to argue for the superiority of one interpretive account, aesthetic development, 

or historical narrative at the expense of eliding others as aberrations and exceptions to 

our analysis; or in claiming that everything is possible at any moment in time as if 

history did not exist. Historical limits exist and are transgressed, but these 

transgressions, solutions, dreams, fantasies, and utopias, whether encoded musically or 

historiographically, are difficult to perceive if we find ourselves caught disputing the 

validity of one position over another, rather than grasping the general social problem 

from which our differences emerge. 

 

                                                      

51 See Louis Althusser, For Marx (Verso, 2010), 250-51 on “effectivity.” Specifically, 
Althusser’s remarks on “in the final instance.” 
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Chapter One: West End Blues and the Problems of 
Modernity 
The Form of the Content: Twelve-Bar Blues 

In listening to a recording of “West End Blues,” 1 there seems to be an invisible 

hand at work, a silent partner who sustains the motion of the music by dictating to each 

player their role without so much as a signal being heard. How else can we explain how 

Fred Robinson knows that he’s to take his turn shortly after Louis Armstrong plays the 

melody, while Earl Hines accompanies him on the piano, and Zutty Singleton keeps a 

steady beat on the wood-blocks? This inaudible player, who’s heard only through the 

system of musical relationships manipulated during the performance, is the underlying 

foundation, or what we could call the form, upon which the structure of the song is 

built: the twelve-bar blues. But it would be a mistake to begin with the twelve-bar blues, 

for its general structure only acquires shape in relation to its particular actualization, so 

we must turn to the music to see if we can induce its form. 

The beginning of “West End Blues” is a bit of a functional enigma, a trumpet solo 

that according to many historians, redirected the course of jazz away from the collective 

improvisation of small ensemble playing and into a solo performance style that would 

                                                      

1 Louis Armstrong and His Hot Five, “West End Blues,” recorded June 28, 1928, Okeh, 
track 1 on West End Blues, 1928, 78rpm. 
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come to characterize and define the shape of jazz to come: 2 a forceful, ebullient, and 

eloquent standalone dramatic statement of a music for music’s sake that had never 

before been articulated in such a brilliant and unequivocal form, as a cascade of quick 

notes are followed by groups of longer ones, high phrases are set against low, and loud 

notes played next to soft, creating a dazzling display of the logic of musical tension. 3 

Though Armstrong’s opening cadenza has been dissected, note by note, its significance 

seems to reach beyond a tabulation of the sum of its parts, as even the shrewdest 

musical ear often adds such expressionistic adjectives like “brilliant” “ebullient” 

“eloquent” and “unequivocal” to its technical analysis, 4 in what’s no doubt an effort to 

describe some musical quality that seems to exceed the language of a purely formal 

analysis. Of course, it may just be that there is no special significance or standout quality 

particular to the opening of “West End Blues,” and that, instead, the apparent virtuosity 

over which we find ourselves obsessing has more to do with our own predilections, 

rather than some enigmatic or ethereal quality in the music itself.  Though that would 

perhaps too quickly eliminate the objective side of things, for it’s just as plausible to 

suggest that the elusive significance of “West End Blues’” opening is not the result of 

                                                      

2 Gunther Schuller,The History of Jazz (New York, Oxford University Press, 1989), 89; 
Donald D. Megill and Richard S. Demory. Introduction to Jazz History (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Pearson Prentice Hall, 1989), 56, 59, 60, 74. 
3 James Lincoln Collier, Jazz: The American Theme Song (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 58, 63, 115, 217, 247. 
4 Schuller, The History of Jazz, 89. 
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some relativistic preference, but is actually an attribute of the music itself, a particular 

quality that has no positive content of its own, and therefore cannot be encapsulated 

through the description of some harmonic or rhythmic quality, as its significance is 

instead to be found in the ways its various parts relate to one another, or what’s perhaps 

better known as one’s style. These speculations will for the moment have to remain 

unanswered, but we can say that the opening to “West End Blues” nonetheless performs 

at least one function with some certainty: it highlights the player and commands our 

attention. 

The song then “begins,” some fifteen-seconds in, with a chorus of sound as the 

various instruments blend into one another, creating a sense of unity among an 

otherwise wide tonal array. 5 The sounds here played form an agreement of sorts, a pact 

from which the musicians have settled upon a common acoustic repository, or “key,” 

that dictates the range of possible notes from which they are to pick and choose as they 

give shape to the song. But just as these raw materials have been supplied and their 

harmonic quality assured, a new problem emerges: for what shape is this tonal material 

to be given? Though any of the performers could ostensibly supply the answer, this 

function will most likely be left to that voice or instrument whose volume and range can 

rise above the others, to be clearly heard over the cacophony of sound that will ensue 

                                                      

5 Bb Trumpet: F♯3-C7; Bb Clarinet: E3-C7; Tenor Trombone E2-F5; Piano A0-C8; 19 Fret 
Banjo C3-A4. 
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from the small ensemble beneath them: the trumpet or clarinet, otherwise known as the 

lead.  

Both Armstrong and Jimmy Strong, the clarinet player, articulate the first phrase 

of the song together, a staggered three notes formed out of the harmonious chord struck 

by the band just moments earlier, while Fred Robinson, the trombone player, seems to 

respond to their lead, creating a tiered sense to the music, where the clarinet and 

trumpet sound “up front” while the trombone sits slightly further back. This we could 

call the musical texture, where two or more musical events occur without forming into 

some new and unified substance, maintaining their difference while transpiring 

together, as though they were separate threads in a fabric that is interwoven. 6 Though 

just as this tonal raw material is beginning to take shape, we’re confronted by an another 

apparent divergence as the song seems to somewhat more drastically split into two: on 

the one hand, the lead, which is played by Armstrong, Strong, and embellished by 

Robinson; and on the other, some fixed and apparently unchanging “dum-dah,” 

repetitively played by the pianist, Earl Hines.  What we’re here describing is the rhythm 

section – but for what reason does this split occur? Though the answer comes into 

greater relief by the end of the song when the structure has been articulated in full, we 

                                                      

6 Robert P Morgan, “Musical Time/Musical Space” (Critical Inquiry 6, no. 3, 1980), 528. 
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can begin to intuit a response just some moments later, when a pattern of repetition and 

variation is beginning to form. 

For as the lead instruments, along with the rhythm, drop out nearly a minute in, 

we’re struck by a moment of recognition that leaves us wondering as to what just 

transpired. That is, the change in musical texture retroactively casts the music we’ve just 

heard as a discrete section that has now come to an end, creating the space for a new 

composition to emerge. But instead of splitting off from the structure that has just been 

erected, we get our first sense of structural repetition, as the song’s binary form – 

rhythm and lead – persists unabated.  For the lead is now taken up by trombone, as 

Robinson repeats the melody, though slightly altering its shape by sliding to his target 

notes, as opposed to articulating them discretely. While the rhythm, now played by 

Zutty Singleton on percussion, continues to march along at the same speed and stress as 

the previous section, creating a sense of pulsing continuity, though with a marked 

difference: every now and then there are more strikes than the repeating four hit pattern 

we heard in the first section, as though Singleton were using that empty space in 

between the beats as an opportunity to accompany Robinson, filling in the vacuum left 

by the silence of the trumpet and clarinet. While Hines, similarly, “fills” in the space as 

he creates a wavering effect on the piano, quickly alternating between notes.  

This repetition of the rhythm and melody call our attention less to what is being 

played and more to the how: that is, an aesthetic that has more to do the various 
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inflections of pitch; the texture produced by the relationship between the instruments; 

and the ingenuity of the rhythmic and melodic embellishments of the players. But how 

is it, then, that Robinson knows when to stop if he’s experimenting with the ways in 

which he can play the melody? There's likely to be some discrepancy in his timing as he 

varies his articulation, introducing some alteration to the music that could potentially 

lead the other band members to fall out of synchronization.  This is where we can return 

to question of the music’s binary form, and work to provide some answer as we look to 

the third chorus of the song. 

The third chorus begins with Strong on the clarinet, repeating the same three-

note melodic phrase played at the opening of the song. Armstrong follows quickly 

afterward, mimicking Strong with his voice, scatting some syllables as he and the 

clarinet exchange short phrases as though they were in dialogue, creating a duet, or "call 

and response" texture. Armstrong’s vocalese is however more than an illustration of 

antiphony, for by scatting, a distinction we’ve heretofore ignored comes into relief, as 

we’re reminded that this is a purely instrumental kind of music, devoid of lyrics.  The 

effect of which is to free the song from the constraints of denotative meaning, as 

Armstrong’s scatting instead evokes a more generalizable mood through a series of 

pitch inflections, which recall various emotional states through their resemblance to the 

human voice. And so we come to recognize that this is a purely instrumental blues, no 

longer anchored by the necessity to resolve some lyric narrative on love or loss, but 
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freed to shifts its musical content. Though that still leaves us wondering as to what, 

again, allows the leads to alter the melodic line, while maintaining a sense of structural 

unity?  

It is the repetition of a three-chord progression sustained by the piano 

throughout the entirety of the music. 7 These chords, alongside the quadruple “dum-

dah” meter, function as acoustic sign posts, a musical positioning system that tell you 

from what notes you should draw in order to create a sense of tension or resolution, 

depending on whether you find yourself at the beginning, middle, or end of the 

progression – so long, that is, as you adhere to the harmonic conventions. 

Though, even then, since the same harmonic route is repeated throughout each 

chorus, and the number of measures consistently sustained, there is little fear of finding 

yourself astray so long as you keep track of the time. But what gives the music its sense 

of time? On the macro level, it is the alternating texture, which occurs with relative 

consistency such that the music appears to be divided into discrete blocks, or segments. 

But then how is time kept within each segment?  It’s here where the “dum-dah” 

provides the answer, since with a little attentiveness we can decipher that each chorus 

contains within it forty-eight “dums” and “dahs,” or beats.  Yet it would be difficult for 

any single musician to keep count of each and every beat, much less the entire band 

                                                      

7 The chord progression is I-IV-I-V in key of Eflat Major throughout all but one chorus.  
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with the hope that no miscount occurs, and so we can further subdivide the beats within 

a chorus into smaller and more digestible elements, such as into units of four that 

comprise what we could call a bar, giving us four beats to a bar, and hence the twelve-

bar blues. Though even then the question still remains: who’s to keep the count? For my 

sense of time is not necessarily the same as yours, and so we find ourselves searching for 

some metric standard, a designated time-keeper who will do the counting for us: the 

rhythm section, lead by the pianist Earl Hines.  

Since the musical time is then fixed to a repeating four beat pattern, and the tonal 

space limited by three chords in an unchanging key, the uniqueness of the composition 

comes to rely on primarily two factors: 1) the way the sounds are articulated through 

various inflections of pitch, the dynamics of volume, and the change in instrumental 

texture; and 2) how the metrical stress can be varied without changing the count, 

whether through the subdivision of the beat, or playing behind or ahead of it. And yet, 

just as we’ve presumed to induce this "deep structure" through an analysis of its 

“surface” materials, thereby uncovering the music's direction and possibilities, an 

anomaly appears as Earl Hines takes a chorus.  

The Hines solo departs from melody. He strides up and down the piano keys, 

shifting the chord structure from its original I-IV-V progression, making use of inverted, 

diminished, minor, and extended chords, all the while passing through chromatic tones 

to move from place to place. Indeed, so far afield from the original “West End Blues” 
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melody is Hines’ performance that it seems like we’ve stepped, momentarily, into the 

space of an entirely new song. But of what significance is this altered progression of 

roman numerals, other than as a form of abstract mathematical entertainment? For one 

thing, it allows Hines to extend the reservoir of tonal material he can play with, 

departing from the strictures of the original melody, which was comprised out of a three 

chord progression built off a range of seven notes in a fixed key. It’s as if Hines, whose 

functional role left him performing the rather monotonous work of maintaining the 

harmonic and metrical conventions that defined the background space above which the 

leads could then alter the music, now finds himself free to explore new musical spaces 

that may have otherwise risked creating too much dissonance – a compositional 

opportunity similarly afforded to Louis Armstrong during his unaccompanied 

introduction.  

Yet if Hines’ chorus affords him newfound freedoms, why is it that he maintains 

the constant metrical beat we find throughout the previous strains of the song? The 

answer appears as he ends, and we realize that he is composing the penultimate cell of 

the music, necessitating that he remain within the allotted musical time – twelve 

measures – so as to reconvene with the band in step during the final strain of the tune. 

But if our analysis has been able to explain and incorporate the apparent incongruity of 

Hines’ performance, we come upon one final dilemma that relentlessly perseveres: how 

will it end? For the song’s structure seems to suggest an unending alternation between 
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leads, a 12-bar variation that could go on into eternity as each member repeatedly takes 

a turn. 

If the final strain is then to begin, it must provide some signal or mark so as to 

alert us of its conclusiveness.  Unsurprisingly, this signal comes in the form of that 

musical element that has been consistently foregrounded from start to finish: the texture. 

The entire band reconvenes during the closing segment, echoing the music’s beginning 

in an effort to signal the end.  But unlike at the beginning, the lead no longer need 

articulate the melody as it has already been stated in full, and so Armstrong is free to 

diverge, as he sustains a high-note that drowns out the ensemble beneath him for four 

bars. Though the repetition in musical texture gives us some indication that a shift in 

musical structure approaches, how is it that within this final cell, stanza, strain, or 

chorus, the sense of an ending is achieved? 

Our answer lays in a peculiar though more common musical effect: the 

slowdown in tempo. For as Armstrong concludes his melodic flight and lands back to 

the middle range of the trumpet, Hines takes over to articulate a series of descending 

chords that he gradually slows in tempo, as the band once more reconvenes and the 

music at last comes to its end. This slowdown changes the texture of the music in a new 

and more fundamental way, for as the “space” in between the sounds becomes as 

prominent an element of the music as the sound itself, the previously aestheticized time 

of the song begins to incorporate the silence surrounding it, until all noise is gradually 
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phased out and we are seamlessly transitioned back to the “ordinary” time of our daily 

environment. In a way, then, we could say that the ending of West End Blues belongs to 

us. 

The Content of the Form: Cyclical Variety  

If we have so far learned that the music’s fixed rhythmic form sustains the 

background upon which the music is erected, creating a repeating pattern of twelve-

measures in quadruple meter that communicate the time allotted to each lead; while the 

fixed key dictates the scale or range of available notes the musicians have to play from; 

and the static chord progressions outline the basic route or melodic shape that the 

musicians are to mimic. We now find ourselves asking, so what? Well, it’s the rigidity of 

these conventions that creates the space where the music’s meaning and comprehension 

is defined, since the changes in textural variety, the differences in sound quality, and the 

various techniques by which the rhythm is manipulated, are significant because they 

derive from a background that lacks those things.  This form, a twelve-bar melodic 

theme with variations, is episodic, that is, each chorus stands apart as a kind of 

miniature composition as though there were several songs within a song. The structural 

identity of the music is maintained through the differences between each unit.   

And so if the overall form of “West End Blues” is cyclical, so that the “surface” 

materials can be endlessly alterable, the obvious benefit of this form is to be found in the 

variety of each unit: the opening cadenza, a display of virtuosic technique; the first 
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chorus, accompaniment and melody; the second chorus, glissandos and bent notes; the 

third chorus, a lyric duet, contrapuntal in style; the fourth chorus, irregular harmonic 

progressions; the final chorus, a collective improvisation. You can have it all. But if we 

try to grasp why “variety” was so desirable a musical quality so as to give shape to the 

form and content of “West End Blues,” our answer seems out of reach. For though we 

can claim that the fixity of the blues structure allows a kind of diversity through each 

solo performance, why not perform a different song every time if textural variety is all 

that’s desired? What does a cyclic rhythmic structure provide that a constant turnaround 

in written compositions cannot? For one thing, the ability to vary the musical length in 

accordance with the necessities of the moment, for though a variety of musical textures 

can be written into a new song structure, and the length of a composition changed 

according to the anticipated circumstance, what happens if the circumstances of a 

performance cannot be determined in advance? It’s here where a variable bar structure 

seems to gain its advantage as its capable of being used to prolong or curtail the end of 

the music according to the moment, as the form’s versatility can accommodate the 

unanticipated circumstances of its performance. 8 Further still, the fixed binary structure 

also works as a labor saving device, as only the rhythm sections needs to know the 

                                                      

8 See Thomas David Brothers, Louis Armstrong: Master of Modernism (New York, NY: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 2015), 57. 
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harmonic conventions, while the leads need only remain within the key of the song in 

order to play along. 

But under what condition does this versatility that the blues afford becomes 

desirable? Perhaps it was the shifting occasions of musical performance, whether it be 

for an extended jam session, the duration of a ten or twelve-inch 78rpm record, the 

length of a vaudeville or cabaret act, the intermission or overture during a silent film, a 

live radio broadcast, or a dance, that necessitated a musical form flexible enough to 

accommodate the shifting conditions of these varied performance venues. Or perhaps 

the changing textures and malleable mood of the music could be born from the desire to 

accommodate a public with perpetually varying taste, for “West End Blues” was, after 

all, a record intended for sale; further still, maybe it was the result of the band member’s 

differing musical backgrounds, the incongruence of their own musical habits and 

traditions folded into the space of a single song? In all likelihood, it is all of these things, 

but our speculative answers are more interesting to us for another reason: for as we find 

ourselves scouring the historical and ideological conjuncture of the song’s construction 

in order to grasp what circumstance necessitated aesthetic “variety,” we realize that the 

autonomy of our object is beginning to crack. For what started as a purely functional 

and formal analysis of “West End Blues,” now mutates into an historical one, as our 

investigation into how the music works, and why it works this way, left us with certain 

unanswered questions, or what we could now call historical clues – textural variety, 
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variable length, alterations in mood – that we must try and fit onto the right historical 

peg in order to parse why the song came to exist in the first place. And so let us move on 

to our speculative answer, and claim that the cyclical form and musical variety of “West 

End Blues” is an aesthetic solution to a specific problem of its time, a problem we can 

summarize as “the masses.” 

The Masses and the Great Migration: Imperialism 

Modern imperialism and modern industrialism are one and the same system; 
root and branch of the same tree.  The race problem is the other side of the labor 

problem. 
 

—W.E.B. DuBois, “The Negro Mind Reaches Out” 9 

In the title essay of The New Negro (1925), describing the effects of the Great 

Migration, Alain Locke would write that, 

Here in Manhattan is not merely the largest Negro community in the world, but 
the first concentration in history of so many diverse elements of Negro life.  It has 
attracted the African, the West Indian, the Negro American; has brought together 
the Negro of the North and the Negro of the South; the man from the city and the 
man from the town and village; the peasant, the student, the business man, the 
professional man, artist, poet, musician, adventurer and worker, preacher and 
criminal, exploiter and social outcast. . . . Within this area, race sympathy and 
unity have determined a further fusing of sentiment and experience.  So what 
began in terms of segregations becomes more and more, as its elements mix and 
react, the laboratory of a great race-welding . . . a deliberate flight not only from 
countryside to the city, but from Medieval America to Modern. . . . A 
transformed and transforming psychology permeates these masses. 10 
 

                                                      

9 Alain Locke, The New Negro (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 386. 
10 Ibid., 6-7. 
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The “masses” is the name of a historical problem, specifically, a desire to conceptually 

grasp the migration of people from different geographical regions, often agricultural 

communities, into the shared space of the industrial city. An attempt, that is, to construct 

and articulate the homogeneity of a common social space together with the diverse 

social forms of the people who inhabited it. 11 The band members that comprise “West 

                                                      

11 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2015), 141-44. The term “the masses” seems to originate 
sometime after the 1800’s, and was entering common English use in the 1830’s (whereas 
the term “mass” appears much earlier). The “masses” is first used in a two-fold manner, 
as a way of marking the loss of individuality associated with rise of industrialization: 
“the steam engine has drawn together the population into dense masses” (P. Gaskell, 
The Manufacturing Population of England, Its Moral, Social, and Physical Conditions, and the 
Changes Which Have Arisen from the Use of Steam Machinery; with an Examination of Infant 
Labour (Baldwin and Cradock, 1833), 6.); and as a class marker: “One of the few proofs of 
good Taste that ‘the masses’, as they are called, have yet given” (Thomas Moore, Letter 
written in 1837). The use of scare quotes in Moore’s use seems to indicate the term’s 
novelty, as does the imagined reference to some invisible speaker – “as they say” – 
which Moore uses to dissociate himself from the term, marking the concept as a political 
one, where sides have to be taken. The “masses,” in Moore’s case, is used opposite to the 
“classes.” However, “classes” is here used to reference the aristocracy and nobility, who 
had class and culture, rather than the “masses” who were seen to be devoid of “good 
taste.”  This kind of “masses” does not distinguish, as we might do today, between 
working-class and upper-class, as anyone who was opposed to the aristocracy and 
nobility were lopped into this single category.  And so it seems to me that Moore’s usage 
of the concept is more akin to what we would today call populism. In this regard, the 
“masses” first seems to be a hangover term from the French Revolution, i.e., the 
bourgeois uprising against the nobility.  Though we may understand the term 
“bourgeoise” to carry with it the implicit opposition to working class or proletariat, at 
the time, the division between bourgeois and proletariat had yet to be drawn as the 
network of social relations necessary for such an opposition had not taken hold. That’s 
to say that the bourgeoisie and proletariat were still a group with common cause against 
the monarchy and clergy, as what social form was to “come after” the General Estate of 
1789 had yet to be foreseen. Only after the bourgeois victory of the French Revolution is 
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End Blues” are no exception to this particular transformation in the composition of 

social life: Earl Hines was born in Ducesnque, Pensylvania, and later moved to 

Pittsburgh when he was 17, until he landed in Chicago in 1925; Fred Robinson was born 

in Memphis, Tennessee and found himself in Carrol Dickerson’s Orchestra in Chicago in 

1927; Jimmy Strong was a Chicago native; whereas Zutty Singleton and Louis 

                                                      

the dream of liberty and equality no longer tenable as the class relations of capitalist 
exploitation substitute for the structures of the old feudal system. As a consequence of 
the bourgeois victory over the aristocracy, the “masses” is a concept that takes on a new 
opposition: that of property owners versus waged laborers.  The “masses” is, I think, 
then best understood in two ways, if you’ll allow me the separation: the first is political, 
in the sense that the term takes on different meanings depending on the political 
position one occupies: e.g. monarchist sympathizer conceives the masses as a many-
headed monster, uncultured, and railing against the noble traditions of feudal society 
(masses versus the classes).  Whereas the capitalist, prior to working-class revolts of 
1840’s, understands the masses as a populist uprising for individual freedom and 
liberty. The communist, after 1840, as a working-class revolt against the system and 
people of private property. Which brings me to the second, or historical way: 1) the 
masses, first opposed to the aristocratic classes, is very much a historical opposition 
rooted in the decline of a feudal ruling class; 2) after the success of the bourgeoisie, the 
concept takes on a new opposition, between property owners and laborers. You can see 
the difficulty in separating the two by virtue of the fact that I had to qualify one of my 
political valences of the term with “prior to 1840,” but I think it’s nonetheless a useful 
heuristic tool to keep in mind: i.e., the political and historical valences of the term. The 
concept’s historical appearance is also not geographically uniform, as it emerges at 
different times depending on the class-dynamics of the region under question.  For 
instance, it appears somewhat later in the U.S., in 1860 with Emerson as a manner of 
disparaging the loss of individualism, and then in 1901 with Booker T. Washington’s Up 
From Slavery, as a way of celebrating the English “masses” adoration, as he sees it, for 
the British monarchy. I think it’s also an important historical symptom to keep in mind 
that the “masses” is a term used to designate a politically volatile group, whether it’s a 
populist uprising against the aristocracy, or a working-class revolt against the 
bourgeoisie. I would further speculate that the “masses” takes on a global sense of an 
international working-class (as opposed to a nationalist one) around 1880. 
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Armstrong both hailed from New Orleans, Singleton coming up in 1925 and Armstrong 

in 1922. DuBois would attribute the cause of this great transformation to the First World 

War, 12 whose outbreak put a halt to the immigration of European laborers that the 

                                                      

12 I believe Modernity is essentially caused by temporal incongruity between finance 
capital and industrial capital. In finance capital, interest is the kernel of capital 
accumulation: someone deposits money into your bank, and then you loan someone else 
that money, and then start charging interest. The problem with this way of generating 
capital is that the time required to generate capital is seemingly instantaneous: a 
“perpetual present” of growth and accumulation. By contrast, in industrial capital you 
invest in machinery, factory, and workers, in order to create a product that you hope 
will sell.  The process whereby you are able to generate capital in industry requires time 
– i.e., the time of production, the time of distribution, and finally the time of 
consumption. However, in financial capital, the moment the money enters the market it 
can be used to generate capital by loaning the money to different lenders. This is why 
financial capital “outruns” industrial capital. The problem of instant accumulation, 
however, is inflation: having so much money that the value of money begins to drop, 
and so you need to find ever more ways of getting rid of the money. This leads to a 
series of developments: from trying to “shorten” the amount of time it takes for people 
to get money by relaxing loan regulations; to “shortening” the time it takes to make 
things, via growth of automation; to trying shorten amount of time it takes to move 
things from producers to consumer via expansion and creation of distribution 
technologies (e.g. rail and creation of roads). But since this system of financial capital is 
still faster than the time of production, distribution, and consumption – despite its 
efforts to make it otherwise – there is a constant need to look for ever new places of 
investment: i.e., the imperialist expansion into foreign markets. The U.S. would go to 
Hawaii (1898); Puerto Rico (1898); Guam (1898); Philippines (1898); Cuba (1898) 
American Samoa (1899); Panama (1903); Dominican Republic (1903); Nicaragua (1912); 
Haiti (1915). The American Anti-Imperialist League was founded in 1898. Essentially, 
the credit-system would “accelerate the material development of the productive forces 
and the creation of the world market” (Marx Vol 3 Capital). If a similar tendency was 
experienced by several nations at the same time an international conflict could arise (e.g. 
Berlin Conference) as they fight over control of these markets, possibly leading to war 
(e.g. First World War). If, for whatever reason, banks start to lose confidence in people’s 
ability to make their loan payments, the credit market fails and the market crashes 
(1929). 
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Northeast and Midwest had steadily relied upon for industrial manufacturing, thereby 

precipitating the conditions for the social mobility of the southern worker. 13 But this 

movement into the imperial city was not without its problems, as “those African-

Americans who had made Chicago their home before the onset of the Great Migration… 

‘wanted to forget all about the things for which the southern Negro was noted,’… new 

arrivals were told to avoid head scarves, aprons, and other ‘marks of servitude’ in 

public.” 14 Distinctions in the regional styles of cultural life became markers of class 

position and social aspiration.  The blues, “because of its association with cornfields, 

cotton bales, and cane brakes, was opposed by… those African Americans who had 

made Chicago their home before the onset of the Great Migration.” 15 Indeed, one writer 

would equate the blues with the sounds of a howling dog, complaining that it embodied 

a form of ignorance that would “pacify the soul by gyrations of the shimmy, and the 

blues, and the jazz rags of music which all harks back to the jungle.” 16 Until, that is, 

W.C. Handy “revolutionized their construction, eradicated vulgarities, commercialized 

them…” 17 in turning the blues away from “barefoot shouters harvesting cotton” toward 

the city: “St Louis Blues,” “Memphis Blues,” and, we could add, “West End Blues.” 

                                                      

13 W.E.B. DuBois, “The Negro Mind Reaches Out,” The New Negro, 385. 
14 Thomas David Brothers, Louis Armstrong: Master of Modernism (New York, NY: W.W. 
Norton and Company, 2015), 50. 
15 Ibid., 50. 
16 Anonymous, “Singing the Blues,”The Broad Ax (Chicago, IL, Dec. 17, 1921), 9. 
17 Quoted in Brothers, Louis Armstrong, 50. 
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These distinctions in regional style, whether through music, dress, and speech, operated 

along a binary axis that often cast the rural farmer and the southerner – the two 

identities often interchangeable in the eyes of a northern city native – as the primitive 

other of some Medieval past who withheld the march of progress: i.e., commercialism, 

and the ideology of social mobility that accompanied it. The way one dressed, the music 

that was listened to and played, and the speech one employed became the object of 

scorn because of what these aspects signified: a particular way of life incongruent with 

the “new negro.” So stark was the contrast between these ways of life that the city was 

often approached with an anthropological lens, as though one happened upon an alien 

civilization hitherto undiscovered: 

[W]ith each crossing of the street, with the tempo and multiplicity of economic, 
occupational and social life, the city sets up a deep contrast with small town and 
rural life … the city reduces all quality and individuality to the question: how 
much? Like an element which is itself indifferent. Through this anonymity the 
interests acquire an unmerciful matter-of-factness; and the intellectually 
calculating economic egoisms of both parties need not fear any deflection 
because of the imponderables of personal relationships. Punctuality, 
calculability, exactness are forced upon life by the complexity and extension of 
metropolitan existence and are not only most intimately connected with its 
money economy . . . These traits must also color the contents of life and favor the 
exclusion of those irrational, instinctive, sovereign traits and impulses which aim 
at determining the mode of life from within, instead of receiving the general and 
precisely schematized form of life from without. 18 
 

                                                      

18 Georg Simmel, Metropolis and Mental Life (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
1961), 11-12. 
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Social relationships become unnecessary extravagances that impede the efficient march 

of capital accumulation, as punctuality and exactness are the habitus of the giant factory 

called the city. The “irrational” exclusion of the culture of the “country” and the small 

town was the effacement of individuality, in one sense of the term, as people were 

reduced to the tabulations of economic exchange: city ordinances were passed to 

regulate the flow of pedestrian traffic, while the unemployed were imprisoned for 

idling. 19 It would be misleading then to say that assimilation into city life is merely a 

distinction of style and social class, for its cultural logic quite literally embodied the 

means by which one was to handle and acquire money; though if you portrayed the 

signs unconvincingly, you could be rejected for “putting on airs”—an attitude 

Armstrong was only too well aware of. 20 Though Modernism is then usually equated as 

the desire for novelty and speed, a disregard and break from tradition, this truism can 

now be seen as the ideological rationalization of industrialization, as the movement and 

concentration of the diverse labor force that enabled the reproduction of the city, had to 

contend with the new set of social rules that now governed their social relationships. 

The partisans of this loss of social convention, that is, those who saw the practical and 

local problems of adjustment that came with the Great Migration as a positive 

                                                      

19 David Whitehouse, “Origins of the Police” (Libcom.org, Dec. 24, 2014), np. 
https://libcom.org/history/origins-police-david-whitehouse. 
20 Brothers, Louis Armstrong, 114 
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opportunity, would react by embracing the “novelty” of these new conventions, as 

Modernity became the codename for a positive outlook on the effects of monopoly 

capitalism: 

This is the age of pep, ginger, jazz, punch. We will not read a story that has no 
punch; we scorn a play that isn't full of go and pep. If any of these words are put 
in quotation marks, it is an insult to the spirit of the age, for apparently these 
words, which some old fashioned people are so reactionary as to term slangy, are 
the terms most full of the aspirations of the people of our day. But occasionally 
there are moods in which there is rebellion against the incessant cry for spicy 
speed in thinking and writing and talking. Dante said something about "haste, 
which makes all things undignified," and the greatest philosophers have always 
loved to speak about large and quiet leisure, massive as a mountain, and as 
dignified. What is the hurry, after all? Why is it necessary to write headlines, 
opening paragraphs of novels, and titles of books that will grab the reader by the 
eye and brain and fairly drag him inside? Why not be peaceful, simple, 
easy-going, occasionally?  Kipling wrote a famous story which opens with the 
following exhibition of pep, jazz, and ginger: “‘Hell,’ said the duchess, who up to 
this time had taken no part in the conversation.” Already there is a protest 
against that sort of opening sentence in a short-story, It Is not the profanity, but 
the explosiveness, the excessive pep, which offends. In an age when the factories 
are speeding up in the production of millions of trifles, and when all motion is 
frightfully accelerated, even the most radical believer in democracy may be 
inclined to cultivate an aristocratic aloofness of spirit, so he will not become 
utterly submerged in a turmoil of jangling jazz. 21 
 

The incessant cry for spicy speed is the wholesale embrace of the ability to make oneself 

anew, no longer anchored by the necessities of geographical proximity that once made 

your neighbor more than abstract concept, but a person whose social existence you had 

to contend with. The freedom presented to the new city migrant could then be both 

                                                      

21 Anonymous, The Evening News (San Jose, California, 677, no.138, Dec. 8, 1916), 6. 
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empowering and alienating, as the network of social relations that defined one’s 

existence were suddenly removed, leaving you either to search for signs of familiarity or 

to disregard convention altogether.  If you opted for the former, you were accused of 

cultivating an aloofness of spirit that disregarded the overwhelming social forces of the 

city, as you desperately searched for a community that could recreate and maintain the 

“old” ways of life. This we could call Victorianism: a resistance to “change” expressed 

through a nostalgic desire that projected the past as though it were some utopia: 

A quarter of a century ago, eggs were 19c a dozen; milk 5c a quart; bread 3c a 
loaf. . . . Women didn’t play bridge, policy, bollito, poker, and other games of 
chance. Nor did they powder and paint, smoke, drink, vote, bob their hair, roll 
their stockings, Backbottom, Charleston, Tango, and go out during the winter 
months without wearing woolen underwear and stockings to match…Microbes, 
germs, and calories were never heard of.  Appendices and other unnecessary 
glands were not removed, and yet the death rate was comparatively low. . . . 
During the long winter months folks would walk for miles through heavy and 
thick snow to spend the weekends with their neighbors and intimate friends, far 
and near. Today, everyone rides in automobiles, or flies in airplanes . . . gambles 
and divulges in many other diversions and past-times.  The old banjo, fiddle, and 
home organ have been replaced by the phonograph, the radio, the piano, and the 
movies. As a sideline, jazz dancing lends color to recreation. Comfortable shoes 
and stockings are vulgar to the lady of today, and the only charms which the 
ladies now hide are their ears. These are days of profiteering in food, rent, night 
and country clubs, prohibition poisons, and of degenerate crimes. Everyone 
laments the high cost of living on politics, and after drinking toilet water, hair 
tonic, cologne and lemon extract, they make themselves believe they are having 
one hell of a good time. 22 
 

                                                      

22 Jack E Ross, Chicago Defender (National edition, Dec. 29, 1928), A9. 



 

65 

This passage is a lament for a time where people spent “weekends with their neighbors 

and intimate friends,” not where the competition between workers for wages turned 

friends into enemies; a time when microbes were never heard of, and medicinal 

knowledge was common knowledge, inherited through tradition; where profiteering in 

food, rent, and degenerate crimes, was instead replaced by profiteering in slaves, cotton, 

and other cash crop commodities; where the vulgar lady of today, was replaced by the 

subservient one of yesteryear; and where the jangling commotion of jazz was replaced 

by the old banjo and fiddle blues. Whether “West End Blues” was understood as a form 

of cacophonous noise, a musical form embodying the speed and change of life through 

Armstrong’s explosive opening; or, instead, if it stood on the side of the old, a nostalgic 

throwback to the blues inflections of southern life and small agricultural towns, remains 

to be seen – so long, that is, as we feel the need to choose one or the other, for the answer 

is most likely both. 

“West End Blues”: Modern and Victorian 

With the loss, shortly after the turn of the century, of a structural framework 
provided by a widely accepted set of compositional conventions, composers had 
to accommodate themselves to a fundamentally new and different kind of 
framework, one that changed from composition to composition. Each work had 
to define its own system, as it were, and consequently the system (if that is still 
the proper word) had to be relocated closer to the compositional surface. This 
presented the composers with a difficult problem, for to put the matter in 
Schenker's terms, it upset the delicate balance between a complex foreground 
and stable background. In response to this problem, the most common strategy 
was simply to limit the available pitches to a very small number and to maintain 
these throughout a section or, in some cases, the entire composition. This results 
in a fixed underlying structure [my emphasis]; but unlike that of the tonal system, 
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where the component parts already possess, at a pre-compositional level, a 
system of relationships that can then be manipulated by the composer, the 
substructure is here defined solely by its content. There are no preordained 
relationships among its parts; thus all relationships must be defined contextually, 
by the composition itself. Such compositions normally have a markedly 
"assertive" quality, since their essential relationships are defined by a surface 
emphasis of one kind or another (particularly repetition). The structure seems 
"frozen." It is as if a distinct segment of musical space is carved out for the 
purposes of a particular musical statement, which seems to hang motionless 
within it. Musical progression becomes largely a function of rhythm and surface 
manipulations of the available pitch fund [my emphasis]. Structural motion, 
however, at least in the traditional sense, is suspended; the music "moves" only 
through opposition: one fund is abruptly replaced by another, with no real 
mediation or "modulation." An "art of transition" (to borrow Wagner's famous 
phrase) is replaced by one of ''juxtaposition." 23 
 

Though the loss of a structural framework is perhaps better understood, at least in our 

case, as the convergence of different structural frameworks, Morgan’s characterization 

of the problems confronting turn of the century European art music are startling in their 

similarity to our analysis of “West End Blues:” how do you play together without some 

pre-established common musical convention? The fixed underlying structure of the 

blues, which limited the range of available pitches, came to rely on rhythmic 

displacements and manipulations of the “pitch fund” in order to structure its sense of 

progression. The disintegration of a common musical convention caused by the Great 

Migration made the blues a suitable solution for overcoming the regional and therefore 

conventional differences between the musicians: Earl Hines was classically trained as a 

                                                      

23 Robert P. Morgan, "Musical Time/Musical Space" (Critical Inquiry 6, no. 3, 1980), 527-
38. 
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pianist for three years, a former Baptist organist who played for Lois Deppe. Fred 

Robinson, before coming to Chicago, moved to Ohio to study music at the Dana Musical 

Institute, where courses in thorough bass, philosophy of sound, sight singing and ear 

training, harmony, and choral singing were offered. 24 Jimmy Strong was a Chicago 

native, playing backup reeds to vocalists such as Lottie Hightower; whereas Zutty 

Singleton and Louis Armstrong both hailed from New Orleans, a city, as historians have 

argued, unlike anywhere else in the United States, a diasporic center whose 

geographical location at the basin of the Mississippi river, and its opening onto the Gulf 

of Mexico, made it particularly attractive as distributive center of the United States, both 

for an international commodities trade and the migrant labor necessary to work it. What 

this biographical exercise is primarily meant to attest to is that the variety in musical 

texture, its binary structure, and cyclical form, could also be read as a simple function of 

the diversity in social texture, where the episodic nature of “West End Blues’” structure 

thereby becomes a reflection of what I have been calling “the masses”: the problems of 

social life encountered by the migration into the city. 

Ideologies of the Masses Revisited 
 
I have suggested in the that the decline of the southern economy alongside the 

demand for laborers in northern metropolitan centers set the structural conditions 

                                                      

24 Darla Funk, "Dana's Musical Institute Of Warren, Ohio–1869-1941" (Contributions to 
Music Education, no. 13, 1986), 56-63.  



 

68 

possible for a The Great Migration. 25 New and old battle lines would (re)emerge 

between American and non-American; white and black; northerner and southerner; city 

and country; to rationalize the antagonisms created by the wage relationship in this Age 

of Imperialism. 26 27 The melancholia, or blues, that would follow from a northern dream 

deferred, would be concurrent with the excitement and possibility for a new structuring 

fantasy that would possibly birth a different social order. The exotic, a trope that would 

enter the metropolitan imagination by way of its imperialist connections, would become 

                                                      

25 Charles S. Johnson, “The New Frontage on American Life,” The New Negro edited by 
Alain Locke (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 280. “In the South, there are few cities.  The 
life of the section is not manufacture but the soil—and more than anything else, the 
fluffy white bolls of cotton.  When it lives and grows and escapes the destroying weevil 
and the droughts and the floods, there is comfort for the owners.  When it fails, as is 
most often, a hobbled heel twists on the neck of the black tenant. The iniquitous credit 
system breeding dishonestly and holding the Negroes perpetually in debt and virtually 
enslaved; the fierce hatred of poor whites in frightened and desperate competition; 
cruelty of the masters… the dawn of hope for something better; distant flashes of a new 
[north] country beckoning.” 
26 In brief, Imperialism is that stage in Capitalism’s development where different 
monopolies, which have united a nation’s economy, compete over the same market, 
thereby creating a competition between nation states over underdeveloped countries.  
27 Louis C. Fraina, Revolutionary Socialism (The Communist Press, 1918), np. “As soon, 
however, as the foreign capitalist invests money in the country, either as loans to the 
state or in ‘projects of development,’ its government and social order become of the 
utmost importance. Revolutions, and a pre-capitalistic social order generally, 
disorganize industry, and the invested capital yields no profits; may, moreover, become 
a dead loss. The export of capital and its investment immediately develops its ideology, 
– a horror of revolutions, the lamenting of disorders, a Crusader’s enthusiasm for 
making over the country in the image of sacrosanct Capitalism, and the pious desire that 
the people should live in ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity,’ under the domination of a ‘superior 
race’ if necessary.” 
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an obsession: at once expressing some Victorian nostalgia for a pre-war era through the 

figure of the primitive; and a mystical social form untouched by the constraints of 

Victorian life and thereby containing a blueprint for the future. 28 Essentially, “the negro 

was in vogue” 29 – both as an image of a feudal past and as a figure of the unrestrained 

possibilities of the present. Yet with the condescending fascination with the exotic came 

also the opportunity to fashion a new narrative identity. For the migrants torn from the 

network of social relations that once defined their sense of self would now be free to 

either speak some nativist truth at the behest of some eroticizing gaze, or fashion 

themselves otherwise. 30 

The contest over what “truth” or tradition to invent, would be the object of some 

consternation as primarily three popular narratives – those of W.E.B. DuBois, Alain 

Locke, and Marcus Garvey – would compete over a political vision capable of molding 

this “black hoard.” 31 Locke’s narrative would create a sense of collective belonging 

                                                      

28 See, for example, Ellington’s “Jungle Blues” and “Jungle Night in Harlem” performed 
at The Cotton Club from 1927 to 1931. 
29 Langston Hughes, The Big Sea : An Autobiography, Volume 13 (Missouri: University of 
Missouri Press, 2002), 178. 
30 Alain Locke, The New Negro, xxv. In the foreword to The New Negro, Alain Locke 
writes: “Of all the voluminous literature on the Negro, so much is mere external view 
and commentary that we may warrantably say that nine-tenths of it is about the negro 
rather of him.”  
31 Charles Johnson, 278. “The hour has now struck for the individual negro as well as 
the entire race to decide the course that will be pursued in the interest of our own 
liberty.” 
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through a nationalist ethos of racial identity rooted in the American experience of 

slavery. Taking its origin point in the trans-Atlantic slave trade, a common identity 

would be established through the governing notion that any “negro” who ended up in 

this new world must have somehow come through the plantation system, or at least 

been indirectly affected by it. The “new negro” would reclaim the antebellum period as 

the historic triumph of a specifically black ability to rebel and resist. Slavery would then 

become an object of anthropological fascination, rather than a shameful moment to be 

forgotten. The ingenuity of the enslaved’s ability to survive became a marker of racial 

uplift: the new negro can accomplish anything under even the worst of conditions. 

Blackness would here be exoticized as “a lack worth having,” as a new vision for 

capitalist industriousness was supplied: no barrier can withstand the ambition of a black 

bourgeoisie that’s overcome the constraints of slavery. Politics, under this cognitive 

map, is reduced to a clash of racial civilizations, grounded in a peculiarly American 

amnesia of global relations, as the rest of the world simply becomes a mythical ur-text 

for the story of a New Negro that begins in the New World. 32 

                                                      

32 I think there are some interesting consequences that this narrative explains on the 
contemporary debates surrounding blackness today.  For those people who root the 
identity of blackness through the experience of slavery – e.g. Ta-Nehisi Coates; Fred 
Moten; Frank Wilderson – will be confronted with a specific political problem: what to 
do with the failure of the American dream to which such an identity was first tied? The 
Coates solution is to claim that the reason it’s hasn’t been realized is because of the 
history of racial discrimination starting from slavery that has given whites an economic 
advantage to accrue the wealth blacks haven’t had access to. His solution is then to 
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One antidote to this vision of ethnic identity grounded in American 

exceptionalism would be Garvey’s pan-African narrative rooted in Egypt and Ethiopia. 

Capitalizing on the colonial revolts after the First World War and the American 

Federation of Labor’s fear of incorporating a growing black work force into its union, 

Garvey would craft a vision of an “international negro” rooted in the grandeur of the 

ancient empires of North and East Africa. Under this organizing fantasy, “the negro” 

would be flattened into a common African ancestry, forced to trace the pedigree of 

nineteenth-century Americans back to the royal lineage of the Queen of Sheba, as Egypt 

and Ethiopia are cast as the origins of world civilization. 33 Egypt and Ethiopia would 

then spawn their cultish devotees, as the image of rebuilding and reclaiming an African 

                                                      

advocate for reparations as a way to “catch up” and therefore reignite the American 
possibility of upward mobility.  For Moten, who rejects the capitalist system and its 
sustaining American dream, but still grounds blackness in slavery (“the resistance of the 
object” In the Break, 6), will instead rely on the historical examples of slave 
withdrawal/rejection from society, via marronage and fugitivity, as a politics of black 
joy/life – i.e., “lack worth having.” This will in turn breed the endless philosophical 
reconfigurations of the notion of flight, escape, “outsideness,” “in the break”-ness, 
il/legibility, opacity, and so on.  Whereas lastly, for Wilderson, who roots blackness in 
slavery but sees nothing redeemable about it, poses blackness as an unrepresentable 
trauma – ie.a Nothingness – whose only political solution is accelerationism: speeding 
up the eventual destruction of society. In other words, by rooting their political narrative 
in a subject formed by slavery, they all come up with solutions that are confined to its 
narrative limitations: reparations; fugitivity; social death. 
33 Marcus Garvey, Selected Writings Marcus Garvey (Dover Thrift, 2004), 69. “Everybody 
knows that there is absolutely no difference between the native African and the 
American and west Indian negroes, in that we are descendants from one common family 
stock.” 
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empire became a propellant utopia reinforcing the premise of segregation. 34 In this 

narrative, “The African” is portrayed as incapable of exploitation or oppression, as any 

conflict within this populist vision of a shared family stock is projected outward as the 

conniving influence of the white and often European Imperialist, turning politics once 

more into a clash of civilizations, but this time recasting it on a continental scale of 

Africa versus the world.  However strangely, the proponents of this “return” to Africa 

narrative would find themselves at times allied with white supremacists, who shared a 

belief in social segregation and an antipathy toward the paternalism of liberal elites. 

In distinction, DuBois’ working-class internationalism advocated that “the race 

problem” be understood through the matrix of labor and capital. Arguing that the slave 

trade was a solution to the shortage of labor necessary to work the cash-crop economy of 

the south, DuBois presents “the negro” not as a natural identity rooted in either the 

Middle-Passage or North Africa, but as the other side of a labor problem. Yet the vision 

of a working-class revolution would be difficult to sell in an environment where trade 

unions, often the party emblem of this class struggle, were racially segregated 

themselves. For American socialists had, at times, chosen to defer addressing the 

                                                      

34 Ibid., 140. “The Negro needs a nation and a country of his own, where he can best 
show evidence of his own ability in the art of human progress. Scattered as an unmixed 
and unrecognized part of alien nations and civilizations is but to demonstrate his 
imbecility, and point him out as an unworthy derelict, fit neither for the society of 
Greek, Jew nor Gentile.” 
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problems of racial aggression with the hope that a change in the economic foundation of 

society would necessarily bring about social harmony. 35  This socialist vision of 

economic determinism would focus its political energy on the organization of a racially 

segregated and therefore largely “white” working-class, viewing ‘the negro’ as a 

member of a social group without class expression and organization. 36 Yet with the 

memory of Reconstruction in mind, DuBois believed that any change in the system, 

without simultaneously changing the people, would result in the recreation of an 

excluded and exploited minority. 37 We can therefore understand why Marxism would 

                                                      

35 W.E.B. DuBois, Selections From His Writings (New York: Dover Thrift, 2013), 141. In 
the essay, “Socialism and the Negro Problem,” DuBois writes, “In the Negro problem, as 
it presents itself in the United States, theoretical Socialism of the twentieth century meets 
a critical dilemma.…The general attitude of thinking members of the party has been this: 
We must not turn aside from the great objects of Socialism to take up this issue of the 
American Negro; let the question wait; when the objects of Socialism are achieved, this 
problem will be settled along with other problems.”  
36 Ibid., 141. “Consequently, the Socialist Party finds itself in this predicament: If it 
acquiesces in race hatred, it has a chance to turn the tremendous power of Southern 
white radicalism toward its own party; if it does not do this, it becomes a "party of the 
Negro," with its growth South and North decidedly checked. There are signs that the 
Socialist leaders are going to accept the chance of getting hold of the radical South, 
whatever its cost. This paper is written to ask such leaders: After you have gotten the 
radical South and paid the price which they demand, will the result be Socialism?” 
37 Ibid., 142. “The idea is that ultimately when the 90,000,000 come to their own, they 
will voluntarily share with the 10,000,000 serfs. Does the history of the world justify us 
in expecting any such outcome? Frankly, I do not believe it does. The program is that of 
industrial aristocracy which the world has always tried; the only difference being that 
such Socialists are trying to include in the inner circle a much larger number than have 
ever been included before.”  
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later be attenuated with the qualifier “Black” (Marxism), 38 as DuBois argued for the 

necessity of a Cultural Revolution as a corrective vision to the economic determinism of 

the 2nd International. 39 This social reeducation of society was to be led by a classically 

educated “talented tenth,” which would then incorporate themselves back into the 

‘industrial’ masses as their “organic” and public intellectuals. This political vision, 

however, would run into its own difficulties, as it seemed to recapitulate the paternalism 

of the liberal bourgeoisie who mostly viewed the masses as an incoherent group in need 

of stewardship. 

 We could place “West End Blues” against this historical “background,” though 

what’s missed in this historicist approach, where “West End Blues” becomes an aesthetic 

reflection of a preexisting social problem we’re naming “the masses,” is the actor or 

agent.  For in our historicist reading, the episodes of each musical chorus are too easily 

construed as a necessary expression of some larger reality, stripping the musicians of 

their freedom to react to their circumstances, presenting them instead as historical 

automata, mere reflections of the situations they inhabited.  If we reintroduce the 

                                                      

38 Robinson, Cedric J. Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition. Chapel 
Hill,  
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000.   
39 With the fracture of the 2nd international leading up to World War One and 
Zimmerwald ‘s departure, a space opened up for rearticulating socialist principles and 
strategy.  This is where I would place DuBois’s essay, “Socialism and the Negro 
Problem.” 

http://www.easybib.com/cite/form?data=%7B%22pubtype%22%3A%7B%22main%22%3A%22pubnonperiodical%22%7D%2C%22pubnonperiodical%22%3A%7B%22title%22%3A%22Black%20marxism%3A%20the%20making%20of%20the%20Black%20radical%20tradition%22%2C%22publisher%22%3A%22University%20of%20North%20Carolina%20Press%22%2C%22city%22%3A%22Chapel%20Hill%2C%20NC%22%2C%22year%22%3A%222000%22%2C%22search%22%3A%229780807848296%22%7D%2C%22contributors%22%3A%5B%7B%22first%22%3A%22Cedric%22%2C%22middle%22%3A%22J.%22%2C%22last%22%3A%22Robinson%22%2C%22function%22%3A%22author%22%7D%5D%2C%22other%22%3A%7B%22oclc%22%3A%2241238548%22%2C%22datasource%22%3A%22worldcat%22%7D%2C%22source%22%3A%22book%22%7D
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possibility of human agency, the work takes on a different, more ideological inflection. 

For now the question of desire intervenes to ask: what solution does the work pose 

against the background of northern migration and the concomitant social alienations 

that come with an arrival into the imperial city? If each chorus is read as the expression 

of some “native” musical idiom, then “West End Blues” becomes representative of a 

nostalgic desire for home, where, for instance, Fred Robinson’s trombone slides are 

heard as expressions of some “aloofness of spirit” that desperately clings onto a cultural 

aspect – e.g. melisma – that’s representative of a social space prior to the musician’s 

arrival into the city.  A reminder, that is, that not all things have changed in the 

disorienting shift from Tennessee to Illinois, Africa to America.  

But the music could just as easily be read as its opposite, where each chorus 

represents a modernist desire to leave behind the strictures of the past, breaking away 

from the conventions of the old forms as the homogeneity of a single style is replaced by 

confluence of several, all of which compete for the limelight.  Each chorus, in this regard, 

represents the musical personality of the individual “star” who now rises above the 

cacophony of collective restraint, and the various social functions that the music often 

found itself in accompaniment to, in order to seize upon an American dream of National 

assimilation and upward mobility. Whether “West End Blues” is then heard as 

modernist, or a nostalgic throwback to the Victorian pining for a banjo inflected blues, 

are predilections that display the political (un)conscious of its listeners, since the music 
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is essentially an aesthetic solution to this ideological opposition: a way of, we could say, 

holding both the worlds of blues and jazz together. Though it’s no coincidence, given 

the victory of the modernism, that most jazz historians will focus on Louis Armstrong’s 

opening cadenza and Earl Hines’ solo, to the disregard of the others, as their 

performances are most exemplary of what we could speculate as the modernist desire 

for individual genius and the virtuoso performer. Someone, that is, who heroically 

overcomes the alienations of industrial capitalism by forging an individual style and 

new musical convention, a movement that would later evolve into that post-war jazz 

known as bebop. 
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Chapter Two: Black, Brown, Beige in the Age of the 
Culture Industry 
Black, Brown, and Beige 

Duke Ellington’s Black, Brown, and Beige, 1 a nearly hour-long “tone parallel to the 

history of the American Negro,” is a seeming departure from the three-minute 78rpm 

format on which he had arguably built his celebrity. Buoyed between works that 

highlighted the performances of his band’s various instrumentalists, such as “Concerto 

for Cootie,” “Clarinet’s Lament,” and “Jeeps Blues,” and others that provided narrative 

vignettes of daily life, such as “Don’t Get Around Much Anymore,” Billy Strayhorn’s 

“Take the A-Train” and “Mood Indigo,” Black, Brown, and Beige makes for an anomalous 

appearance in an otherwise long history of short work.  Yet if viewed in line with James 

P. Johnson's 1927 Yamekraw; William Grant Still's Darker America (1924); Levee Land 

(1925); Africa (1928); and Afro-American Symphony (1931); Ellington’s nine-minute 

“Rhapsody of Negro Life,” composed in 1935 for the short film Symphony in Black, and 

his 1941 piece of musical theater, Jump for Joy, Black, Brown, and Beige would seem to be 

better understood as the culmination of a musical effort to create a particular myth of 

black identity, one that challenged the image of the minstrel and the vaudevillian; the 

                                                      

1 Duke Ellington, Black, Brown, and Beige, recorded January 23, 1943, Prestige, tracks 13-
15 on The Carnegie Hall Concerts: January 1943, 1977, compact disc. 
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butler and the black mammy of the cinema; the oversexed savage and the champion 

athlete; and the various caricatures of the romances. 2 

However, it would be our mistake to cast Black, Brown, and Beige as only a 

corrective ideological narrative: a response to the false historical consciousness of the 

past. For the mediation of Ellington’s narrative through music poses certain aesthetic or 

formal problems for our consideration that create a qualitative difference, and prevent 

us, at least momentarily, from pitting Black, Brown, and Beige as just another ideological 

reconfiguration on a political scene. For how do you tell a story through music? 

A Brief on Music and Narrative 

Since music does not seem to transparently supply us with characters, settings, 

objects, or images, nor themes or topics, in the ways we are accustomed to in other 

mediums, to establish that a story-telling impulse is at play, musicians and music 

theorists are tasked to find ways to encode music with narrative meaning, if that is their 

preoccupation, as it was Ellington’s. 

In small ensembles, for example, instrumental isolation can often create the 

perception of a conversation, as each musician becomes a character who is given their 

turn to “speak,” thereby expressing their sentiments on some given topic. It’s usually 

here where musicological concepts are introduced to supply a vocabulary capable of 

                                                      

2 Claude McKay, “Soviet Russia and the Negro” (Crisis, 27 Dec. 1923), 61-65. 
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decoding these messages. Scales and modes may dictate psychological moods of 

jubilation, sadness, ecstasy, and agony, we are told; 3 whereas tempo is invoked to 

express feelings of urgency, or indolence, and at times indifference, depending on the 

speed. Dynamics establish significance, as soft and loud noises create a sense of relative 

importance; while orchestration creates the conversational space, where several voices 

are used to either speak in unison or against one another, depending on who plays what 

when. This catalogue of musical devices, however, spatializes music into a static 

depiction or painting of general moods, rather than a narrative movement.  And so some 

principle must be established to propel the medium forward: this principle is the sense 

of contrast. 4 

Contrast is the rule often invoked to define the intelligibility of some musical 

narrative, as, for instance, a sudden eruption of dissonance should tell us that an event, 

usually of some grave nature, has occurred; while a gradual modulation into consonance 

should communicate a sense of narrative resolution, or rest. Stark instrumental contrasts 

communicate the presence of some other voice or “character” that’s entered the scene, 

whereas orchestral contrasts dictate the size or setting of the space. In addition, rhythmic 

                                                      

3 Leonard B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1956). 
4 Rameau, Jean-Philippe. Treatise on Harmony. New York: Dover Publications, 1971.   
Tonality becomes the “scientific” word for contrast, telling us how we’re supposed to 
hear tensions according to its system of harmonic relations (i.e., division of a string 
according to ratios 1:2; 2:3; 3:2 – i.e., octave, fourth, fifth).  

http://www.easybib.com/cite/form?data=%7B%22pubtype%22%3A%7B%22main%22%3A%22pubnonperiodical%22%7D%2C%22pubnonperiodical%22%3A%7B%22title%22%3A%22Treatise%20on%20harmony%22%2C%22publisher%22%3A%22Dover%20Publications%22%2C%22city%22%3A%22New%20York%22%2C%22year%22%3A%221971%22%2C%22search%22%3A%229780486224619%22%7D%2C%22contributors%22%3A%5B%7B%22first%22%3A%22Jean-Philippe%22%2C%22middle%22%3A%22%22%2C%22last%22%3A%22Rameau%22%2C%22function%22%3A%22author%22%7D%5D%2C%22other%22%3A%7B%22oclc%22%3A%22948768081%22%2C%22datasource%22%3A%22worldcat%22%7D%2C%22source%22%3A%22book%22%7D
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deviations from an established norm may create an overall pulse or “groove,” 

suggesting despondency or transcendence. The conjuncture of these effects can lead to 

the objectification of some purely musical idea, like a theme or motif, whose changes 

over time can then be staged as a development or struggle, but over what?  For if we’ve 

so far provided a brief on one system of musical semantics, how do we know what this 

emotional story is about? What is the musical “topic”? This is where words are usually 

invoked, either in the form of a song title, liner notes, or a musical program, to clarify 

what these feelings are in reference to. Either that or the musician themselves is used as 

the musical topic, where any number of factors, from their biographical details to their 

political beliefs, their style of dress and manner of speech, their race, gender, and sexual 

orientation, can be used as some expression of their caste or class position; after which 

the music’s various moods can be decoded as a kind of commentary on it.  

But this structure of musical sense confines the production and understanding of 

music to a narrative of psychic interiority: a veritable contrast of moods and feelings in 

relation to some established topic. In order to then break out from these formal 

constraints, further visual and verbal devices may be used, such as song lyrics, stage 

theatrics, or film and video, which create narrative objects and events. Either that or a 

kind of aural mimesis can be employed, where the sounds of music are used to mimic 

some more recognizable noise common to one’s daily experience: e.g. wood blocks to 

convey an image of horses galloping; horns to simulate a train; mutes to mimic the 
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human voice; and an organ to represent the church. In this case, objects can be imagined 

through the use of “sound effects,” and the way they’re manipulated can be expressive 

of certain narrative events, providing some way out from the confinement of 

psychological interiority. 5  

Yet in order for us to properly decode these meanings, we must assume that we 

share a common language of musical semantics and syntactics, wherein the various 

tropes of tempo, harmony, texture, volume, instrumental isolation, and so forth can be 

properly perceived and understood under the topic that’s been established. That’s to say 

that all of these “solutions” are predicated on the belief that we’re all hearing the same 

thing. 6 In the absence of such a belief, however, what do we do with music? One 

solution is to claim that music is fundamentally unintelligible through language, and 

that any and all visual or verbal “additions” to sound are exemplary of a desire to 

impose some linguistic sense on a medium whose meaning is purely musical (e.g., 

Eduard Hanslick 7). In order to then talk about the sounds that we hear, music may be 

translated into mathematical formulas to present the illusion of a purely objective and 

descriptive science beyond the trickery of language.  

                                                      

5 see John Belton and Elizabeth Weiss, Film Sound: Theory and Practice (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985). 
6 Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
7 Eduard Hanslick, On the Musically Beautiful: A Contribution Towards the Revision of the 
Aesthetics of Music, (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co, 1986). 
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Another response is to try to propose some system of musical semantics, old or 

new, as the superior standard to be adopted by all. In this regard, the musician-critic 

makes some banal argument as to how their musical sign system will better the world, if 

only it were given the chance.  More often than not, they are simply recoding their desire 

for a certain kind of music to exist or expand in a market system of musical competition 

through some appeal to its aesthetic superiority (e.g., Rameau’s Treatise on Harmony as a 

defense of Parisian tragic opera against Neopolitan comic opera). 8 

Further still, one can accept this dissolution of a shared musical sense as 

liberating. This kind of cultural relativism so common in postmodern thought claims 

that music is too overfull with meaning, and its ability to mean anything to anyone is 

what should be celebrated. This usually leads to some sort of anthropological fascination 

with difference, implicitly driven by an individual ethic to expand our musical 

vocabulary and understanding through an exploration of musical linguistics (e.g., 

                                                      

8 See Ernst Bloch, et al, Aesthetics and Politics (London: Verso, 2007). Even more 
“nuanced” thinkers such as Adorno will argue for the superiority of “new music” – i.e., 
Schoenberg – over commercial or jazz music, using Marxist language to support his 
claim for the freedom of aesthetic autonomy over commercial standardization. In 
contrast, though similarly, Mark Abel reads jazz as a kind of radical aesthetic, via the 
establishment of its “groove,” or rhythmic displacements, as providing a liberated 
temporality and therefore representative of a superior, or radical, form of art. These 
discussions turn on a broader debate in Marxist theory about the relationship between 
art and ideology that I partly addressed in the introduction. 
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Raymond Monelle 9). Though this cultural relativism will often celebrate itself as 

inclusionary, it will exclude those theories of musical meaning that espouse some more 

totalizing answer. 

Lastly, one could treat each work of music as though nothing was given in 

advance, where the rules of understanding must be articulated through the very process 

of its unfolding. 10 In this case, the listener’s semantic codes are unavoidably brought to 

bear on the music, with the belief that any signs of musical unintelligibility are in fact 

symptoms of some different system of musical semantics that has to be deciphered. In 

which case, the beginning of the piece of music usually appears as some enigmatic code, 

through whose process of repetition and differentiation one is able to decipher the 

norms of its intelligibility. By the end of the music, one can then retroactively cast the 

sounds one has heard as having always and already been intelligible, given that a 

framework for interpreting it has been deduced in full.  

Whatever the position, the problem of music and meaning is not an aesthetic or 

philosophical one, as each solution is born out of its own political reaction to its 

                                                      

9 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2000).  
10 See Sidney Finklestein, Jazz; a People's Music, (New York: Citadel Press, 1948). Jazz 
analysts will argue that it is a mistake to understand the music through the history of 
major-minor system of common practice (i.e., diatonic harmony), since it’s not a music 
centrally concerned with the harmonic partition of sounds according to the division of a 
string on the basis of mathematical ratios. Blue/Bent notes are usually referenced as the 
example to prove this.  

http://www.easybib.com/cite/form?data=%7B%22pubtype%22%3A%7B%22main%22%3A%22pubnonperiodical%22%7D%2C%22pubnonperiodical%22%3A%7B%22title%22%3A%22The%20sense%20of%20music%3A%20semiotic%20essays%22%2C%22publisher%22%3A%22Princeton%20University%20Press%22%2C%22city%22%3A%22New%20Jersey%22%2C%22year%22%3A%222000%22%2C%22search%22%3A%229780691057163%22%7D%2C%22contributors%22%3A%5B%7B%22first%22%3A%22Raymond%22%2C%22middle%22%3A%22%22%2C%22last%22%3A%22Monelle%22%2C%22function%22%3A%22author%22%7D%2C%7B%22first%22%3A%22Robert%22%2C%22middle%22%3A%22%22%2C%22last%22%3A%22Hatten%22%2C%22function%22%3A%22author%22%7D%5D%2C%22other%22%3A%7B%22oclc%22%3A%22848860727%22%2C%22datasource%22%3A%22worldcat%22%7D%2C%22source%22%3A%22book%22%7D
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historical circumstances.  But what we can say with some certainty is that these solutions 

share a problem in common: the lack of a common system of musical understanding. 11 

There is therefore an impasse that Black Brown & Beige has overcome since it seeks to 

articulate a story through sound: specifically, how do you encode a history through 

music? It should then come as no coincidence that the opening to Black, Brown, and Beige 

is prefaced by Duke Ellington with a short verbal description. 

Black 

And now comes our latest attempt, and probably our most serious attempt, and 
definitely our longest composition. However in mentioning the length of Black, Brown, 

and Beige, we would like to say that this is a parallel to the history of the American 
negro, and of course it tells a long story. And I hope you will take into consideration the 

fact that, in telling the story of the work song for instance, which is the first theme, we 
use it in its many forms.  For instance, when the work song is sung while you work, of 

                                                      

11 In my first chapter I’ve argued that the cyclical variety of “West End Blues” was an 
aesthetic attempt to “solve” the fragmentation of social life caused by the rise of financial 
capital and expansion of a global market. And that, in addition, the “New Negro” is 
born from a similar impetus to create some tradition common to this disjointed populace 
forged by world war. Fredric Jameson has argued that what we’ve here called the 
fragmentation of social forms is better and more concretely understood as a temporal 
problem: specifically, the growing incommensurability between two senses of time: the 
continuous and linear sense of a past-present-future, versus that of the perpetual 
present. Under such a social form of fragmentation, a collective or shared sense of 
History (i.e., linear time) becomes a seemingly impossible fantasy to maintain, and what 
we’re left with is various (micro)histories that are continuously reshaped (i.e., perpetual 
present) by some subject whose identity is constantly in flux (i.e., “schizophrenic” in 
Deleuze’s language). In modernism, there is still the fight to reclaim or reinvent a 
universal History, hence various narratives of Garvey, Locke, DuBois; whereas in 
postmodernism this search or desire for totality is largely given up as some nightmarish 
dream that leads to totalitarianism. Nonetheless, both respond to the same problem: the 
lack of a sustainable and shared collective experience. The Marxist response is then to 
say that this lack is itself the new collective experience of life under Capitalism. 
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course there is a place for the song and there is a place to grunt, the impact of your work. 
After that comes the spiritual theme, which is the second theme of the first movement, 

and today we find that these two are very closely related. And so it naturally 
necessitates developing the two and showing their close relationship.  The first 

movement of black brown and beige is called black.  
 

– Duke Ellington, 1943, Preface to Black, Brown, and Beige 
–  

Black, Brown, and Beige opens with a drumbeat reminiscent of Strauss’ Thus Spoke 

Zarathustra, a pounding four-note pattern slowly though repetitively struck (1:04). If we 

read this as a symbolic representation of the work theme, the regularity of the beat can 

then be understood to signal its quality: a cyclic and monotonous form of labor. A crash 

of the symbols (1:10) then announces the entrance of a rising seven note trumpet phrase, 

a fanfare signaling some form of wonder, excitement, and possibility as the phrase 

repeats, gradually moving into the higher registers as it transposes octaves. Perhaps the 

excitement of the brass juxtaposed with the monotony of the drums is used to create 

some ironic commentary on the birth of America: that is, a country soon to be built off 

the forced labor of others. 12 Either that, or the separation in narrative content we’re here 

                                                      

12 Duke Ellington, "The Duke Steps Out," Rhythm (March 1931), 22. “I contend that the 
Negro is the creative voice of America, is creative America, and it was a happy day in 
America when the first unhappy slave was landed on its shores. There, in our tortured 
induction into this "land of liberty," we built its most graceful civilization. Its wealth, its 
flowering fields and handsome homes; its pretty traditions; its guarded leisure and its 
music, were all our creations. We stirred in our shackles and our unrest awakened 
Justice in the hearts of a courageous few, and we recreated in America the desire for true 
democracy, freedom for all, the brotherhood of man, principles on which the country 
had been founded.”  
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imagining between the timpani and the trumpets is simply a product of our own 

projections, since these “two” distinct musical lines can instead be read as a single and 

unified narrative beginning, wherein the drums are supposed to tell us the place – the 

African drum – while the rising brass line communicates its grandeur prior to some 

European’s arrival. 13 The indecipherability of the triumphant brass line and the 

pounding of the timpani essentially turn on the problem of “setting,” for where and in 

what mood does Ellington’s narrative begin? Is this a story that opens with the 

oppressed and exploited rising to freedom, or the grandeur of some civilization’s 

journey into bondage? I suggest that we hear this less as some narrative problem to be 

solved, and instead as a synthesis of sorts, an opening not caught in some moralizing 

play of the eventual transformation from good into evil, or evil into good, but as a 

dialectical interplay that eschews straightforward ethical binaries. 14 

In any case, what follows is a rather sudden shift in musical texture led by the 

reeds, creating what seems almost like an interruption to the opening sequence (1:27). 

The effect of this is to shrink the sense of musical space from its “symphonic” feel down 

                                                      

13 Ibid., 21. “The music of my race is something more than the ‘American idiom.’ It is 
the result of our transplantation to American soil, and was our reaction in the plantation 
days to the tyranny we endured.” 
14 The program tells us that Black begins with the “negro who is brought from his 
homelands and sold into slavery.” Though it’s still ambiguous as to where the “sold into 
slavery” narrative begins, I want to suspend invoking the program as some solution to 
the ambiguities of the music, at least for the moment.  I will return to this problem later. 
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to the intimacy of a small ensemble in order to convey a lighter attitude, resembling 

Ellington’s more familiar and popular works such as “Rumpus in Richmond” and “In a 

Mellotone.” We could say that Ellington is here creating a kind of musical vignette; a 

series of scenes contrasted by their orchestration, meant to signify either different kinds 

of work – field work and house work – or some linear cycle, such as a shift from work to 

rest and back again. But our confusion provokes us to ask a new question: are we 

following a single and coherent object, a musical “subject” moving through a cycle of 

work and rest? Or are we tracing the narrative through two different subjects, a 

patchwork image of the different sides of social life depicted through a kind of musical 

montage? Further still, perhaps this shift to a “lighter attitude” is itself the development 

of that second theme of the spiritual, though that would then confine the work theme to 

a relatively brief exposition. In either case, the ambiguity between subjects and the 

transition to a new theme is as much a problem for the music to solve as it is for the 

listener to decode. 

After another cycle (1:43-2:40) of this alternating shift in orchestration between a 

more symphonic feel and its popular counterpart, we’re given some semblance of an 

answer as the timpani returns with a gradual increase in tempo, accompanied by a 

repetitive clash of the cymbols, climaxing in a sequence of dissonant chords (2:41). The 

opening sequence of Black is then repeated, as if to echo the beginning in order to signal 

some end (3:01). Yet the validity of our structural perception can only be confirmed if 
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some rather novel musical development occurs, for if we were to return to some earlier 

musical space, then we’d be once more left wondering what all the hub-bub was for? 

Serendipitously, the very first solo of Black is now taken (3:15). We can then retroactively 

cast the drum and brass phrase so often repeated through this “opening” sequence as an 

indication of the music’s rules of understanding: a pattern of notes that function as a 

grammatical stop of sorts, repeated in moments of transition to signal the start or end to 

some musical sentence or paragraph (1:05; 3:03; 3:35; 5:04). 

But if we’ve just claimed to have figured out the form and function of this seven-

note phrase, the use of it in Harry Carney’s baritone sax solo seems to resist our 

conclusion.  For Carney develops this musical “slogan” by transposing it in a blues scale, 

giving it a downward feel, somber and reflective in tone (3:34; 3:40). The effect of this 

repetition is to transform this phrase from its anchor in the timpani and brass section, 

and thereby its function as a transitionary device, into, instead, a musical idea or motif, 

that can be expressed “in its many forms.” 15 Indeed, Sam Nanton’s muted trombone 

solo (6:05-8:50), which follows shortly afterward, will also take it up (7:05; 7:30-7:45; 8:27; 

8:38), imbuing it with his own vocal quality achieved by his various trombone slides 

coupled with the use of his plunger mute. 

                                                      

15 Duke Ellington, “Black (First Movement of Black, Brown, and Beige), recorded January 
23, 1943, Prestige, track 15 on The Carnegie Hall Concerts: January 1943, 1977, compact 
disc. 



 

89 

This pattern of motivic identity and orchestral difference, established first 

through Carney’s solo, allows us to retrospectively deduce some narrative substance in 

regards to the opening of Black. For the juxtaposition between the baritone sax solo and 

the unison playing produces a sense of individuation, as though the first character in 

this story has shown up to express their sentiments on the theme of work. In 

contradistinction, the motif as expressed through the timpani, trumpets, and trombones 

together, can now be understood as a kind of chorus from Greek drama, a collective and 

omnipotent voice that sets the scene and fills in the narrative gaps as this “long story” 

transitions from one phase to the next. But what phases are we transitioning from, and 

what is being said about them? The program notes can of course be invoked to explain 

this ambiguity away: 

Work songs first—different songs according to different kinds of work—driving 
spikes, piling cotton, simple housework. A baritone saxophone by Harry Carney 
is prominent in this section, and finally, the “tired out” work song on the 
trombone of “Tricky” Sam Nanton. 16 
 

I’ve earlier suggested that words, that is, shared linguistic conventions, are used to 

indicate the right interpretive code in the absence of shared musical conventions. In this 

case, I suggest we read the program’s description not as an interpretive key that unlocks 

the various musical ambiguities of this first movement, but as a symptom of just where 

                                                      

16 Duke Ellington, The Duke Ellington Reader edited by Mark Tucker (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), 163. On Black, from the program notes at the 1942 Carnegie Hall 
concert. 
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these musical conventions break down.  Ellington’s need to mention the kinds of work is 

then indicative, not only of a lack of a shared historical memory, 17 but also of the 

fragmentation of labor practices.  

Similarly, the lack of an explanation for Carney’s solo suggests that its meaning 

was either immediately obvious or irrelevant. The latter would be a strange conclusion 

for us to reach given the solo’s prominence, in which case it’s more sensible to say that 

the meaning of Carney’s solo was clear. That its meaning should be interpreted as a 

general mood – a somber reflection on the conditions of work – is more open for 

criticism. I’ve argued in chapter one that in the absence of any words or gestures, we 

tend to understand music as representative of some emotional state, usually through 

similarities between the sounds we hear and the cadences of speech. But cadences vary 

and they would require some degree of standardization if a system of music and mood 

was to be widely intelligible, otherwise we’ll understand only whatever peculiarities are 

specific to our idioms. I’d guess that silent film had some significant role to play in 

creating a modernist musical nomenclature, as pit orchestras would have to figure out 

                                                      

17 Duke Ellington, “Excerpts from ‘Black, Brown, and Beige’, Part 1,” performed 
December 11, 1943, Madacy Entertainment, track 6 on Duke Ellington – Live at Carnegie 
Hall, compact disc. “We thought we wouldn't play it in its entirety tonight because it 
represents an awfully long and a very important story. And in that I don't think that too 
many people are familiar with the story, we thought it would be better to wait until that 
story was a little more familiar before we did the whole thing again.” In later 
performances of Black, Brown, and Beige, Ellington cut down the length of the 
composition heavily. 
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what sounds to use to accompany film visuals. 18 Ellington’s short film Symphony in 

Black 19 could be taken as a late example of this, where placards are held up – labor (1:01), 

dance (2:35), jealousy (3:38), blues (4:12), hymn of sorrow (6:22), Harlem rhythm (8:15) – 

each with its distinct music, thereby standardizing the modernist conventions of musical 

meaning and its associated moods. 

These speculations aside, the spiritual theme begins soon after the end of 

Nanton’s trombone solo. The triangle, a relatively minor instrument, is now given the 

symphonic space to ring out a few notes. The triangle is likely intended to signify the 

tolling of a bell (9:18; 9:28: 9:31; 9:41), but its precise meaning has to remain unanswered. 

That this is nonetheless the moment of thematic transition is confirmed as we come to 

recognize that the work motif has now disappeared entirely from Black, only to return at 

the end (19:33). 

The spiritual starts with a faintly heard musical phrase that begins on a muted 

trumpet (9:22) and is completed by the trombone (9:39). Similar to the work theme, 

various soloists, from Juan Tizol’s trombone (10:11) to Ray Nance on the violin (11:14) to 

Johnny Hodges’s alto sax (12:49), are given their turn to develop the motif: a series of 

                                                      

18 See Julia Bess Hubbert, Celluloid Symphonies: Texts and Contexts in Film Music History 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011) for a collection of early tradebooks that 
document the arguments being made over what sounds – i.e., scales, instruments, and 
rhythms—should accompany what scenes. I read these arguments as attempts to 
standardize the relationship between music, emotion, and setting.  
19 Link to the film: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QTT9Su1d-VE 
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tones that smear off and tremble into one another, expressing a sentiment of expectation 

perhaps toward some form of deliverance. Between solos are relatively brief passages 

played by the orchestra in unison, usually to modulate keys (9:56-10:10; 10:45-11:13; 

12:24-12:48): as though we were witnessing an interlude in a stage play, where props are 

being hurriedly reorganized as the next scene of an interior monologue is set. After 

Hodges’s solo is taken, an unmuted trumpet emerges to recapitulate the motif (15:20-

15:38), only to then diverge from the spiritual’s thematic continuity by repeating a 

progression of notes that culminate in an eventual breakthrough, as the trumpet reaches 

the height of the octave (15:40-16:00). 

The mood then changes as the trumpet shifts into a melodic phrase that’s then 

answered by the orchestra as an upbeat march pattern undergirds their exchange while 

the tempo increases (16:01). A muted trumpet then takes a solo (16:25-16:48) while the 

trombones articulate the chords in a major key below. A frantic commotion of brass 

instruments screeching and trembling in the higher registers (17:01; 17:07) bridge us to 

an upright bass solo (17:21) while a hurried swing tempo is maintained. Each orchestral 

section is then given its turn to speak a short musical phrase (18:13-18:20 for brass; 18:20-

18:30 for reeds) as the trumpet returns once more to rephrase what now seems to turn 

into yet another motif (18:43-18:59); giving us the sense that we’re here experiencing 

some second phase of the spiritual: a light an upbeat homecoming soon to be concluded 

in typical Swing fashion by allowing each section of the orchestra to “speak” one last 
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time. In unison, the entire band then reconvenes to articulate a series of descending 

notes (19:00-19:06) that fall on a prolonged silence, concluding this second phase of the 

spiritual’s development. 

The first spiritual motif is then reintroduced by a muted trumpet (19:07-19:25), as 

if to remind us of the previous sections continuity, followed shortly thereafter by the 

work motif (19:32-20:01), perhaps presaging the coming end of Black. As the tempo 

increases it’s accompanied by a cyclone of dissonance (20:02-20:10), communicating 

some impending change; after which a crash of the cymbols (20:11) inaugurates a 

slowdown as Ellington trills down the piano keys (20:22-20:24) and moves us back to the 

tonic (20:28). Metrical and temporal consistency is once more reintroduced as we shift 

into popular song format (20:37). Here, trumpets and trombones echo one another’s 

short tonal phrases, as though they were exchanging a series of quips and jibes (20:37-

21:18), as the reeds are eventually brought in (20:49), and the musical room begins to fill 

with a polyphony of interwoven musical threads, culminating in a single voice or chorus 

(21:24), which explodes into a final thump and the music comes to a stop (21:44).  

But how are we to read this final sense of breakthrough and overcoming? Is this 

an eruption meant to mark the Haitian revolution, the Emancipation Proclamation, the 

Revolutionary War, or some other historical event? Or should we eschew the grand 

historical narrative altogether, and instead hear Black as the completion of some 
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narrative cycle from work to weekend salvation? 20 That Ellington himself would want 

us to hear Black’s culminating movement as the Revolutionary War of 1776 is no doubt 

evidenced by his preface. Yet this narrative ambiguity will similarly be replayed in the 

second and third movements of Black, Brown, and Beige; yet the movement between 

movements will create a new problem of thematic continuity and historical progress that 

Ellington will similarly have to solve. 

If Black is meant to convey a historical period covering the transplantation of “the 

negro” up until the Revolutionary War of 1776; and Brown is intended to move us 

through that time till the end of Reconstruction in 1877; and Beige takes us up to the 

present moment of its performance, in 1943 during the Second World War; then Black, 

Brown, and Beige must find some way to musically portray these large-scale historical 

differences throughout each movement. Else how are we to know that we’ve entered a 

different historical stage in our musical narrative of the New Negro? No doubt the 

appearance of different musical forms in each movement is meant to signal some 

historical departure from the earlier one – the use of a vocal blues (6:31) in Brown, and 

ragtime and stride (1:50) in Beige –  just as the different motifs of each theme should 

convey some sense of topical departure. But what’s to prevent us from understanding 

                                                      

20 In later revisions, Ellington would rename the spiritual “Come Sunday,” amplifying 
its ambiguity as both the metaphor for historical transcendence and its more literal 
meaning as the end of the week. 
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the second and third movements as expositions and developments of the first, for even 

though each movement comes to an “end,” we could nonetheless say that these are mere 

interludes, which give us some momentary reprieve while we wait for the next theme of 

Black to begin. There is a rather obvious factor that prevents us from playing with these 

ambiguities: the preface, which is embedded at the start of each movement. 

It’s no coincidence then that Ellington’s preface, the program, and any number of 

other extra-musical references, such as his notes for the unfinished opera, Boola, or the 

autographed twenty-nine page epic poem he later intended to publish alongside the 

score of Black, Brown, and Beige, are invoked, both by Ellington then, and by scholars 

today, to encode onto the music its sense of historical movement. However, I don’t think 

these narrative ambiguities are to be swept away by any series of textual references that 

appeal to some notion of authorial intent, but should instead be heard as expressions of 

a problem: how do you represent a collective sense of historical time and individual 

sense of existential experience within the same musical space while maintain an organic 

or cohesive movement? 

One answer is formal: for we could argue that if Black, Brown, and Beige 

progressed solely through a single form, such as the metrical stability of the blues, then 

what the music gains in terms of the perspectival differences achieved by alternating 
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solo voices, it may lose in terms of “large scale” formal development. 21 Whereas if we 

opted for a more symphonic form, with its irregular meter and variations in tempo, 

what we gain in formal development we may lose in terms of instrumental color and 

rhythmic deviation. 22 The constant juxtaposition in Black, Brown, and Beige between 

unison and solo passages, cycles of metered time that allow for rhythmic manipulations, 

and non-metered passages that shift in tempo and create a sense of thematic 

development, can then be heard as musical attempts to reconcile this dilemma. 

However, if we pose this syncretism between temporal forms as a combined need for 

formal transformation and instrumental color, we’re required to ignore the rhythmic 

deviations in blues and popular song format, which create a “pulse” or “groove” that 

transcends the metrical fixity of its deep structure; just as we must forget that an 

orchestra’s lead instrumentalists are often given solo passages. And so we must look for 

an answer that can explain Black, Brown, and Beige’s synthesis of musical forms other 

than through some naïve belief in the ossified limits of a supposedly inflexible form.  

                                                      

21Adorno’s criticism of Jazz, and popular music in general was precisely over this 
“shortcoming:” its metrical regularity that he heard as an endless production of the same 
peculiar to capitalist standardization.  
22 Duke Ellington, qtd in Scott Deveaux, “Black, Brown, Beige and the Critics,” Black 
Music Research Journal, 13, no. 2 (1993): 137. “This dangerous tendency to tamper with 
the tempo within a piece showed itself far too many times during the evening. If there is 
no regular beat, there can be no syncopation, and thus no tension, no jazz. The whole 
attempt to fuse jazz as a form with art music should be discouraged.”  
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Another answer is to suggest that this juxtaposition between formal musical 

structures is the reflection of a peculiarly black experience of temporal dislocation, or 

double consciousness, wrought through the experience of slavery; either that, or 

reflective of a specifically African sensibility for polyrhythms that’s analogously 

expressed through polyform. Both arguments essentially amount to saying that this is 

the way it is because that’s just the way black people are, which confines Ellington to 

merely an expression of his “racial essence,” somehow incapable of responding to 

changing cultural forces. 

Black, Brown, and Beige’s formal syncretism cannot then be explained away either 

by looking for some formal impasse that could not be solved, or by some theory of 

aesthetic form as a reflection of racial essence; instead, I suggest that the answer to Black, 

Brown, and Beige’s synthetic form should be understood as a response to the problems 

posed by the culture industry. 

The Stagnancy of Swing and the Culture Industry: Aesthetic 
Reactions 

The story of the culture industry can essentially be summed up this way: out 

from the chaos of modernity emerged a mass culture capable of “solving” the 

fragmentation of social forms or, in our case, the problem of music and meaning by 

imposing a standardized format on cultural production. In this regard, “commercialism” 

is invoked as a derisory term, meant to communicate some straightjacket of conformity 

that must either be overcome or altogether ignored. Indeed, the critics of just such a 
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standard would often name jazz as the manifestation of this problem. In 1929, the 

American pianist Anton Ravinsky wrote: 

The greatest danger which music faces to-day is that of becoming standardized 
and mechanized.  The extent to which popular music has become dominated by 
jazz is a danger signal which should be heeded…The waltz, once so popular, 
never exercised a tyranny so powerful as the beat of jazz. One has only to listen 
to jazz for an hour on end to realize the deadening effect of its trip-hammer 
regularity.  It is robot music, or at least adumbration of what perfect robot music 
would be—not the pulse of a loving body, but the throbbing of a machine. 23 
 

Adorno would reiterate this same criticism some years later, as to him, the rhythmic and 

melodic improvisation of jazz represented the ideal fantasy of consumerism: variety 

without any significant change to its “deep” metrical and harmonic structure. To dismiss 

such critiques as a form of classical elitism or to portray such standardization as the 

exclusive practice of white musicians is at best a weak political project, and at worst a 

kind of racialized condescension. For though these critiques of the critics are invariably 

true, they’re mostly used as a way to avoid the problem of commercialism by projecting 

it onto some Other whose opinion can then be bracketed and ignored on the basis of 

their race or aesthetic preference. Yet Armstrong 24 would himself articulate a similar 

critique of jazz in Swing that Music: 

                                                      

23 Sydney Grew, ed. “JAZZ,” British Musician and Musical News  5, no. 43 (Aug. 1929), 
244. 
24 See Jazz in Mind: Essays on the History and Meanings of Jazz edited by Reginald 
Buckner, Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991. It is likely that Armstrong’s first 
autobiography, here quoted, was ghostwritten.  Nonetheless, that should not detract 
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Now the basic idea of swing music is not new. The swing idea of free 
improvisation by the players was at the core of jazz when it started back there in 
New Orleans thirty years ago. Those early boys were swing-men, though they 
didn't know so much about it then as we do today… I think the reason it got 
overlooked and lost was that when the public went crazy over jazz and the music 
publishing companies and the record companies jumped in and had all the songs 
written down and recorded and they and the theatre producers and northern 
dance halls paid our boys more money than they'd ever heard of to help write 
down and play these songs. Popular songs before jazz had always been played 
the way they were written and that was what made "song hits" for the 
publishers. So the commercial men wanted the new jazz tunes played the same 
way so the public would come to learn them easily and sing them. 25 
 

Swing is here a concept split in two: on the one hand a stylistic marker that indicates its 

proximity to the standardization of musical production; and on the other, its more 

“authentic” counterpart: improvisation. Yet Armstrong’s definition of Jazz, whether true 

or not, is more interesting to us as a retrospective projection that wants to convince us 

that improvisation is the essence of the music. However, early Jazz writings preclude a 

focus on and discussion of improvisation as “the core” of the music, instead preferring 

                                                      

from my point that improvisation was retroactively cast as the essence of jazz at about 
this time. 
25 Louis Armstrong, Swing That Music (New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1936), 106. 
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to concentrate on its rhythmic deviations and tonal colors. 26 27 28 29This juxtaposition 

should tell us that any attempt at a definition of Jazz is as much an indication of the 

                                                      

26 Robert Gottlieb, ed, Reading Jazz  (New York: Pantheon Books, 1996), 742-744. In 
Bechet and Jazz Visit Europe (1919), Ernst-Alexandre Ansermet writes: “[I]t is based on 
melodic modes differing from ours, and that it is particularly rich in its rhythm which 
already practices syncopation…The desire to give certain syllables a particular emphasis 
or a prolonged resonance, that is to say preoccupations of an expressive order, seem to 
have determined in Negro singing their anticipation or delay of a fraction of rhythmic 
unity. This is the birth of syncopation. All the traditional Negro songs are strewn with 
syncopes which issue from the voice while the movement of the body marks the regular 
rhythm… But it is not enough to say that Negro music consists in the habit of 
syncopating any musical material whatsoever. We have shown that syncopation itself is 
but the effect of an expressive need, the manifestation in the field of rhythm of a 
particular taste, in a word, the genius of the race. This genius takes a trombone, and he 
has a knack of vibrating each note by a continual quivering of the slide, and a sense of 
glissando, and a taste for muted notes which make it a new instrument; he takes a 
clarinet or saxophone and he has a way of hitting the notes with a slight inferior 
appoggiatura, he discovers a whole series of effects produced by the lips alone, which 
make it a new instrument. There is a Negro playing the violin, a Negro way of singing. 
As for our orchestra tympani, needless to say with what alacrity the Negro runs out to 
greet them, he grasps all the paraphernalia instantaneously including the most excessive 
refinements, to set up an inexhaustible jugglery.”  
27 Karl Koenig, Jazz in Print: 1856-1929: An Anthology of Selected Early Readings in Jazz 
History (Hillsdale, N.Y.: Pendragon Press, 2002), 119. August 25, 1917 in 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… Jazz music is the delirium tremens 
of syncopation. It is strict rhythm without melody. To-day the jazz bands take popular 
tunes and rag them to death to make jazz. Beats are added as often as the delicacy of the 
player’s ear will permit. In one-two time a third beat is interpolated. There are many half 
notes or less and many long-drawn, wavering tones… the result is that a rhythmic tune 
compounded of time and stress and pitch relations is created, the chief characteristic of 
which is likely to be complicated syncopation. An arabesque of accentual differences, 
group-forming in their nature, is superimposed upon the fundamental time divisions.”  
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writer’s desires as it is of the music’s qualities, for whatever characteristics one 

highlights as the “essence” of the music depends on a combination of what the music is 

doing, and the kind of music you’re contrasting it against, whether “commercial” or 

“classical.” Armstrong’s description is therefore more interesting to us as a growing 

symptom of the times: an attempt to rescue jazz from its commercial standardization 

through a nostalgic reflection on its “authentic” origins. Armstrong was not the only one 

to engage in such a political project, for Alan Lomax would record and interview Jelly 

Roll Morton in 1938; while Lu Watters & The Yerba Buena Jazz Band reintroduced the 

banjo and tuba to their rhythm section; as Bunk Johnson was rediscovered by Jazz Man 

Records, contributing to what would then be typified as the Revivalist movement toward 

“Traditional Jazz.” 

As these Revivalists searched for some “purer” alternative to commercial music, 

they would cast the origins of Jazz in New Orleans, often beginning with Buddy Bolden 

                                                      

28 Karl Koenig, Jazz in Print: 1856-1929: An Anthology of Selected Early Readings in Jazz 
History (Hillsdale, N.Y.: Pendragon Press, 2002), 141. June 12, 1920 in Literary Digest, 
“Classical vs Jazzical Music”: “The principal characteristic of jazz music is the vulgar 
sliding from tone to tone.” 
29 Karl Koenig, Jazz in Print: 1856-1929: An Anthology of Selected Early Readings in Jazz 
History (Hillsdale, N.Y.: Pendragon Press, 2002), 144. June 19, 1920, in Musical America, 
“The Marche Funebre of ‘Jazz’”: “They appeared, clothed in white, and proceeded to 
play, so to speak, on various instruments – piano, violin, trombone -- from which 
unoffending instruments they called forth such dismal and discordant wailings, such 
tom cattish howlings, such immoral dissonances as to render them instantly liable to 
thirty years in jail for making public nuisances of themselves.”  
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and tracing a direct line of inheritance to Louis Armstrong and Sydney Bechet. 30 

Interviews and autobiographies would proliferate to either reinforce or contest this 

narrative, as the “Jazz Autobiography” was invented as a narrative form intended to 

speak the “truth of jazz” through some authoritative figure whose presentation of reality 

would presumably go unchallenged. This bifurcation in the Jazz industry would 

however produce another prominent aesthetic reaction, culminating in the oft-rehearsed 

“Jazz Wars” of the 1940’s. Those less interested in mining the past for an unsullied 

alternative to the monotony of commercial music would go on to create a new form, 

which we might more familiarly call Bebop.  This desire to break from the redundancy 

of Swing would see Dizzy Gillespie’s “Salt Peanuts” (1942), Thelonious Monk’s “Round 

Midnight” (1944), and Charlie Parker’s “Anthropologie” (1946) soon appear, as they 

searched for a kind of music the culture industry “couldn’t play.” 31  

But if we’ve so far suggested that Trad and Modern Jazz emerged in response to 

the growing animosity toward the publisher’s desire for “song hits,” 32 there is a 

historical discrepancy that we must account for: specifically, that both the Trad revival 

                                                      

30 See Hugues Panassié and Louis Armstrong, Le jazz hot (Paris: Corrêa, 1934); Hugues 
Panassié, Anne S. Williams, and Charles E. Smith, The Real Jazz (New York: Smith & 
Durrell, Inc, 1942). 
31 Kelley, Robin D. G., Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original (New 
York: Free Press, 2009), 118. 
32 Duke Ellington. The Duke Ellington Reader edited by Mark Tucker, New York: Oxford  
University Press, 1993, 132.“The most significant thing that can be said about Swing 
music today is that it has become stagnant.” 
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of polyphonic improvisation and the Bebop development of harmonically complicated 

melodic lines, didn’t emerge until the late 1930’s and early 1940’s, roughly ten years 

after a dissensus with the culture industry was articulated. The writer of Swing that 

Music claims that these aesthetic reactions were first subterraneous, “through the jam 

sessions held late at night after their work was done… the way the early Christians 

would hold their meetings in the catacombs under Rome.” 33 But in order to validate his 

claim there must be some mechanism by which the music was then brought to market, 

that is, where a desire for new music emerged within the culture industry itself, at some 

point in the late 1930’s. And indeed, there was. 

An Opening in the Field: ASCAP & BMI 

From the 1920’s onward, the American Society of Composers and Publishers had 

often been accused of monopolistic practices in regards to the production of music and 

its distribution over the radio, in the clubs, and on records.  Investigated by the FCC, in 

1924 and 1934, under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, the Society had nonetheless remained 

together. ASCAP was believed to own “95 percent of all popular tunes over the last 

quarter century, roughly one and a half million musical compositions.” 34 They leased 

their entire catalogue for a percentage of total profits, refusing record companies, club 

                                                      

33 Louis Armstrong, Swing That Music (New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1936), 107. 
34 ASCAP was run by the movie industry.  Their board of directors was controlled by 
MGM, Paramount, and Warner Brothers, who bought most of the publishing houses 
during the depression. 
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owners, and radio stations the ability to select various songs so as to ensure less 

competition and greater profits.  Radio stations were forced to report what music they 

played and the ratings it garnered, so that any new composition could be quickly 

recruited and added to their catalogue. In addition, any music performed or broadcast 

beyond their catalogue was disincentivized as ASCAP’s licensing fees were high enough 

that the additional costs and associated risks with new compositions were generally 

avoided.  

By 1937, the National Association of Broadcasters dissatisfaction with ASCAP led 

their lobbyists to pass legislation outlawing the collection of ASCAP fees from 

broadcasting stations in seven states, even going so far as to issue a warrant on the 

president of ASCAP that was later dismissed. In retaliation, as ASCAP’s licensing 

contract with the National Association of Broadcasters was to come to an end in 1939, 

they rationalized a doubling of their fee by claiming that the litigation costs they accrued 

in fighting the various monopoly charges leveled against them, and the ever-growing 

stream of radio income, had to be recuperated. In response, the NAB created Broadcast 

Music Incorporated (BMI) in an effort to lower their costs of licensing by creating a new 

music catalogue capable of competing with ASCAP’s dominance.  NBC and CBS, who 

owned the record companies Victor and Columbia, funneled their capital to 

copyrighting and recording any new music they could find not previously licensed, in 
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preparation of the boycott that was to come. 35 And so a musical arms race had begun: 

records were stockpiled as country; international; American classical; rhythm and blues; 

and various songs from the public domain would soon be branded, broadcast and sold. 

Independent labels would at the same time spring up to fill the demand, as Commodore 

(1938) and Bluenote (1939), responsible for much of the early Modern and Trad 

recordings, emerged at this time. Indeed, the effects of the ASCAP boycott in 1941 were 

wide-ranging enough that the Chicago Tribune claimed that “it is impossible to talk to 

anyone for more than 15 minutes without the word ASCAP popping up.” Bands were 

forced to change their repertoire, advertisements lost the jingles they had used to 

animate their products, and non-musical events became eerily silent. 36 The corporate 

desire for new music was in vogue.  

But if we have so far explained the Trad and Bebop reaction to commercial 

music, their subterraneous existence, and their eventual coming to market, we must 

explore just what effect on musical aesthetics the standardization of cultural production 

                                                      

35 RCA owned NBC. RCA owned Victor. CBS owned Columbia. 
36 Our New York Correspondent, “Queerest Strike Yet” Tribune (Chicago) no. 213 
(January 24, 1941), 7. “While ASCAP and BMI shout ‘dictator’ and ‘monopolist’ at one 
another, the public is having a dull time. To hear the popular tunes of the last twenty-
five years one must buy a piano or gramophone records. Many famous bands have had 
to change their signature tunes, and the best dance band in the U.S. is reduced to 
playing the ‘Liebestraume’ in rumba-time… Listening to football games is dull now. The 
commentators are shut in closed booths, so the radio listeners can’t hear the yells of the 
crowd. That’s in case the crowd should sing an ASCAP song which might be 
accidentally broadcast as background to the sports commentary.”  
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had in order to understand why the polyphonic improvisation of Trad, the complicated 

harmonic lines of Bebop, and the syncretism of Black, Brown, and Beige became the 

“solution” to such a problem. 

The Aesthetics of Standardization: Space over Time 

The standardization of musical production is the effect of a confluence of social 

relations: from the composers who sought employment; to the publishers who hired 

them to produce “hits;” to the song-pluggers who pushed these “hits” onto band leaders 

who would play them over the air; to an audience that had adjusted their desires and 

grown to expect these songs; onto the club, cabaret, and theater owners who’d employ 

bands to perform them in order to draw a crowd; to the record companies that wanted 

to record them to sell more records; and back to the bands who, in order to ensure some 

semblance of a stable livelihood, sought to lease the latest popular catalogues from these 

self-same music publishers. 37  This “aunt Jemima ready-mix for pancakes extended to 

the field of music” 38 would lead to an endless production of the same, as profitable 

songs would solidify into standards that would eventually evolve into what we today 

                                                      

37 Anonymous, “What a Song Writer Does,” Good House Keeping 115, no. 1 (July 1942), 
22-23. 
38 Theodor Adorno, Mass Communication and American Social Thought: Key Texts 1919-
1968 (Lanham: Roman and Littlefield, 2004). 
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call the Great American Song-Book, and the subsequent canon wars that it will 

predictably set into motion. 39  

Yet this standardization of musical production also steers us toward a peculiar 

development that would seemingly diverge from this perpetual mass of the same: for 

how do you differentiate one band from another without substantively altering what 

you play? In order to market a competitive advantage, the industry would come to focus 

on and highlight what we could call the spatial differences within the music: the 

arrangement of the instruments; the size of the orchestra; the sound of a particular 

soloist or section; and even the appearance of the band members. Each of these features 

would be used to mark one’s musical trade by fashioning some easily consumable 

essence that could be bought and sold: whether it was for an outstanding rhythm section 

such as in the Count Basie Band, or an innovative arrangement of clarinets and 

saxophones by the Glen Miller Orchestra. No musician would escape the eventuality of 

being typified into a style or brand. Indeed, this adoption of musical standardization 

would lead to a rather important generic development in musical form, for by typifying 

the music that’s to be played, all that’s left to decide is who plays what part of the song, 

in what way, with what instrument, and in what key. Improvisation on the melodic line, 

                                                      

39 We can also see how the culture industry would impact classical music in a similar 
manner, through standardizing its repertoire – e.g. from Bach to Beethoven – which 
would then be spatially reconfigured through the use of different conductors and 
symphonies, e.g. Bernstein, Vienna Philharmonic, Beethoven’s 9th. 
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modulations in the harmonic key, or alterations in meter – factors that risked losing 

consumer recognition by altering the recorded standard too fundamentally -- would 

then be subordinate to orchestration, color and dynamics, and instrumentation. 40 In 

other words, the alteration of musical space would come to be imbued with greater 

significance over the alteration of musical time, as the mechanical reproduction of hits 

subdued the importance of the narrative line. 41 

This would no doubt provide us a basis from which we could understand the 

emergence of that more infamous distinction between mass-culture and high art, as 

those musicians who chose to create new music or diverge from the standardized 

form, 42 would be portrayed as avant-garde elitists, proponents of an “art” music that 

                                                      

40  Monk Rowe, “Tales of the Big Bands: Sidemen Stories,” Jazz Backstory: Adventures in 
the Jazz Archive (blog), Oct 1, 2011, http://jazzbackstory.blogspot.com/2011/10/tales-of-
big-bands-sidemen-stories.html. In an Saxophonist Jerry Jerome, who was part of the 
Glen Miller orchestra in 1937, says in this interview: “So we went out on our first one 
nighter after we did our recording somewhere along the line, and I got out and played, 
and played a totally different chorus, which is a soloist’s preference I would think. 
Glenn came over to me and he said ‘Jerry, when you stand up and play your solo, I wish 
you’d play the one that’s on the record.’ I said ‘why?’ He says ‘well, I consider that part 
of the arrangement. People expect it. They buy the record and they expect to hear that.’ 
Oh, wow.” 
41 I’m using dichotomy between space and time to highlight the distinction, but you 
could also say the spatialization of time: i.e., a sense of time or progression that’s 
achieved by altering musical space – e.g. orchestration – rather than a linear 
development of a single theme or idea by changing the rhythm or harmony.   
42 It’s important to note that it’s not the standardization of musical content, but form – 
AABA song format. For Bebop will take popular songs, but change the harmonies, 
melodies, and rhythm. 
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disregarded the desires of the public in favor of aesthetic freedom; while those who 

embraced the endless revision of the standard catalogue would be depicted as 

commercial sell-outs, more interested in making a living than birthing an art form. A 

binary opposition that would itself be seen as yet another form of branding, to be 

resisted and rejected, either by naming one’s own work with such vague and general 

provisions such as “creative” or “improvised” music, or, like Duke Ellington, by 

attempting to avoid objectification altogether. 43 In fact, the ideologues of both “Modern” 

and “Trad” jazz alike would cast improvisation as an emblem of “freedom,” a way to 

push past the certainty, predictability, and rationalization of the culture industry’s 

methods of production. 44 

Yet despite the seemingly utopian aspirations of these “avant-garde elitists” and 

“nostalgic folklorists,” it seems that improvisation would simply shift the fetish and 

locus of commercial exchange away from one product – the recorded object – and 

toward another: the live performance, as the spectacle of the improvising laborer would 

become the object to be bought and sold. In this regard, spontaneity itself turned into 

just another commodity available for consumption. The veracity of the freedom of 

                                                      

43 Eric Porter, ""Dizzy Atmosphere": The Challenge of Bebop," American Music 17, no. 4 
(1999), 422-446. 
44 Marina Peterson, "Sound Work: Music as Labor and the 1940s Recording Bans of the 
American Federation of Musicians,"Anthropological Quarterly 86, no. 3 (2013), 803. This 
understanding of improvisation goes on today: “Music, when performed live, is 
ephemeral. Without an object, neither hoarding nor surplus value is possible.”  
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improvisation aside, this tension over where the “locus of exchange” resides, hints us 

toward a class phenomenon, one that will come to shed insight into the cause of these 

ideological reactions and musical antinomies, and reveal the structuring principle 

behind the music industry. 

Rationalization of Class Interests: Rent versus Wage 

For this tension between the soloists right to improvise and the culture industry’s 

demand for uniformity is simply a difference between means and ends, where the 

product of one’s labor is either understood as a means used to increase the band’s 

popularity in order to help them secure more performing contracts; or where the band 

itself becomes an advertisement, a tool to spread the popularity of its recordings by 

adhering to the arrangement without deviation. But what is it that makes the musical 

product a more lucrative object, such that its performers become mere subsidiaries to its 

creation? Our answer lies in the structure of class relations. 

Arrangers, who were often the bandleaders, held publishing rights to the songs 

they recorded, and, if the music wasn’t theirs, were bribed with partial rights as a way to 

incentivize the adoption of this or that publisher’s catalogue. This development would 

in turn produce a class difference between the publisher, composer, and arranger, whose 

primary means of subsistence came from royalties; and the performing musician, whose 
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subsistence relied on income gained at various venues. 45 This would be a constant 

source of tension between the members of a band and their leader, as disagreements 

would often emerge over the distribution of wealth: 

That’s the only thing I didn’t like about Duke. He never gave the boys in the 
band the credit they deserved. Like Otto Hardwick and Lawrence Brown wrote 
Sophisticated Lady but their names are not on it. 46 
 

The bandleader, then, who stood to gain from both royalties and gigs, was a sort of 

middling manager, mediating between the culture industry and the musicians they 

relied upon. A bandleader would at times use his members as advertising tools, human 

billboards to be taken on the road to popularize their latest record with the hope of 

increasing their sales and his broadcast royalties. 47 For from the perspective of a 

publisher, it’s more profitable to own the copyright to a certain catalogue of music than 

it is to employ the musician who produced it, thereby turning the musician into a mere 

                                                      

45 Musicians would receive no royalties on either the radio broadcast of their music or 
the sale of their recordings until the surprisingly belated date of 1995, when the 
copyright law of 1909 was changed to include “primary performers.” 
46 See commentary by Barney Bigard on Ellington in Max Jones, ed., Jazz Talking: 
Profiles, Interviews, and Other Riffs on Jazz Musicians (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 
2000), 7-9. 
47 Ben Ratliff, “Still in Thrall to the Boss and His Sound." New York Times (Jan 16, 1999), 
B7. Ellington is often celebrated for writing parts for particular members of his band: 
“The drummer Butch Ballard said that when Ellington lent his music to a Japanese band 
in the 1950’s the musicians couldn't make sense of it. The parts on his score paper were 
never marked ‘tenor saxophone’ or ‘first alto,’ but instead used the Ellington musicians' 
nicknames: Mex, for Paul Gonsalves, or Rab, for Johnny Hodges.” Yet, “the singers Joya 
Sherrill and Dolores Parker-Morgan said he did it to avoid discord: he gave each 
musician a different role so there was no competitive overlapping.”  
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subsidiary to the product of their work: a temporary but necessary nuisance who must 

be employed to give life to that most lucrative commodity: the pressed rubber of the 

record and the printed page of the arrangement. The members of the band, on the other 

hand, whose subsistence comes primarily from a live performance, cannot help but 

reverse this relationship, as records and broadcasts become simply a means to the 

fantasy of greater stardom; one that should eventually aid them in securing larger and 

more stable performing contracts, but in reality renders them ever more useless to an 

industry that needs them less and less. 

We can now recast our analysis on the vicissitudes of Swing as the social effect of 

a division in class interests between those whose subsistence relied on the rent derived 

from royalties; and those whose subsistence relied on the wages garnered from a live 

performance.  For each class would rationalize their own interests through their 

opposition to one another, as the musician imagined themselves to be for improvisatory 

freedom over standardized reproduction; a creative artist against commercial sell-outs; a 

human being more important than the recording; whereas the industry projected its 

own reality: the populism of mass art against the elitism of the avant-garde; the record’s 

ability to democratize the consumption of music against the exclusive cults of 

appreciation surrounding the jam session; and the progress of technological advance 

over the luddism of aesthetic craftsmanship. Both of them developed their aesthetic 

norms suited to their class utility: orchestration, dynamics, color, and arrangement for 
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the recording and broadcast industry’s need for commodity exchanges; versus 

modulation, melodic improvisation, and metric irregularities for the musical laborer’s 

need for aesthetic freedom. It’s from this vantage point where we can return to Black, 

Brown, and Beige. 

Redux: Black, Brown, and Beige 

If the problem Black, Brown, and Beige first posed to us was “How do you encode 

a history of the African American through music while nonetheless maintain a sense of 

narrative continuity between themes and movements?” Ellington’s answer was formal 

syncretism: the symphony’s development of thematic material through motivic 

repetition and alterations in tempo; blues vignettes of mixed emotional expression 

through instrumental isolation and tonal manipulation; swing’s rhythmic deviations as a 

kind of popular dance music; and various alterations in musical texture. The question 

that then follows is why was this polyform the solution?  It’s here where the culture 

industry provides the background from which our answer emerges: the standardization 

of musical form delimits the audience’s expectations, thereby encouraging a specific 

understanding of musical meaning. However, this circumscription would limit 

Ellington’s desire to comment on the racial inequalities that persisted during the Second 

World War, and so solutions had to be found beyond the “straightjacket of 
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commercialism.” 48 One solution was to transgress these formal boundaries by 

disregarding the public’s expectations, but then you ran the risk of being 

incomprehensible; another was to go on performing popular music, but then you gave 

up on the formal innovation necessary to, for instance, tell a long-form narrative; a third 

was to revivify some older musical form, but then you risked being dismissed as 

irrelevant to the contemporary moment. Indeed, the critical reception of Black, Brown, 

and Beige would confirm this conjuncture of aesthetic possibilities, as Black, Brown, and 

Beige would be either derided as a form of popular music that tried to do too much; 49 or 

celebrated as a revivalist presentation of authentic jazz; 50 or admired as an avant-garde 

work that broke the mold of commercial music. 51 

                                                      

48 Scott DeVeaux, ""Black, Brown and Beige" and the Critics," Black Music Research 
Journal 13, no. 2 (1993), 125-146. 
49 Scott DeVeaux, “‘Black, Brown and Beige’ and the Critics,” Black Music Research 
Journal 13, no. 2 (1993), 126. Douglas Watt wrote in the Daily News in 1943: “It hardly 
ever succeeds . . . because such a form of composition is entirely out of Ellington's ken. 
There is almost no continuity to the piece, filled with false climaxes, and it obviously 
isn't the sort of thing the audience came to hear… Ellington has had the profoundest 
effect of his generation on dance music and heads one of the finest bands in the business. 
Ellington has had the profoundest effect of his generation on dance music and heads one 
of the finest bands in the business for which he provides unique compositions, tailor-
made to suit the abilities of his men. But none of it, or very little of it, is concert stuff. It's 
an exciting fusion of sophistication and primal urges, but it has little emotional variety.” 
50 Ibid., 137. Composer Paul Bowles wrote in The Herald Tribune in 1943: “His greatest 
achievement is to have been able to invent tirelessly and incorporate his discoveries into 
the medium without his music losing the flavor, directness, and dignity of early jazz.”  
51 Ibid., 128. Henry Simon wrote in 1943: "It showed, better than any of the shorter 
pieces, how well and how far Mr. Ellington has emancipated himself from the straight-
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Black, Brown, and Beige was, in fact, all these things and none of them: a 

combination of already existing forms with the hope that they would maintain their 

individual legibility, but in being brought together, create a dynamic narrative that 

could both be understood by its audience, and, at the same time, allow Ellington the 

aesthetic freedom to tell his “tone-parallel to the history of the American negro.”  It’s as 

though, were Ellington asked to either reject the expectations of his listeners in order to 

play his “tone parallel,” or accept their commercial demands and thereby drop his 

narrative ambitions, Black, Brown, and Beige responds with an hour-long refusal to 

choose within such circumscribed limits. 52 

Whereas Louis Armstrong’s West End Blues can then be said to be a reaction to 

Early Modernity, as the stability of the blues cycle provided some deep structure from 

which the chaos of modernism could then be “solved” and expressed through the 

stylistic variety of each solo; Ellington’s Black, Brown, and Beige responds to the problems 

of Late Modernity: the standardization of cultural production that then had to be 

overcome through the invention of a new form, while avoiding the hazards of modernist 

unintelligibility, and revivalist irrelevance.  

                                                      

jacket of jazz formulas. He has taken a serious theme and treated it with dignity, feeling 
and also good humor. In doing this, he has broken one jazz restriction after another.”  
52 Ibid., 145. Aaron Copland summarized this position well, writing in 1943: “[T]he 
vastly enlarged audience music commands over the air or through records.... can't be 
ignored if musical creation is to flourish. More and more we shall have to find a musical 
style and language which satisfies both us and them." 
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Chapter Three: Post-Bop and the Encroaching 
Marketplace 

I ended the second chapter by splitting into three trajectories: Jazz Modernism, 

Jazz Revivalism, and Jazz Syncretism.  Each “ism” is a reaction to the musical aesthetic 

created by the standardization of musical production, by which I mean the spatialization 

of musical time. “Spatialization” and “musical time” require some further explanation. 

By musical time I don’t only mean what musicology sometimes refers to as the 

horizontal aspects of music (tempo, meter, melody, and so on) in opposition to the 

spatial, or vertical (harmony, orchestration). For I’ve argued in chapter one and two 

about the difficulty in sustaining such a fixed conceptual apparatus as a means of 

understanding a work of music, at least since the turn of the 20th century or what, I 

think, we could more appropriately call the Age of Imperialism. For in light of the 

growth of a global marketplace and its concomitant migratory movements precipitated 

by the war of 1914, the residual belief various social groups may have had in the 

stability and insularity of their world, of which their musical language is a part, 

dissolves as the network of social relations that may have once sustained this fiction is 

upended by the confluence of global differences in the same geographical space. 1  Each 

                                                      

1 I would also include war, which perversely may be said to bring people “together.” 
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musical work must therefore reinvent its own rules for intelligibility, and its own 

temporal criteria. 

While this argument relies on what may seem an easily refutable claim—that the 

turn of the 20th century was the first time such a confluence of global differences 

coincided—its truth lies in the fact that the 19th and early 20th century saw for the first 

time a global competition between ruling capitalist classes in the form of nations, which 

subsequently precipitated the formation of an international proletariat, by which I mean 

that industrial workers came to recognize themselves as a new, global class. 2  In this 

regard, I don’t want to discount the historical uniqueness I am claiming for the spatial 

conflagration of this “Age of Imperialism,” but I do want emphasize that it’s not only 

some new empirical or statistical reality that catalogues some shift in regional 

demographics and class structure – a claim that would reduce my argument to a series 

of empiricist battles over some statistical truth (in which case, one could say that the 

slave and spice trade were similarly global, creating new metropolitan centers of trade), 

as the veracity of my argument instead relies on cataloguing what I would call an 

epistemological shift in the way people understood themselves and their relation to 

                                                      

2 It is difficult to choose a “start” and “end” date if asked to pin down an exact 
periodization of this “Age of Imperialism.” The start could be 1872 with the Hague 
conference, or 1884 with Berlin conference. Whereas we could mark the end at 1944 with 
Bretton Woods, as the agreements that are struck there would largely solidify the 
dissolution of imperialist competition by a single superpower: the U.S. 
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these newly emerging nation states and their expanding empires. A shift I tried to 

illustrate and distill through the appearance of the concept of “the masses” in the New 

Negro. 

In any case, I want to add another phenomenon that, I think, is particular to this 

historical period, and one that also contributes to the dissolving sense of tradition, which 

in my analysis manifests itself as the dissolution of a common musical code (which is 

later reinvented through culture industry). That other phenomenon is that of musical 

fashions. With the emergence of a musical culture industry comes also the rapidity with 

which musical trends emerge and die out, the speed, for instance, with which American 

“popular” music moves from waltz music to ragtime, then to swing, all within the time 

of a single life-span.  This experience of shifting musical tastes, no doubt precipitated by 

the culture industry’s desire to sell ever more commodities, could reinforce the 

conviction that music and its attendant criteria of beauty are simply matters of 

convention (i.e., the market), rather than some natural law. These two factors taken 

together – the migratory and epistemological changes wrought by the expansion of a 

global marketplace, and the emergence of a system of musical fashion inaugurated by a 

culture industry – instantiate what I’m arguing is a belief in the loss of what was once 

thought to be a shared system of musical meaning of particular social groups. 

We can witness, I believe, this sense of loss in a series of different fields: in 

philosophy, this phenomenon tends to manifest itself as the death of God, or the end of 
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metaphysics, by which the philosophers usually mean the loss of a universal authority 

that was to operate as the guarantor of meaning and truth (I’m here thinking of 

Nietzsche); in literature, it is the fragmentation of language and the confluence of local 

dialects (Joyce, Pound); in European art music, the disbelief in tonality and the 

experimentation with new musical systems, such as atonality, microtonality, whole tone 

scales, and noise music (Schoenberg, Ives, Debussy, Russolo); and in social ideology, the 

embrace of novelty or the reaction toward so-called traditional values (i.e., Modernists 

versus Victorianists). In many ways, this is just a brief and slight expansion on my 

historical analysis in chapter one.  The point of this is to lay some historical groundwork 

for why my concept of musical time must necessarily remain “vague.”  If you follow me 

down my historical narrative, then our understanding of musical time must be 

particular to the work under analysis. However, I don’t mean to suggest that we can 

approach a work as though preconceptions don’t exist, for I don’t believe we can deny 

the conceptual history that precedes and informs our thinking simply by fiat. Instead, 

what I’m suggesting is that the conceptual history we’ve inherited—and here I’m 

specifically thinking of musicology’s distinction between the “vertical” and “horizontal” 

aspects of composition I mentioned above—is brought to use with an understanding 

that our interest in these musicological concepts is not in how accurately they seem to 

describe the music but in the ways they fail to. In this regard, we don’t need to busy 

ourselves trying to invent a new musical language, as some turn-of-the-century 
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modernists did, since we need only be attentive to the ways the conceptual tools we’ve 

inherited may be unsuitable to the task at hand. 

In “West End Blues,” for example, I argued that the alternating solos were the 

main temporal unit of the song: that which gave the song its sense of change and 

therefore movement. Though we could say each solo is divided according to a twelve-

bar, four beat structure, the solo’s function in “West End Blues” relied on its ability to 

deviate from this fixed rhythmic background, rather than adhere to it. In this regard, the 

concepts – bar and beat – are useful so far as they’re necessary to describe how each solo 

diverges from this aspect of the music. As a result this divergence, we can then invent 

new concepts – “swing,” “groove,” “pulse” – or redefine “bar” and “beat” in a more 

fluid understanding of rhythm, as various analysts have done, to try and describe the 

centrality this practice of rhythmic alteration has to the music. 3  

In any case, I hope to have at least provided some conceptual rubric for 

understanding what I mean when I say “musical time,” and made an argument as to 

why it’s more appropriate to leave the concept of musical time at a general level, since 

                                                      

3 The debate over what “swing” “groove” or “pulse” mean (does it mean playing “in 
between” the beats? “ahead” of the beat? “behind” the beat? A way of accenting the off-
beat as in even-note syncopation? Or some more generalizable rhythmic feeling?) is 
beside the point, as it can be all of these things depending on the song in question. The 
common problem, however, to which these concepts respond, is the failure of our 
existing conceptual apparatus to describe the variegated and near infinite ways that 
deviations from some fixed rhythmic background occur. 
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each work, after the age of Imperialism, must construct its temporal criteria for 

movement and change, beginnings and endings, differently; until that moment at which 

the culture industry appears to create a new national language for music (which I’ve 

tried to distill into the phrase “the spatialization of musical time”), or the very notion of 

music itself comes under question.   

As for the spatialization of musical time, if you recall the anecdote in the second 

chapter, regarding the loss of improvisation, you’ll remember how the need for 

consumer recognition, driven by the desire for profit, turned the record into the 

“master” performance, which all subsequent performances were meant to repeat in 

exactitude. This standardization of musical performance froze the qualities in jazz that 

were previously undetermined during a live performance (which were retroactively cast 

as the essence of jazz by the revivalists), such as the improvisatory solo and the rhythm 

section’s ability to play with the meter. This is one example of what I mean by the 

spatialization of musical time, where the temporal aspects of music that could 

previously only be grasped, heard, and understood, in relation to the live performance, 

were spatialized, or frozen, into bits and pieces, as their repetition turned them into free-

floating musical objects that could be picked out like so many mechanical components: 

e.g. melody. 4   

                                                      

4 I also want to emphasize that I do not think this spatialization is solely an effect of 
recording, or mass production, since it is caused by the desire to accumulate profit, 
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In any case, I think that we can understand the three “isms” I left us with at the 

end of the second chapter – Modernism, Revivalism, Syncretism – better now, since I 

hope to have somewhat more clearly articulated the concept of musical time and its 

spatialization, which I’m here using to sum up the aesthetic of the culture industry. For 

if we can agree that the musical innovations of Jazz Modernism were born out of a 

reaction to the culture industry, then it’s safe to say that Jazz Modernism’s contribution 

was to invent a new sense of musical time, which we may call Bebop; just as Revivalism 

reclaims a past sense of musical time – the polyphonic improvisation of Trad; and the 

third, Syncretism, tries to invent a new time by reorganizing the old forms. This last 

position was the focus of the second chapter, looking at Black, Brown & Beige’s 

syncretism of musical form.  And so I’m now going to turn my focus to Bebop, since it’s 

central to understanding 1960’s jazz, the focus of this chapter.  

Bebop 

Bebop is commonly understood to be that revolution in jazz style away from the 

pressures of mass consumption, and the aesthetics of the culture industry.  This turn 

                                                      

which employs these technologies for its purposes. I emphasize this point because I 
think we sometimes take the effect (way technology is used) as the cause (technological 
determinism), and want to avoid any confusion that either mass production or recording 
are somehow responsible for the aesthetics of the culture industry, rather than 
understanding how the aesthetics of the culture industry uses records, radios, and print 
to change the function of the music. Also, I don’t mean to suggest this is primarily a 
negative development, as the spatalization of musical time that occurs with the culture 
industry leads to new musical possibilities, such as sampling or pastiche. 
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away from the culture industry is usually described as the historical moment at which 

jazz became subject to its own laws of aesthetic development rather than the forces of 

the market – i.e., when jazz becomes art. 5 I hope I’ve already shown in the last chapter 

how this narrative of artistic autonomy was one of the ways the performing musician 

articulated their class interests, as they sought to wrestle control of their product back 

away from the publisher and recorder. 6 Another way was that median path taken by 

Ellington, and yet another was that attempt to revive the “authentic” New Orleans Jazz. 

The moment of decision behind these breaks is most likely the Second World War, as the 

culture industry was recruited as a military tool to raise war bonds and in general help 

with the war effort, and thus politicized music in a manner in which taking sides (are 

you for or against the war?) was unavoidable.  We know that, at least in Ellington’s case, 

this was partly the impetus for Black, Brown, and Beige, as the irony of fighting fascism 

abroad but sustaining inequality at home necessitated a split from the culture industry 

(without all the while appearing anti-war 7) as he designed a three-part musical 

                                                      

5 Thomas Fitterling, Thelonious Monk: His Life and Music (Berkeley, Calif: Berkeley Hills 
Books, 1997), 86. “I say, play your own way. Don’t play what the public wants. You play 
what you want and let the public pick up on what you’re doing? even if it does take 
them fifteen, twenty years.” 
6 In this regard, I hope to have at least complicated the usual repudiations of autonomy 
as some bourgeois fantasy, though I understand the repudiations were more a 
disciplinary reaction to a hegemonic way that scholarship was conducted post-war. 
7 Duke Ellington, “Beige (Third Movement of Black, Brown, and Beige), recorded January 
23, 1943, Prestige, track 15 on The Carnegie Hall Concerts: January 1943, 1977, compact 
disc. Ellington’s verbal preface to the third movement,  “Beige:” “The first theme of our 
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movement intended to deliver some moral lesson on the role of African Americans in 

response to this contradiction. Whatever the motive, the aesthetic problem is, I think, 

clear: the spatialization of musical time that came with the hegemony of the culture 

industry. 

What I’m going to do, then, is analyze a few different solutions to this problem, 

this time not from Ellington, but from Charlie Parker’s “Koko,” Miles Davis’ “So What,” 

and Charles Mingus’ “Fables of Faubus.” These choices are made as representatives of 

different bop styles, specifically, as representative of the “1950’s” (Bebop), and 

developmental divergences in the “1960’s” (Modal, Hard Bop). 8 I should mention that 

my use of the “1950’s” and “1960’s” is not as a chronological category meant to describe 

a decade, but more a heuristic tool that organizes the beginnings and endings of a 

certain social problem. For instance, the “1950’s” for me starts in 1939 with Bretton 

                                                      

third movement is the inculcation, or the veneer that we chip off as we get closer and 
find that all these people who are making all this noise and responding to the tom-toms 
are only a few people making a living. And they’re backed really by many don’t have 
enough eat and place to sleep but work hard and make sure their children are in school.  
The negro is rich in education. And it develops until we find ourselves today struggling 
for solidarity but just as we are about to get our teeth into it our country’s at war and in 
trouble again, and, as before, we find the black, brown, and beige right in there for the 
red, white, and blue.” 
8 As we saw in chapter two, Ellington’s experiments were often dismissed or 
misunderstood, and therefore never caught on as a new origin point for the shape of jazz 
to come. Bebop, however, did become that new movement that seemed to inherit the 
title of “jazz.” This makes some historical backtracking necessary in this chapter, before I 
get to the jazz of the 1950’s and 1960’s. 
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Woods, and ends in 1955 with start of U.S. investment in the Vietnam War.  Whereas I 

would mark the end of the “1960’s” in 1971 with abandonment of Gold Standard, as it 

would once more change global economic power relations. 

“Ko-Ko” (1945) 

“Ko-Ko” was first recorded in New York in 1945 by Charlie Parker and Dizzy 

Gillespie, and is one of the canonical markers for the birth of Bebop.  The song’s 

innovations hail from an earlier recording of “Cherokee” by Parker in 1942, recorded in 

Kansas City. The 1942 recording is itself a new take on a 1938 recording of “Cherokee,” 

performed in typical Swing fashion by Ray Noble’s jazz orchestra.  These three 

iterations, taken together, provide a concise historical roadmap toward understanding 

the developments of Bebop. 

In the Ray Noble version, 9 that’s to say the original, the melody is first 

articulated by the band in unison, accompanied by the rhythm section. Various 

instrumental versions of the melody are played by alternating leads – the trombone, the 

banjo, clarinet, trumpet – while after each solo the brass section usually plays a short 

phrase to transition from one lead to the next. After the solos the melody is played in 

unison one final time and the song comes to an end. This format is by now, I hope, 

familiar to us, given that this form is identical to my analysis of “West End Blues,” and 

                                                      

9 Ray Noble and His Orchestra, “Cherokee,” recorded October 11, 1938, Brunswick, 
tracks 1 on Cherokee, 1938, 78rpm. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpXw6rytCZw   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qpXw6rytCZw
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as such it encounters the same problems of cycle and variety that were present in 1928. 10 

This is essentially the “Swing” moment of “Cherokee.” But the first of what we will call 

a hybrid iteration of the song that presages the start of Bebop, is Charlie Parker’s 1942 

version, 11 which I look at now.  

The first two things of note in Parker’s departure from Noble’s Swing formula 

are the increase in tempo and the decrease in ensemble size: From roughly twenty 

members to just three, and a nearly double-time increase in pacing. Further, Parker is the 

only lead instrumentalist for the entirety of the three minutes, presumably improvising 

the entire song with the exception of the melody, which he plays at the start. In addition, 

the harmonic material is extended: the space in between the melody notes is filled by 

arpeggiated 16th notes, while Parker plays “outside” the chords by extending his note 

selection to the 7th, 9th, and 13th of the chord.  As for the rhythm section, it is entirely non-

descript, maintaining its metrical fixity throughout.  So what problem are these changes 

solving, and what new problems do they create? I think what we’re here witnessing in 

Parker’s rendition of “Cherokee” are the problems of what I’d call a solo aesthetic. The 

variables that once provided the big band with a certain degree of variety, such as the 

                                                      

10 Unlike “West End Blues,” which took the form of the 12-bar blues, Noble’s 
“Cherokee” is in popular song format: 32-bar AABA. The form problems are the same 
but the solutions are slightly different, in regards to where and how you introduce 
variety (hence why the form is changed). 
11 Charlie Parker, “Cherokee,” recorded September 1942, Damon Studio, Kansas City, 
1942, 78rpm. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3vACbUETa0  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3vACbUETa0
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big bands ability to vary its orchestration, are insignificant to a duet with a single lead 

and accompaniment.  As such, Parker’s ingenuity must be found elsewhere, specifically 

in his ability to create an extended solo form, which we hear burgeoning in this 

rendition of “Cherokee.”  

The increase in tempo allows Parker to cycle through the chord changes more 

rapidly, providing him with more harmonic material to play through. But if it’s not to 

simply sound like a sped-up version of the original, the harmonic material, that’s to say 

the reservoir of sounds from which the performer can pick and choose, also has to be 

extended, so Parker plays with the chromatic passing tones of the chords (7th, 9th, 13th). If 

I could use an analogy to illustrate my point, it’s as though the 13-second moment of 

musical brilliance that characterized Louis Armstrong’s opening cadenza to “West End 

Blues” is now extended to cover the entirety of a song, as Parker takes a nearly three-

minute solo.  As such, new musical techniques must be developed in order to sustain 

such a form of play. As I suggested earlier, the extension of tonal material and the 

increase in tempo are just those techniques: more notes to play through, and more notes 

to play with. But this solution also creates new problems, for what it gains in terms of 

tonal variety it loses in terms of movement or change.  

That’s to say that the use of extended harmonic techniques that once added to 

the ways a composition could create a sense of musical progression through the 

extension of dissonant sounds, and their later resolution into consonant ones, is in 
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Parker’s “Cherokee” disregarded altogether: there is no sense of progress to the music. 

In fact, the pacing and juxtaposition of tones flip back and forth so rapidly between what 

would traditionally be considered consonant and dissonant sounds that this system of 

tonal tension seems to depart altogether.  Instead, what you’re left to focus on, as 

listeners, are a series of brief rhythmic ideas, or “riffs,” which become the ideational 

germ of this new jazz aesthetic. In other words, the rapidity with which the chord 

changes occur, and the extension of the tonal range, leads to a song format that loses its 

sense of movement precisely because it has so much of it. While the guitarist, whose 

traditional role is to announce when the soloist can switch from one group of sounds to 

the next by changing the chord selection, seems here mostly unnecessary. For the 

increase in tempo accompanied by the extension of the harmony seems to dispense with 

the sense of tension and resolution that the rhythm section was designed to uphold. It’s 

then only a short logical leap to discarding the function of the rhythm section and the 

division between lead and accompaniment altogether, as both are based on the tenets of 

the tonal system’s rules for contrast and movement – a leap that Ornette Coleman would 

later come to take. In this regard, if “West End Blues” had the germs of the Bebop 

revolution within it, specifically through the figures of Earl Hines and Louis Armstrong, 

we can see how Parker’s 1942 “Cherokee” carries the tenets of Free Jazz in embryonic 

form. In any case, “Ko-Ko” similarly confronts the problems of a soloist’s aesthetic, but 

provides new solutions.   
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“Ko-Ko” 12 begins with an opening arrangement, where Parker and Gillespie play 

what’s known as the “head,” a quick run through of the chord progression of the song. 13 

Unlike “Cherokee,” which begins with a melody, it’s not all that accurate to call this 

opening arrangement a melody in the traditional sense, as, first, it’s not repeated, and 

second, it’s only function is to articulate the chord progressions such that the players 

know the harmonic, that’s to say spatial, boundaries that they’re to follow, rather than 

some temporal contour, which a melody contains (i.e., move from this note to that one in 

this way). Also, unlike “Cherokee,” some variety is added to Parker’s solo by 

introducing a second lead instrument: the trumpet.  Furthermore, Parker’s solo contains 

abrupt stops and starts, in staccato fashion, creating a sense of rhythmic contrast, as 

opposed to the onrush of notes we hear played on “Cherokee.” In addition, the piano 

accompaniment is not fixed, like the guitar was, as the pianist changes their choice of 

notes according to the lead’s improvisation, making the rhythm section more 

“responsive” to Parker’s solo (i.e., “comping”). All the while Max Roach, on the drums, 

                                                      

12 Charlie Parker, “Ko-Ko,” recorded November 26, 1945, WOR Studios, New York City, 
1945, 78rpm. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wGJpbPKbz8. The reason the song is 
called “Ko-Ko” and not “Cherokee,” is that the melody had to be changed so that the 
publisher didn’t have to pay royalties. But the chord progression is identical.  
13 There’s some controversy whether Miles Davis is on the trumpet or Gillespie, as they 
lost their piano player for this recording session and Gillespie had to double on the 
piano.  There is, however, no piano in the opening accompaniment, and the style sounds 
like Gillespie to my ears, so in my estimation it’s him on the Trumpet.  The answer, 
though, has no consequence on this analysis, as I’m more interested in what’s being 
played rather than who’s doing the playing. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wGJpbPKbz8
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smashes the cymbals and the high hat at certain moments as a kind of propellant that 

similarly breaks the monotony of the rhythm section previously found on “Cherokee.” 

All of this aside, perhaps the primary distinction between “Ko-Ko” and Parker’s 

“Cherokee” is the appearance of a drum solo. If we agree that the rhythm section – i.e., 

the guitar – in “Cherokee” presaged the changing function of the rhythm section I post-

bop Jazz, as Parker’s extended harmonies and increased tempo rendered the system of 

tonal contrast to a technical exercise of musical relations, rather than one of tension and 

resolution, then we can understand how the transformation of a rhythm instrument into 

instead a lead instrument would be a logical extension. That’s to say that the 

transformation in musical function from rhythm into lead, when it comes to such 

instruments as the upright bass, guitar, and drums, is simply an aesthetic extension of 

the consequences of Parker’s experiment, where the rules of harmonic tension and 

contrast are dispensed with.  

We could therefore say that the inertia Parker faced in “Cherokee” is here 

addressed by an even greater increase in tempo, a “rhythm” section with a flexible 

function, and staccato phrasing by the leads, all of which contribute to creating a sense 

of beginning and ending, movement and change, that propel the music beyond its 

earlier stasis. In this regard, I think it’s then safe to conclude that the problems facing 

“Cherokee” are somewhat alleviated in “Ko-Ko,” but that they both nonetheless 

confront the same issues facing a solo aesthetic: how do you create a sense of musical 
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progression when you’ve discarded the “old” tonal-swing norms that dictated the rules 

of musical movement. 

It’s important to pause for a moment and explain the difference between the 

aesthetic that characterized “West End Blues” and that of Charlie Parker’s “Ko-Ko,” 

specifically in distinguishing the role of the soloist in each song. It’s a necessary 

diversion since I am claiming that the problem of Bebop is characterized by what I called 

a solo aesthetic.  But “West End Blues” also has solos, so how am I differentiating the 

two?  The function of the soloist in “West End Blues” relied on the fixity of the rhythm 

section. There was a clear musical hierarchy, as is obviously evidenced by the very terms 

“accompaniment” and “lead,” but also a mutual reliance: in order to play the song, 

while adding some stylistic variety to its repetitive structure, this binary form was the 

suitable format. I believe the difference between “West End Blues” and Parker’s “Ko-

Ko” lies in the function of the solo. For what we hear in “West End Blues” is that the 

soloist is intended to be a component of the song, a vessel for a particular idiolect of the 

melody; whereas in “Ko-Ko,” the soloist is the song, by which I mean the song’s form is 

designed around the soloist’s ability to play what they like, rather than what they’re 

paid to. 14 

                                                      

14 This is a bit of a false opposition, or I should say, this is the opposition as it would be 
understood by a bebopper. For the presumption is that Louis Armstrong was simply 
“uncle tom’ing” his way through the industry, misunderstanding how, at the birth of 
the culture industry, there was actually a liberating aspect to it: the freedom from 
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The drummer’s, Max Roach’s, capacity to switch between rhythm and lead in 

“Ko-Ko” is another symptom, instance, or evidence of, this difference: the fact that this is 

a musical form developed for the soloist, as opposed to a form that has solos. The 

distinction is, I think, important to maintain because if you recall that the objective 

situation that the 1940’s was responding to was that of the culture industry, and that one 

reaction, the Jazz Modernism of Bebop, sought to arrest control back from the industry 

and toward the performing musician; we can register how the solos in “West End Blues” 

are exemplary of a different material condition: specifically, that of a musician trying to 

carve some space out for personal expression within the confines of a song format that 

was designed to address the needs of a burgeoning but still variegated commercial 

market.  Whereas in “Ko-Ko,” it is the song form which bends to the will of the 

musicians, as they experiment with finding a form capable of sustaining the need for an 

extended solo.  Okay, but why was there a desire for a solo form to begin with? There 

were definitely economic and social incentives, as many historians have noted: it was 

easier to find work as a solo musician; cheaper to sustain; and you made more money.  

                                                      

musical tradition (you would play different things for different crowds); the variety of 
gigs that brought you into contact with different strictures of social life; the constant 
movement and travel; and so on. I think Adorno similarly misses the historical valence 
of this more “positive” aspect during the industry’s emergence, and only decries its later 
hegemony: i.e., standardization, atomization, and instrumentalism. Though to say that 
the Beboppers and Adorno “missed” this aspect is misleading, as it’s probably more 
appropriate to say they chose to emphasize the negative side of things for a politically 
engaged motive. 
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However, these factors only explain why a decision to create a soloist aesthetic would be 

incentivized, rather than why it was actually taken: that answer is better left to the 

problem of ideology, 15 an answer that I think is bound up with my previous discussion 

in chapter two about the rhetoric of freedom and improvisation that emerged in reaction 

to the bureaucracies of the culture industry that characterized the aesthetic of big band 

Swing music. By examining “Ko-Ko” as a kind of paradigmatic example of the Jazz 

modernism of the 1940’s, my intention is not to replay my analysis of the culture 

industry, but to see what the aesthetic development of “Ko-Ko” can tell us about the 

shape of the jazz to come in the 1960’s.  

For instance, we’ve already seen how in 1945 “Ko-Ko” opens up an avenue to the 

Free Jazz of Ornette Coleman. For with Parker’s increased tempo and exploration of 

extended harmonics, we’re led to the dissolution of the tonal system’s sense of contrast 

                                                      

15 What good is money for the sake of money? Though this is the principle of capital 
accumulation it can neither motivate owners to own things nor employees to make 
things, and so it needs to be supplanted by some fantasy or dream (freedom, power, and 
a white picket fence). As a consequence, that’s why economics is incomplete without an 
analysis of ideology, and 2) why, from the perspective of “the system,” people are the 
biggest obstacle: they have these strange desires and biological limits that constantly 
have to be catered to in order for “the system” to keep on “growing.” And hence why 
the constant fantasy of capital, but the nightmare of those who live within it, tends to be 
some technological dystopia, such as Terminator, or The Matrix. Or, in our current 
moment, the fantasy is usually some natural disaster that marks the end of the world, 
since climate change, or “nature,” has once more become that apparent political limit to 
capital’s desire. Though I think it’s interesting to note that climate change is a limit only 
in so far as it affects people’s ability to survive, i.e., once more, the frailty of humanity’s 
dependence on an ecosystem is the limit which capital must overcome. 
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and resolution, freeing the rhythm section from playing, essentially, the rhythm.  This 

“freedom” thereby contributes to an already dissipating distinction between lead and 

accompaniment– a goal that would come to preoccupy Ornette Coleman. In this regard, 

I propose that we see “Ko-Ko,” though I would also say the Bebop of the 1940’s more 

generally, as a kind of aesthetic precursor, or prehistory, to the Jazz of the late 1950’s and 

1960’s. But before I move on to this new aesthetic period, a brief comment on the 

changing role of Jazz in relation to the music industry, from the 1940’s to the 1960’s.  For 

it’s important to note that the aesthetic developments which emerged out of the 1940’s 

significantly changed the role of jazz in relation to the culture industry.  

Post-War Changes in the Function of Jazz in the Culture 
Industry 

The war expanded the federal government’s intervention in and control over the 

economy.  Food and supplies were rationed, 16 industries were taken over, and rent, 

wages, and production quotas were fixed. For the first time, the system of federal 

income tax was imposed by withholding a portion of workers’ wages in order to pay for 

increased government spending. The increase in defense spending, in particular, created 

Seattle and California as new industrial centers, mostly for shipping and aircraft, in 

order to supply the necessary materials for the war in the Pacific. This precipitated a 

                                                      

16 See for example, Louis Jordan, “Ration Blues,” recorded October 1943, Decca, 1943, 
78rpm.  
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new or “second” Great Migration, to the North and West, as the South saw relatively 

little economic growth in comparison, since it received little to no Federal aid.  Unions 

were agitating during war-time production, so to minimize any interruption to the war 

effort, the government forced employers to recognize unions.  Executive orders were 

signed to prohibit racial discrimination in defense industries, in response to organized 

pressure.  

With the end of the war nearing, the G.I. bill was passed to avoid the unrest that 

may have come with a mass of unemployed soldiers, while government sponsored 

plans for suburban growth were ensured to provide them housing. Women, who 

comprised nearly one-third of the industrial work-force during the war, began a rights 

movement in response to the domestication that was to follow post-war suburban 

expansion. 17 Essentially, the growth of the war-time economy and the belief that a social 

welfare state was the best way to reinvest national surplus so as to avoid repeating the 

problems that led to the Great Depression and the Second World War, combined to 

create a shift in the structure of American class relations as people began to witness the 

rise of a distinctly suburban middle class. None of this would have been possible without 

the destruction of Europe. 

                                                      

17 Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique in 1963 is a later articulation of this problem, as it 
belongs to the “1960’s” (1955-1971), but I think it is nonetheless appropriate to cite it as a 
condensed representative of the problem I’m attempting to characterize. 
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With European states largely indebted to American manufacturers during the 

war and in no condition to rebuild their economies or repay the U.S., two things 

happened: the need for U.S. liquidity and raw materials to aid the project of Europe’s 

reconstruction gave America economic leverage to force the adoption of the dollar as the 

global currency standard, thereby turning Wall Street into the new financial center and 

economic power of the world. And the need to get rid of American surpluses so as to 

avoid inflation, overproduction, and stagnation (all terms economists use to cover over 

the concentration of wealth) created the beginnings of U.S. global, cultural hegemony, as 

America became the world’s supplier of money and goods, barring Soviet competition. 

In the music industry, the 1941 ASCAP boycott and the consequent creation of 

new music catalogues by BMI flooded the market with an oversupply of recorded 

music.  In response, in 1942, the American Federation of Musicians’ Union went on 

strike. The popularity of the big bands dropped, as records and performing musicians 

were barred from playing for a period of nearly two years. In addition, war time 

rationing, in combination with the draft and an added “cabaret tax” on live 

performance, made it so that big bands and touring in general became less economically 

viable.  The solution to this dearth in musical entertainment was then to be solved by the 

crooner, as singers, who weren’t technically classified as musicians by the AFM, were 

used by employers as a substitute: Frank Sinatra emerged into popularity during this 
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period, whereas unionized musicians found a workaround as they began to sing for a 

living: Nat King Cole, once a jazz pianist, became primarily known as a singer. 

After the musicians’ strike was broken and they were forced back to work by 

Congress in 1944, the popularity of the big band Swing formula never reemerged, as the 

crooner’s repertoire of romantic ballads no doubt capitalized on war-time sentiments 

and cemented their role in a market that by now had grown accustomed to them. In any 

case, jazz was no longer subject to the problems of popular music, as that role had been 

supplanted by the crooner, and later, in the 1950’s, by the emergence of Rock ‘n Roll and 

Rhythm and Blues. These generic labels are interesting symptoms in their own right, 

“Rock ‘n Roll” being the name the music was given when it was marketed to a middle-

class audience that sought to shake itself free from suburban boredom and alienation, 18 

whereas “Rhythm and Blues” was the brand directed towards the problems faced by the 

industrial worker. 

                                                      

18 I use the term “alienation” as opposed to “loneliness” because loneliness registers the 
phenomenon of middle-class suburban existence on a personal level, whereas I believe 
“alienation” implies how such a personal experience is fashioned by the social 
characteristics of middle-class life. Specifically, the social isolation of residents living in 
the suburbs and the monotony of their environment; both of which contribute to the 
homogeneity of their social experience, which creates the sense of middle-class 
“loneliness.”  This sense of middle-class alienation is generally overcome through the 
predominant forms of suburban leisure activity, which are mostly confined to the mall, 
at home in front of the television, or in the backyard – that is, the two spaces wherein 
some sense of communal middle-class life occurs. 



 

138 

In any case, what this all amounts to for my discussion is a description of how 

the changing structure of American class dynamics created new potential markets that 

ousted Swing as the popular form. It’s important to keep in mind that Jazz is no longer 

mass marketable music at this point, which is to say the problems it will face will no 

longer be that of contending with the constraints and manipulations of the culture 

industry, but will now be that of essentially all art music: how to survive without 

institutional or mass consumer support. 19 Whether practitioners take a “regular” job to 

finance their pursuits or seek out some form of patronage, is each a solution that will 

come with its specific set of problems. This shift away from the market and to, instead, 

the problem confronting art music, will inevitably lead to another, perhaps pessimistic 

realization: that there seems to be no escaping the forces of commodification. For when 

you’re part of the mass market, you have to face the problems of artistic freedom, and 

when you’ve broken away from the mass market, then you have to face the problems of 

survival. In either case, the dream that Bebop held of breaking free from the constraints 

of the culture industry by creating an autonomous or art form of Jazz, where the 

musician, rather than the consumer, could dictate the aesthetic form and function of the 

music, will begin to erode, as the fantasy of autonomy begins to seem unsustainable as 

                                                      

19 A late illustration of this can be found in this clip of the 1957 film Jailhouse Rock, where 
people are discussing various changes in jazz aesthetic, as Elvis sits listening idly by, 
only to then be called upon for his opinion to which he responds by dismissing the 
conversation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3QnT2V-9fDo  



 

139 

more and more musicians confront the difficulty of survival in a market economy. This 

will in turn lead to the emergence of those art collectives that characterized the 1960’s, 

which are essentially attempts to control the means of production, that’s to say the 

means of survival, while nonetheless holding on to some form of aesthetic autonomy 

from market determinations. 

Self-Expression, or the Internalization of a Profit Logic? 

As to what causes this slowly eroding belief that there exists some space outside 

the pressures of the market, whether those pressures exhibit themselves in the form of 

survival, or in the form of standardized constraints for the purpose of commercial 

popularity, is difficult to determine. Though I’ll offer a speculation: with the expansion 

of corporate monopolies that came with war-time federal contracts, and the distribution 

of U.S. consumer products to Europe, comes the greater disparity between, on the one 

hand, the mass and uniform production of goods, and the difference in desire between 

regional consumers. Or to put it more bluntly: how do you sell the same thing to many 

different people across the globe? You either standardize the people, or you find some 

way to bridge the gap between uniformity in production and variety in consumption.  

The answer is, I think, both.  Producers could present the illusion that the self-same 

commodity was specifically catered to your needs through the function of a salesmen, 

who was taught to read your desire and contort the product to your wishes; and they 

could rely on advertising to lessen the difficulty of such a task in attempting to 
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standardize the consumer by selling everyone the same lifestyle, or dreams.  Neither of 

these phenomena are, I think, novel to the post-war moment, as both are essentially the 

impetus and root of the advertising industry. Instead, what I’m arguing for is a how a 

shift in quantity – the global expansion of American manufacturing, which led to the 

creation of a specifically suburban middle-class – led to a qualitative shift in the role of 

sales. Sales departments, once simply a part of the accumulation process, became more 

central to corporate organizations, as the “sales executive” replaces the financier and 

engineer as the new corporate head. The interpersonal and the transactional are thereby 

conflated, leading to the impression that the dream of autonomy, by which I mean that 

space of play and leisure away from the determinations of the market, is quickly 

disappearing, if not altogether gone. Sociologist C. Wright Mills’, writing in 1951, gives a 

good description and serves as symptom of the phenomenon that I’m trying to describe:   

In a society of employees dominated by the marketing mentality, it is inevitable 
that a personality market should arise. For in the great shift from manual skills to 
the art of 'handling', selling and servicing people, personal or even intimate traits 
of employees are drawn into the sphere of exchange and become commodities in 
the labor market. Kindness and friendliness become aspects of personalized 
service or of public relations of big firms, rationalized to further the sale of 
something. With anonymous insincerity, the successful person thus makes an 
instrument of his own appearance and personality...In the formulas of 'personnel 
experts', men and women are to be shaped into the 'well rounded, acceptable, 
effective personality' (to close the deal or to make the sale)... the personality 
market, the most decisive effect and symptom of the great salesroom, underlies 
the all-pervasive distrust and self-alienation so characteristic of metropolitan 
people. Without common values and mutual trust, the cash nexus that links one 
man to another in transient contact has been made subtle in a dozen ways, and 
made to bite deeper into all areas of life and relations. People are required by the 
salesman ethic and convention to pretend interest in others in order to 
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manipulate them...Men are estranged from one another as each secretly tries to 
make an instrument of the other, and in time a full circle is made: one makes an 
instrument of himself and is estranged from it also. 20  
 

Mills’ description marks the perceived novelty of the “personality market,” and the 

transition into an age where kindness and friendliness are recognized as instruments to 

further the accumulation of capital. For even that supposedly intransigent realm of 

personal privacy – the self – is here estranged, as our emotions and interpersonal 

relations are themselves expressions of a market desire to manipulate one another for 

profit.  With such recognition, the fantasy of musical autonomy would have to 

breakdown, for the logic of the aesthetic of autonomy relied on the premise of individual 

expression as some form of authenticity in opposition to the imposed constraints of the 

culture industry or the market. But if the individual, and their forms of self-expression, 

have themselves been cannibalized by the “cash nexus,” then the notion that art is 

somehow undetermined by market forces ceases to be convincing. Though we could say 

that Mills’ perception is idiosyncratic to his own view of the world, we will come to see 

how these jazz developments are similarly driven by the anxieties of an enveloping 

marketplace. What effect this realization will have on the form and content of music is 

what I’m now to determine, by looking at two relatively different aesthetics: the modal 

jazz of “So What” (1959) and the agitprop, or hardbop, of “Fables of Faubus” (1960). For 

                                                      

20 C. Wright Mills, White Collar: The American Middle Classes (Oxford University Press, 
1951), 182-3, 187. 
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my hope is that by contrasting these two musics, in relation to their aesthetic precursor 

in “Ko-Ko,” we can begin to see what these formal problems can tell us about the 

material conditions of their period, and what dreams the music communicates in 

overcoming them. 

Variability and Fugitivity: “So What” (1959) 21 

“So What” shifts from a tonal system, where all sounds are essentially organized 

into functional groups for creating a musical narrative: i.e., that of beginnings and 

endings (tonic), minor tensions (subdominant), and climax (dominant), to a way of 

thinking about sound where all tones belong to the same group – i.e., a mode – that are 

not subdivided according to function. 22 Instead of having to pick and choose from the 

appropriate grouping of notes at the right time, and then speeding up the chord changes 

to increase your tonal reservoir, in modal music you could play any note you liked, from 

the appropriate mode, for as long as you liked, since the syntax of tonality no longer 

applies. 

 In this regard, both “Ko-Ko” and “So What” do away with a system of tonal 

narrative, but in different ways. Since high-tempo chords no longer dictate the harmonic 

                                                      

21 Miles Davis, “So What,” recorded March 2, 1959, Columbia, track 1 on Kind of Blue, 
1959, LP. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ylXk1LBvIqU 
22 It’s not necessary to get caught up in theoretical discussions surrounding the 
difference between modal jazz and tonal music, as the main point to take away is how in 
“So What” the chords have no function in creating a sense of progress via the use of 
dissonance and consonance. 
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deadlines (now’s the time for climax) in “So What,” the sense of musical change doesn’t 

have to rely on the start-stop staccato of brief rhythmic ideas (i.e., the riff), which we 

hear in “Cherokee” and “Ko-Ko.” Instead, the modal jazz of “So What” allows the 

soloist to seemingly perform an endless melody as there are no harmonic deadlines, 

only metrical ones. However, without the sense of endings that the system of tonal 

consonance affords, the sense of musical contrast or change must then be established 

through different techniques: 23 one solution is to repeat a musical phrase at certain 

moments in order to create some sense of punctuation or shift (call it a theme, leitmotif, 

or melody); another is the use of silence or spacing, which subsequently has the 

consequence of highlighting the instrumentalist’s articulation, as well.  Both tactics are 

employed by “So What” – the “So What,” traditionally called the “Amen” phrase – is 

repeated at the start, between solos, and at the end; whereas the use of spacing 

foregrounds the distinction between sound and silence, which allows the various 

nuances the instrumentalists use in playing the notes to gain greater significance, giving 

the song an “expressive” or affective quality. 

It would be difficult, I think, to say “Ko-Ko” is expressionistic in the same way, 

as no one talks about Charlie Parker’s “articulation” in the manner they mention Miles 

                                                      

23 You could opt to dispense with the desire for movement and change altogether – 
what I’ve been calling musical narrative – but “So What” doesn’t go that route, as I’ll try 
to show. 
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Davis’ tone quality. This is because the tempo at which Parker usually plays leaves him 

so little time to vary his articulation since by the time one note escapes the next one 

begins.  We could of course say that Parker tongues the upbeats and smears the 

downbeats on “Cherokee” and “Ko-Ko,” but such an observation has more to do with 

pedagogical reproduction, rather than aesthetic analysis. Though we could focus on 

Parker’s articulation, the aesthetic significance of the music relies more on how it 

fashions short phrases with complex harmonies, rather than how each note is blown. 

Whereas with Miles Davis on “So What,” his use of spacing and silence make it so that 

his articulation becomes a more prominent or central feature of his playing, while the 

harmonic relationship between tones becomes relatively insignificant, limited as it is to a 

single mode (Dorian).  That the aesthetic of “So What” is reminiscent of the blues 

aesthetic we heard on “West End Blues” is no coincidence, as both songs can be said to 

limit the use of functional harmony in such a way that the music becomes more about 

the way you play it than about what you play. 24 Of course, unlike “West End Blues,” “So 

What” is supposedly an original composition that should not be bound by the necessity 

of consumer recognition, and as such is as much about the way it’s played as it is about 

                                                      

24 Qtd in Ted Gioia, The History of Jazz (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 48. 
The Jazz critic Richard Hadlock reports Sidney Bechet saying to him in a music lesson: 
‘’I'm going to give you one note today,’ he once told me. ‘See how many ways you can 
play that note—growl it, smear it, flat it, sharp it, do anything you want to it. That's how 
you express your feelings in this music.’” 
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what is being played.  This is why the album is named Kind of Blue: it shares similarities 

with a blues aesthetic but also departs from the strictures of the blues’ tonal syntax as it 

instead relies on a modal system of acoustic relations. 

Nonetheless, I propose we understand these aesthetic divergences from the 

Bebop of “Ko-Ko,” which we hear in “So What,” as the search for ever new sonorities 

driven by a desire for originality.  For the shift from tonality to modality allows the 

soloist to expand their melodic possibilities, while, at the same time, introducing new 

sonorities to compose with.  The desire behind such a need for new forms of expression 

necessarily implies that current or existing forms of musical expression – in this case the 

bebop of “Ko-Ko” – are inadequate. But if we’re to understand what the turn to modal 

jazz means, we must grasp what it sees at fault in Bebop: 

The music has gotten thick. Guys give me tunes and they're full of chords… I 
think a movement in jazz is beginning away from the conventional string of 
chords, and a return to emphasis on melodic rather than harmonic variation. 
There will be fewer chords but infinite possibilities as to what to do with them. 25 

 
The desire for originality that Miles Davis is, I think, here expressing (though through 

the rhetoric of nostalgic rediscovery) is not the same kind of originality that 

characterized Parker and Gillespie’s innovations in “Ko-Ko.” This search and desire for 

new modes of musical expression takes on a different meaning in the historical situation 

                                                      

25 David Rosenthal, Hard Bop: Jazz and Black Music 1955-1965, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 82. 
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of the 1960’s.  If we juxtapose the novelty of modal jazz, with the early modernist 

novelty of “West End Blues” at the turn of the century, and the novelty of the later 

modernist Bebop revolution of “Ko-Ko,” we can see how “the new” meant something 

markedly different in each moment. 

In “West End Blues,” novelty signified the excitement that came with the social 

experimentations that followed the breakdown of the old world’s Victorian restraints. In 

“Ko-Ko,” the newness of bebop was charged with a specific aesthetic target of moving 

away from the standardization of mass production that characterized so much war-time 

and post-war consumer society. Whereas for “So What,” though it takes aim at the 

increase in tempo and the use of chromatic passing tones that characterized the bebop 

aesthetic, we cannot say that Bebop has reached the stage of commercial appeal that 

Swing achieved, and that Miles Davis’ frustration with a “thick” music that’s “full of 

chords” was because of the “commercial straightjacket” of Bebop.  That’s to say that 

neither a movement away from “traditional values” nor “commercialism” could be the 

aesthetic antithesis that “So What” sought to escape. 

Instead, I suggest that the root of the problem inheres to the “Modernist 

Revolution” achieved in the 1950’s. For with the victory of aesthetic autonomy, by which 

I mean the break from commercial music and the creation of a novel alternative in 



 

147 

bebop, 26 now comes a new problem: what purpose does music have? The answer is, I 

think, found in the figure of “personal expression.” For the music is no longer part of a 

political project that experiments with fashioning some new world (“West End Blues”), 

nor is it a class antithesis to “kitsch” “low art” or “commercial” music (“Ko-Ko”), 27 but it 

now turns into a battle for originality. For in art, there’s no point in making something 

that someone’s already played, painted, or performed. 28 In fact, exact duplications are 

either repudiated as forgeries, or parlor tricks, as originality becomes the keyword that 

drives art music, as we can see in the following remarks made by one of bebop’s 

originators, Thelonious Monk: 

I don’t consider myself a musician who has achieved perfection and can’t 
develop any further. But I compose my pieces with a formula that I created 
myself. Take a musician like John Coltrane. He is a perfect musician, who can 
give expression to all the possibilities of his instrument. But he seems to have 
difficulty expressing original ideas on it. That is why he keeps looking for ideas 

                                                      

26 I haven’t spoken at all about why it is that I believe bebop gained traction, as opposed 
to Ellington’s syncretism, as the new form of jazz. I think that Bebop’s break away from 
the monotony of swing appealed to a largely middle-class intelligentsia (Amiri Baraka’s 
talks about this) for its seeming revolution from the standardizations of consumer 
culture: the frantic pace, the dizzying array of chords, and constant clash of noise. If this 
is true, then bebop, similar to rock n roll, represented the “rebel” that was to become an 
ideological counterweight to the “leave it to beaver” aesthetic of 1950’s. 
27 Interestingly, debates between commercialism and “real” or “authentic” music are no 
longer present in 1959, in the same way they dominated the dialogue during the 1930’s 
and 1940’s, as we saw in chapter three. 
28 Whereas the post-modern period (1971—) is characterized by the exhaustion of this 
rhetoric: there’s nothing left that’s new, and as such, all we can do is reorganize the old. 
Either that, or there’s no such thing as repetition, every moment is unique and cannot be 
repeated, and therefore we don’t need to concern ourselves with such problems. 
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in exotic places. At least I don’t have that problem, because, like I say, I find my 
inspiration in myself. 29 
 

For Monk, the post-bop generation is anxious about their ability to be original, and must 

search for ever new sonorities in “exotic” places, whether that be the Indian ragas of 

Coltrane’s Live at the Village Vanguard (1961), the avant-garde jazz of Ornette Coleman’s 

in Shape of Jazz to Come, 30 or the Third Stream synthesis of Gunther Schuller in Modern 

Jazz Concert (1958); each would be driven, at least from Monk’s perspective, by the need 

for new ideas.  Monk’s judgement’s aside, what’s interesting about this passage is the 

way that originality is seen as an end in itself, severed from the previous political 

projects that characterized the bebop movement and the early modernism of “West End 

Blues.” But what does it mean to say originality has become an end in itself? What draw 

would originality have to become the ideological motive behind this new jazz aesthetic? 

This is a question I have to postpone exploring for the time being, for the answer will I 

believe come into greater relief after my analysis of “Fables of Faubus.” 

                                                      

29 Elizabeth Dodd Brinkofski, New York City Jazz (Arcadia Pub, 2013), 89. 
30 Thomas Fitterling, Thelonious Monk: His Life and Music (Berkeley, Calif: Berkeley Hills 
Books, 1997), 119. Monk on Coleman: “At this time the fashion is to bring something to 
jazz that I reject. They speak of freedom. But one has no right, under pretext of freeing 
yourself, to be illogical and incoherent by getting rid of structure and simply piling a lot 
of notes one on top of the other. There’s no beat anymore. You can’t keep time with your 
foot. I believe that what is happening to jazz with people like Ornette Coleman, for 
instance, is bad. There’s a new idea that consists in destroying everything and find 
what’s shocking and unexpected; whereas jazz must first of all tell a story that anyone 
can understand.” 
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The Mass Consumption of Agitation: “Fables of Faubus” (1960) 31 

Written against Arkansas governor Orval E. Faubus, who in 1957 sent out the 

National Guard to prevent the integration of Little Rock Central High School, “Fables of 

Faubus” is an original Mingus composition. Initially, the song contained a set of lyrics 

that Mingus’ label, Columbia, deemed a commercial risk, and therefore recorded the 

song in 1959 as a purely instrumental version.  One year later, on the Candid label, 

Mingus rerecorded the song as “Original Faubus Fables,” with the lyrics included. The 

song begins with a comment by Mingus that’s worth quoting in full for it significance, 

for it illustrates the contradiction that will be a driving force behind both the form and 

the content of the music: 

Thank you ladies and gentlemen, remember no applause, your drinks, don’t 
rattle your ice in your glasses, and don’t ring the cash register. You got it 
covered? Alright. We’d like to continue this set with a composition dedicated to 
the first, or second or third, all American heel. Faubus. And it’s titled Fables of 
Faubus. 32 
 

The inclusion of the verbal introduction on the recording brings up the problem of 

framing. On the one hand, it seems obvious that Mingus’ interdiction is clearly not 

intended to be part of the music, to the point that it would seem absurd to even entertain 

the possibility of thinking otherwise. But if that’s the case, why include it as part of the 

                                                      

31 Charles Mingus, “Fables of Faubus,” recorded 1959, Columbia, track 7 on Mingus Ah 
Um, 1959, LP. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DXuZBywW4gA 
32 Ibid. 
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recording? Mingus is clearly stating his desire to repurpose the performance space into 

something akin to a concert hall environment, where patrons sit silently next to one 

another in deep appreciation of the artistic experience they’ve made the pilgrimage to 

enjoy. Though the contradiction in Mingus’ live request is, I think, apparent, for if the 

venue’s barred from ringing the cash register, it’s also forgoing the capital necessary to 

keep itself open and thereby to host Mingus and secure a space for performance. Given 

Mingus’ reputed anarchist leanings, that may have very well been the plan. There’s also 

the possibility, however, that Mingus was simply keeping in mind that his performance 

was being recorded, and didn’t want any disruptions to be caught. In either case, what 

we see is a desire to preserve the apparent sanctity of the record or the performance 

space, from the banality or disrepute of the outside or commercial world of mere 

entertainment, where glasses clink and cash register’s ring.  

The melody and the lyrics have parallel rhythmic contours, such that when you 

hear the melody without the lyrics you recall the words, and vice-versa. There’s 

however no sense of resolution to the melody, as it ends on a dissonant note held by the 

brass, such that the only thing that bookends this series of notes into an acoustic unit 

that we could isolate and call a melody is its repetition, framed by the appearance and 

disappearance of the lyric. Wherever the lyric appears, the music tends to fall on more 

traditional forms: a slowdown in tempo, a repetitive chord progression, and metrical 

fixity.  The simplicity of the instrumental accompaniment also allows the lyrics to be 
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changed and improvised at will, most likely according to whatever social issue 

preoccupied the band at the time of the song’s performance. The song does, however, 

contain elements of avant-garde jazz, sporadic shifts in tempo and meter, abrupt jumps 

between consonant and dissonant tones, chromatic harmonies, and at times, a disregard 

for tonal centers and the use of extended techniques. This tension between recognizable 

and avant-garde replays the same problem Ellington faced in Black, Brown, and Beige 

where his desire to communicate a political message to his audience required the use of 

established and recognizable musical forms: i.e., a common language between performer 

and public. Essentially, the political moments of the music break less from aesthetic 

convention in order to deliver a political message. The need for aesthetic originality is 

superseded by politics, as Mingus here plays music with what the historians of hardbop 

have called more “universal” appeal, borrowing elements from the popular music of 

gospel and rhythm and blues. 33 

                                                      

33 Dean Schaffer, "Secrets of the Blue Note Vault: Michael Cuscuna on Monk, Blakey, 
and the One That Got Away," Collectors Weekly, August 20, 2010. Schaffer writes, “Both 
Art and Horace were very, very aware of what they wanted to do. They wanted to get 
away from the jazz scene of the early '50s, which was the Birdland scene—you hire Phil 
Woods or Charlie Parker or J. J. Johnson, they come and sit in with the house rhythm 
section, and they only play blues and standards that everybody knows. There's no 
rehearsal, there's no thought given to the audience. Both Horace and Art knew that the 
only way to get the jazz audience back and make it bigger than ever was to really make 
music that was memorable and planned, where you consider the audience and keep 
everything short. They really liked digging into blues and gospel, things with universal 
appeal. So they put together what was to be called the Jazz Messengers.” David 
Rosenthal, Hard Bop : Jazz and Black Music, 1955-1965 (New York: Oxford University 
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Market Encroachment and the Disappearing Outside: Two 
Responses 

I will now take a step back from the analysis of the music and make some general 

claims on the historical consequences of what these shifts in musical form are 

cataloguing. If we take the shift to modality, which offers the soloist the possibility for 

an endless melody; the return to a “kind” of blue musical aesthetic that foregrounds 

articulation; and the use of long legato melodic lines (all of which we hear in Davis’ “So 

What”); alongside “Fables of Faubus’” use of irregular tempos and extended techniques, 

I believe we’re here witnessing a change in the raison d’etre of art or post-war jazz: i.e., 

the need for constant formal experimentation. After the defeat of Swing, the rhetoric of 

freedom and improvisation that motivated the developments of jazz modernism (e.g., 

“Ko-Ko”), loses its charge, as there’s no longer a straightjacket of commercialism to 

break free from. For as Monk and Miles display, the rhetorical opposition that 

characterizes this aesthetic moment is no longer that of high versus low art, but of 

finding inspiration, being original, and searching for infinite possibilities. There are no 

declarations of war against commercial music, or turn of the century proclamations that 

                                                      

Press, 1992), 24. “The early fifties saw an extremely dynamic rhythm-and-blues scene 
take shape. . . . This music, and not cool jazz, was what chronologically separated bebop 
and hard bop in ghettos. Young jazz musicians, of course, enjoyed and listened to these 
R & B sounds which, among other things, began the amalgam of blues and gospel that 
would later be dubbed 'soul music.' And it is in this vigorously creative black pop 
music, at a time when bebop seemed to have lost both its direction and its audience, that 
some of hard bop's roots may be found.” 
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the world has fundamentally changed, never to return to the way it once was. In other 

words, the ideological propellant for the post-bop aesthetic movement must thereby find 

new reasons for its existence. There is no antagonist, so to speak, other than the sterility 

of the artist’s own lack of creativity: Miles Davis was a member of Billy Eckstine’s swing 

band (1943), moved onto Charlie Parker’s Reboppers (1945), onto cool jazz with Miles 

Davis Nonet (1948-50), then into the less radical hard bop with Rollins and Blakey on 

Walkin’ (1957), modal jazz on Kind of Blue (1959), and the adoption of electric music in In 

a Silent Way (1968), remarking some years later: 

“So What” or Kind of Blue, they were done in that era, the right hour, the right 
day, and it happened. It’s over. What I used to play with Bill Evans, all those 
different modes, and substitute chords, we had the energy then and we liked it. 
But I have no feel for it anymore-it’s more like warmed-over turkey. 34 
 

The aesthetic enemy is no longer “out there,” but within—one is on the lookout for 

turning stale, failing to change, reheating leftovers. This is where we can return both to 

C Wright Mills’ analysis and my earlier comment on the problem of art music being one 

of survival, for either the artist must give up on the dream of determining the outcome 

of their own labor, or they must embrace the notion that the form and function of their 

craft is determined by the need to survive in a market economy, and begin making 

muzak for advertisers (i.e., “sell out”). That’s to say that the very distinction between art 

                                                      

34 Ashley Kahn, “Miles Davis and Bill Evans: Miles and Bill in Black & White,” 
JazzTimes (September 2001), https://jazztimes.com/features/miles-davis-and-bill-evans-
miles-and-bill-in-black-white/.  

https://jazztimes.com/features/miles-davis-and-bill-evans-miles-and-bill-in-black-white/
https://jazztimes.com/features/miles-davis-and-bill-evans-miles-and-bill-in-black-white/
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and the market – which once was the defining characteristic of the bebop turn to art 

music to begin with – is now crumbling. One way of preserving the concept of art under 

these social conditions is to believe you can outpace the market by constantly 

reinventing the notion of art, searching for ever new sonorities and testing art music’s 

previous boundaries. This is one post-swing ideology that we could call a fugitive 

aesthetic: an attempt to constantly outrun the forces of market determination. But this 

would only explain the constant need for new sonorities that characterized post-bop 

avant-garde music. How does the traditional aesthetic in “Fables of Faubus” – a 

slowdown in tempo, a repetitive chord progression, and metrical fixity – that attenuates 

its political lyric, fit into this narrative? For in these moments, and if you’ll permit me 

the generalization, the “less radical aesthetic of hard bop,” 35 does not fit into this 

narrative reaction of constant innovation that I’m here naming fugitivity. 

In supposed antithesis, an agitational music accepts the collapse of the 

autonomous sphere of the work of art, and instead of trying to escape it, repurposes art-

as-a-commodity as a tool of political agitation.  From this perspective, fights over 

musical style are no longer politically relevant, as music, as an autonomous aesthetic 

object, has itself has been confined to the dustbin of history, and becomes instead simply 

another media to add to the toolbox for political organizing. Agitational music is 

                                                      

35 Such as Mingus’ “Fables of Faubus” (1959), Max Roach’s “Freedom Now”(1960), and 
Sonny Rollins’ “Freedom Suite” (1958). 
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therefore not concerned with aesthetic originality, but aesthetic communication, and 

hence counterbalances this new post-bop rationale by dismissing musical innovation as 

a kind formalism that ignores the social politics of the time. Aesthetic autonomy then, 

which was a working-class project in the 1930’s and 1940’s, one that sought to steal back 

control of the product of one’s labor from the standardization of a mass market (i.e., 

“Ko-Ko”), turns, in the postwar period, into that oft decried figure of bourgeois 

formalism that desires to close art off from the realities of exploitation and struggle. The 

politicization of aesthetics that we hear in moments of “Fables of Faubus” therefore 

proposes an opposing alternative to aesthetic innovation. 

The ideologue of fugitivity, in defense of aesthetic autonomy, will claim that 

musical form and style have their own politics, critiquing the need to politicize 

aesthetics as wrongly assuming the two are somehow separate. They will argue that 

such a project reflects either 1) a fatalism that has already accepted as inevitabile that 

market forces will commodify all aspects of life such that resistance itself becomes an 

impossibility, or 2) a liberalism that dissociates the market from politics. In response, the 

“politicized” 36 ideologue will in turn argue that music is a medium, no more special 

than any other commodifiable object, and as such must be used to explicitly engage in 

                                                      

36 The reason I put politics in scare quotes is because the political efficacy of music, and 
what in general counts as a politics, is often disputed.  So by a “politicized” aesthetic I 
simply mean music that foregrounds some political message, usually in the form of a 
song title or lyrics. 



 

156 

the political issues of its time, otherwise its function devolves into mere profit. Any 

argument for art’s specialness—i.e., autonomy—is simply some bourgeois fantasy that 

wants to run from the problems of the world. Whatever the position one takes, there is a 

common problem: the sense that the line that once demarcated the work of art from the 

world of the market is disintegrating as it encroaches every further on all aspects of 

life. 37  

Coda 

But what happens to the aesthetic ideologies of fugitivity and agitation as the 

difference between the aesthetic and the political itself begins to erode in the next 

historical moment that follows the three moments in American Jazz that my dissertation 

has taken up? In broad strokes, I speculate that as global capitalism becomes 

increasingly total, the fugitive aesthetic would run up against the realization that there’s 

nowhere left to run, giving way to an aesthetics of pastiche. Whereas as politics comes to 

                                                      

37 It strikes me now that such a politicized aesthetic of the hard boppers is possible only 
under conditions in which political change itself seems possible. The historical period of 
the post-war moment of the 1950’s and 1960’s was characterized by such political 
possibilities, not only in terms of the civil rights movement, but also the independence of 
Ghana (1957); the Cuban revolution (1959); Greenboro sit-ins (1960); independence of 
Algeria (1962); anti-Vietnam war march on Washington (1965); Cultural Revolution in 
China (1965); Black Panther Party (1966); May ‘68; and so on. Once politics begins to 
seem “impossible,” or, when it becomes “easier to imagine the end of the world than the 
end of capitalism,” then I’d venture to guess that such a politicized or agitational 
aesthetic either disappears entirely, or is itself repurposed into just another musical 
style. 
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appear impossible, that’s to say, when it becomes “easier to imagine the end of the 

world than the end of capitalism,” the politicized or agitational aesthetic either 

disappears entirely, or is itself repurposed into just another musical style – the latter 

being what I believe Benjamin called the aestheticization of politics. The musical forms 

that arise in this scenario, and my analysis of them, would begin here—with the final 

dissolution of the autonomous art object, which will require a different set of analytical 

tools, and therefore marks the beginning of a new chapter.  

But this question “what happens next?” implies a philosophy of history that I 

have largely left implicit throughout this dissertation, of which it is useful to now briefly 

comment on. My understanding of historical periods is structured by the concept of the 

modes of production, rather than through an empirical notion of decades and years. The 

mode of production is therefore my historical through-line, which is defined as a general 

social problem that is experienced in a variety of different ways according to one’s social 

group and political predilections.  

This general social problem can only be accessed through the partiality of 

different viewpoints, as I hope to have shown. The mode of production only emerges 

when we compare how different and opposed ideological perspectives understand its 

effects. For example, the problem of Modernity – understood as a conflict between 

tradition and the new – is only one way of grasping or articulating the mode of 

production in the early 20th century, for we could also call it the cultural logic of 
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imperialism, or the disappearance of folkloric cultural traditions in place of nationalist 

assimilationism. My methodology has been to unite these various perspectives under 

the mode of production, which can only be understood through juxtaposing the 

partiality of its observers’ points of view by collecting a series of seemingly unrelated 

and antagonistic interpretive positions, which, through a process of analytic oscillation 

an underlying commonality or totality appears. This totality – the mode of production – 

can therefore appear as an absent cause, where no neutral definition exists because it can 

only be grasped through a perspectival undulation: i.e., a parallax view.  
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Conclusion: Music and Meaning 
When we talk about the semiotics, interpretation, or meaning of music, the 

critical discourse operates like a sliding gradient between two extremes: people either 

err too strongly on the side of the “world” such that the particularity of the work seems 

to disappear, or the “work” is so privileged an object that it seems completely insulated 

from the world in which it’s constructed and performed. That this has been a fairly 

consistent debate when it comes to the analysis of music should raise our suspicion that 

discussions of how music creates meaning are displaced symptoms of some other 

problem we may have overlooked, and are therefore not necessarily solved when the 

latest Archimedian shows up on the semiotic scene to proclaim “Eureka!” We must also 

harbor some nagging suspicion when we recognize that the question of music and its 

meanings is not a transhistorical one, but appears under specific situations and in 

specific locales, indicating, once again, that something historical is afoot, despite the 

seeming universality of the problem. Further still, that this opposition between the 

“outside world” and the “world of the work” has itself taken on a variety of conceptual 

antagonisms, from arguments over whether music is a representational medium akin to 

language, or a self-referential and thereby absolute island onto itself; an icon, directly 

referring to objects in the world, or a symbol, whose meaning is mediated by its own 

acoustic syntax; a formally coherent work comprised of mathematical principles 

founded in nature, or a representation of psychological moods and emotional 
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expressions; a transcendent object, or an immanent one; determined by extrinsic factors, 

or internally intelligible. These antagonisms are yet another indication of the changing 

historical stakes and facets of this debate, rather than some inconsequential play of 

synonyms. 

Nonetheless, most analysts today recognize the necessary relationship between 

art and its socio-historical milieu, such that the question of what a particular work of 

music means tends to reside more on how these different registers of experience inform 

one another, rather than some disagreement over whether they inform each other at all. 

This wide-spread recognition is of course not to be taken as some form of theoretical 

progress, where, as analysts, we stand at the precipice of history, smugly satisfied with 

our critical consensus as we look back upon the past as some journey of incremental 

progress. For it should go without saying that our theories of music and meaning are no 

more outside of history and ideology than anyone else, and should therefore be 

understood as ideological reactions to certain shifting historical conditions.  

For even to ask the question “how does music create meaning?” of course 

implies that an answer is not immediately obvious, in which case an investigation is 

necessary into the process by which meaning is achieved; what we mean by meaning; 

and how we are delimiting the realm of music.  For if some universal norm of musical 

intelligibility did exist, then there would be no point to wonder as the answer would be 

so obvious as to render our concerns absurd. It’s only when we lack some consensus for 
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understanding that our confusion prompts us to inquire into the different ways music 

can create different kinds of meaning, or no meaning at all. But our investigation into the 

nature of the question also suggests another presupposition other than the mere 

existence of conventional differences, for wherever and however these different 

viewpoints occur, they must also come into direct conflict with one another; otherwise 

everyone could simply persist in their atomized peculiarity, assuming their way to be 

the only way. In this regard, “conflict” also implies that there are stakes worth fighting 

over, else we can ignore whomever and whatever seems to intrude on our 

understanding of how music works. Further, the question also supposes that such an 

object called music exists, and that it is distinct from other realms of signification, such 

that a peculiarly musical system of semiology needs to be explored and developed. In 

this regard, the question of musical meaning has three preconditions: 1) that different 

conventions of musical meaning exist 2) that these conventions are engaged in some 

conflict or competition, where the stakes are worth fighting over 3) that an aesthetic 

notion of sound, that’s to say music, is upheld in distinction to the “everyday world of 

noise.” 38  

                                                      

38 Jacques, Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014); Douglas Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat : A History of Sound in the Arts 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999); Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture 
in Contemporary America (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1994). It’s on this 
latter point that Jacques Attali will write his treatise on Noise, exploring the shifting 
historical understandings of what is considered noise, in order to get at the politics of 
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Joseph Kerman’s suggestion that, unlike the great aesthetic upheavals of the past, 

Modernism has not resulted in any new consensus, such that composers and critics can 

no longer agree on how music is to “work” and therefore mean, is I believe instructive in 

terms of explaining the fascination with the problem of music and meaning since at least 

the turn of the 20th century. Though I would add that Kerman’s avowed disinterest in 

popular music leads him to a mistaken historicization of the problem, wherein the rise of 

the culture industry, and the new consensus it creates, is ignored.  Nonetheless, 

“consensus” is the wrong word to use, as it suggests some deliberative process whereby 

society reaches some civil agreement on the function and meaning of music; instead, 

Raymond Williams’ tripartite conceptual rubric of the “dominant” “residual” and 

“emergent” seems more appropriate in describing the historical dynamics of the various 

politico-aesthetic struggles enumerated above. In any case, I have suggested that 

contemporary debates on music and meaning tend to oscillate between the world and 

the work, in their attempt to locate some ground or basis for musical interpretation.  

This problem will, in turn, be revealed to be a social and historical one particular to the 

dynamic of capital accumulation in the 20th century, but for the moment, it will be useful 

to recount some general approaches to illustrate this undulation. 

                                                      

musical sounds. Similarly, Douglas Kahn’s Noise, Water, Meat, and Tricia Rose’s Black 
Noise engages in a similar project. 
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The Dynamic of Capital Accumulation 

When we review then the various approaches scholars have taken to the problem 

of musical semiotics, we will see that the antinomy between “the world” and “the work” 

is the result of a social problem peculiar to the dynamics of capital and labor. We will 

also see that without an explicit account of the social and historical situation, the 

question of music and meaning tends to take the form of a philosophical debate, 

endlessly oscillating between one end and the other, of which our goal will be to find its 

limit precisely at the historical level of the mode of production. I will now review two 

semantic approaches to music – that of Christopher Small’s Musicking 39 and Raymond 

Monelle’s The Sense of Music 40 – in order to show that the questions that drive their study 

as well as their solutions are themselves ideological reactions to the growing 

commodification of social life documented in chapter three.  

But first a note on why these two texts. It is my belief that any texts would do, as 

every work will exemplify the contradictions of its time in its own way.  As such, it 

matters little whether it be Monelle, Small, or others. Nonetheless, both texts are 

instructive in terms of their appeal to a universal theory of music and meaning, even 

                                                      

39 Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening (Middletown, 
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2010). 
40 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2000).

http://www.easybib.com/cite/form?data=%7B%22pubtype%22%3A%7B%22main%22%3A%22pubnonperiodical%22%7D%2C%22pubnonperiodical%22%3A%7B%22title%22%3A%22The%20sense%20of%20music%3A%20semiotic%20essays%22%2C%22publisher%22%3A%22Princeton%20University%20Press%22%2C%22city%22%3A%22New%20Jersey%22%2C%22year%22%3A%222000%22%2C%22search%22%3A%229780691057163%22%7D%2C%22contributors%22%3A%5B%7B%22first%22%3A%22Raymond%22%2C%22middle%22%3A%22%22%2C%22last%22%3A%22Monelle%22%2C%22function%22%3A%22author%22%7D%2C%7B%22first%22%3A%22Robert%22%2C%22middle%22%3A%22%22%2C%22last%22%3A%22Hatten%22%2C%22function%22%3A%22author%22%7D%5D%2C%22other%22%3A%7B%22oclc%22%3A%22848860727%22%2C%22datasource%22%3A%22worldcat%22%7D%2C%22source%22%3A%22book%22%7D


 

164 

when they try and avoid such proclamations, and both texts are instructive in so far as 

they begin from different starting points: for Small, the world of social relations; for 

Monelle, the musical work. Each approach is therefore able to illustrate the problem 

from a different viewpoint, and document, along the way, some of the common 

approaches to music analyses today, and their various shortcomings. 

Christopher Small: From World to Work 

In asking how music creates meaning, Christopher Small opens with a 

provocative assertion: “there is no such thing as music,” 41 for music is not a thing, but an 

activity. Referring to the work of Carl Dalhaus, he states that the subject matter of music, 

at least as the invention of the Western art tradition is concerned, is primarily composed 

of works that have outlived the culture of their age, such that the concept of the “work,” 

and not the “event,” has become the cornerstone of music semiotics and history. Music 

histories are primarily the history of works of music and the people who made them; 

musicologists try and ascertain the real contours of musical works by recourse to 

original texts; music theorists discover the way in which works are constructed in 

themselves; and aestheticians deal with the meaning of sound objects and the reasons 

for their effect on a listener. The autonomous thingness of works of music is valued 

above the activities surrounding it, such that the meaning of music is thought to reside 

                                                      

41 Christopher Small, Musicking, 2. 
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in some ideal listener, untouched by time and change. The entire thrust of Small’s book 

is unapologetically driven by a relentless attack on the thingness of musical activities, 

such that the meaning of a work, he argues, is to be found in the social relations of its 

performance, rather than in some self-insulated play of pitch and duration. 

In place of music Small proposes the term “musicking,” a rhetorical movement 

from noun to verb intended to emphasize the performative moment of music, which he 

claims determines its meaning.  For instance, those who attend a concert symphony 

come as individuals who sit in silence and isolation.  Admission to this community is 

paid for at the door, as opposed to granted by the permission of some community 

leader. The aloneness of the individual at the performance is seen not as a deprivation 

but as a necessary condition for the full enjoyment and comprehension of the music 

being played. The concert hall performance therefore presents, in a clear and 

unambiguous way for Small, the primacy of one’s autonomy and privacy. Since those 

who go to concerts presumably do so willingly, those relationships must represent some 

kind of ideal in their minds, such that they are, in one way or another, saying “this is 

who we are.”  Therefore, “a performance does not exist in order to present a musical 

work, but a musical work exists in order to have a performance”: a ritual that expresses 

the ideal social relationships of those who attend it. In this regard, it makes no difference 

whether it’s Louis Armstrong’s “West End Blues,” Beethoven’s 5th, or a carton of milk 

that’s performed or presented on stage, since it exists only to give its participants some 
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reason to sit in silence, one next to the other, thereby affirming the ideal of autonomy 

and privacy. 

In an effort to then critique the autonomy of the musical work and place it within 

the social milieu of its performance, it would seem that Small has inadvertently 

banished the work from the world, such that its musical specificity is of absolutely no 

social significance. Since he is however unwilling to follow his theory to these extremes, 

Small backpedals into the very thing he first sought out to attack: the semiotics of the 

work of music. Indeed, by the end of his book, he will reverse his earlier claim, and say 

that although “the sounds that the musicians are making do not constitute the whole of 

the experience, they are nonetheless the catalyst that makes the experience take place.” 

And so the work of music returns once more to take center stage, as Small must now 

invent a theory of how the work of art contains some form of meaning in itself.  In 

taking the symphony as his privileged object, he writes: 

A work in the Western concert tradition is a pattern of sounds that is always 
performed in the same combinations, both simultaneous and successive.  Those 
sound combinations are metaphorically invested with meaning through the 
operation of a semiology of sound relationships that has been developed over the 
past four centuries or so, and the way in which they are put together tells a story 
that presents us with certain paradigms and models of human relationships. The 
narrative tells of the establishment of an order, of the disturbance of that order 
by an element that may be attractive, even seductive, but that threatens its 
existence, and of the struggle to reestablish that order, to contain or overcome 
that disturbing element. 42  
 

                                                      

42 Ibid., 147. 
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For Small, a work of music is a narrative structure without content. In particular, the 

symphony tells a story of order, disturbance, struggle, and back to order again.  The way 

it does this is through an enigmatic “operation of semiology that has developed over the 

past four centuries.” The content of the music is then given by the context of its 

performance: the ideal social relations expressed at the event. We can therefore say that 

Small refashions his earlier claim that “there is no such thing as music” to instead 

suggest that there are two levels of musical meaning, which combine to create the 

meaning of music at a specific moment in time: there is the level of the work: a story-

telling structure encoded in the pattern of sounds; and there is the level of a 

performance, which provides the musical topic or content that tells us what this story is 

about: i.e., the social relations found in the occasion of its performance. 

Though the ideological thrust of Small’s polemic is to resituate the work within 

the world, by shifting the focus of our analytical attention from the “work” to its 

“event,” he nonetheless relies on some conception of the “work” to get at the 

significance of the event. On the one hand the work seems to have some sort of meaning 

regardless of its historical “event” – in the case of the symphony, it is an ontological 

narrative structure of order-disturbance-struggle-order. Yet, we are constantly told that 

there is no meaning without an “event.” That’s to say, either we focus on the historically 

sedimented meaning contained in the formal structure of the “work,” or we focus on the 

singular event of the work’s performance such that the music becomes an 
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epiphenomenal excuse for a social ritual. The confusing and contradictory nature of 

Small’s solution is, I think, apparent: he is suggesting that, in the music’s form, we can 

find an unchanging narrative structure; while at the same time claiming that this 

narrative structure has been historically determined through 400 years of historical 

practice.  In other words, history seems to have stopped at some point in time, such that 

the work expresses a certain kind of narrative meaning that no longer seems malleable. 

It’s then left up to the event to tell us what this story is about, as we decipher the social 

relations expressed through the occasion of its performance. 

 But it seems to me that if we are to take Small at his word, and agree that the 

symphony tells a story of order-disturbance-struggle-order, we must at least hear it in its 

entirety.  If, for instance, the circumstances of its performance change such that we only 

hear a part of it, could we still call it a story? For without hearing the tension, the sense 

of order is similarly lost, which is to say that the narrative structure of the story 

fundamentally changes, perhaps to the point where there is no story at all, just a string 

of notes that we could call a melodic fragment. 43 But this observation brings up that 

other question that Small moves quickly over, specifically, how does music encode 

                                                      

43 This was Adorno’s frustration with the radio and the culture industry, for it turned 
an essentially “organic” work, whose meaning resided in its structural coherence, into so 
many bits and pieces – fragmented melodies that fundamentally change the narrative 
structure of the symphony form.  And thus, Beethoven’s 5th is no longer a story of order 
and disorder, if we are to follow Small’s syntactic rubric, but is “reduced” to an easily 
consumable melodic fragment: dun dun dun da. 
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certain meanings or narrative structures in the seamless movement of noise, if it indeed 

encodes anything at all? That’s to say, how does this enigmatic “operation of semiology” 

work? This is essentially the object of Raymond Monelle’s The Sense of Music. 

Raymond Monelle: from Work to World 

Monelle begins The Sense of Music with the labor of the negative: critiquing 

popular approaches to the question of music and meaning so as to clear the intellectual 

field and pave a clear way for his theory of music. A review of the approaches he 

critiques—that of the cultural and music historian, biographer, formalist, and lyricist—

will contextualize the theoretical answer he proposes while at the same time offering us 

an opportunity to elaborate the problems of the field from the point of view of our own 

analysis. 

The central object of Monelle’s critique is a theory of musical semiotics wherein 

there supposedly exists a “neutral level” 44 of music analysis, governed by principles of 

repetition and difference that induce a taxonomy of the score.  From the taxonomic 

viewpoint, language is considered a meager tool in describing the specificity of music’s 

unfolding in time, and any attempt to ascribe some verbal meaning to what we hear, is 

because we have recognized formal patterns in the music: returns, expectations, and 

                                                      

44 See Jean-Jacques Nattiez, “Analysis and Truth,” Music and Discourse: Toward a 
Semiology of Music (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1990). The concept of the 
“neutral level” is admittedly “dirty” for Nattiez: it is posited as a speculative notion. 
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resolutions. 45 To then fill in these patterns would be to complete in words what music 

does not say. As such, an analysis of music should be syntactically oriented, and not 

semantic, because music refers to nothing. These “pretensions of natural science and 

structuralism,” 46 where music is believed to exhibit certain objective qualities that are 

rationally determined, find its most prominent articulation in Jean-Jacques Nattiez, who 

builds on the work of Nicolas Ruwet and Jean Molino.  

Monelle dismisses Nattiez in order to move past him, but we will find it 

productive to offer our own, if brief, summary of Nattiez’s position. For Nattiez, every 

theory of musical syntactics contains limitations that nonetheless highlight a particular 

aspect of the work. From this, he concludes that interpretation happens after certain 

musical facts are observed at a common and neutral level, at which point different 

theories of musical semiotics enter the picture to focus on one or the other of these facts, 

creating their interpretations, but never providing a totalizing account of any musical 

work. 47 The work therefore exists, since it can be deduced through the various elisions 

that each syntactic approach takes, but is nonetheless too multifaceted to be accessible 

                                                      

45 I will later show how the belief that we are “describing” the music that we hear, prior 
to some act of interpretation, is an untenable position to hold. 
46 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music, 4. 
47 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, "A Comparison of Analyses from the Semiological Point of 
View (the Theme of Mozart's Symphony in G Minor, K550)," Contemporary Music Review 
(17, no. 1, 1998), 14. “This does not mean, as is often believed, that one shelters behind 
the ‘neutrality’ of the analyst, but that in this type of analysis one records facts whose 
poietic or aesthesic pertinence have not been judged a priori.”  
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from a single interpretive framework.  This thing, the total work, is what he calls the 

neutral or factual level of music, wherein all meanings are contained. For Nattiez, then, 

there is no existing or possible theory without limitations. 48 

The idea, however, that some absent object called the work is nonetheless 

deducible through the various perspectival antinomies of different musical 

interpretations, has found no shortage of objections in continental philosophy and 

literary theory. For one, there is that common Ficthean response to Nattiez’s ding an sich 

theory, where this total work of art is simply derided as a fantasy or projection on behalf 

of the critic who wants to believe that there exists some ultimate reality (i.e., neutral 

level) free from subjective interpretation. Indeed, our different understandings of the 

“same” object are in fact proof, they would say, that the object world is created by the 

listener or reader, and is not located in some reality that precedes us and resides “out 

there” in the “real” world, however inaccessible we may think it to be. 

Both Nattiez and our Fichtean conclusions are equally logical, and depending on 

your preference, you may side with one or the other (object and subject). 49  The Marxist 

                                                      

48 Ibid., 36. “Since the confrontation of theories and their concrete applications to a 
specific case shows us that the limitations of each model. I insist that there is no model 
without limitations, nor ever will be.  These limitations are explained by the general 
theoretical and epistemological premises on the basis of which the model has been 
developed (what I have elsewhere called ‘transcendental principles’).” This is also 
similar to Derrida’s notion of the “text” though I will comment on this later. 
49 Though I’ve suggested Nattiez’s similarity with Kant’s thing-in-itself, there is a 
difference in so far as Kant simply asks us to believe in the thing-as-such as a necessary 
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hermeneutic maneuver has always been to suggest that these apparently irreconcilable 

philosophical conclusions – the antinomy between subject and object -- is simply an 

indication that this problem is not something that can be resolved philosophically, and 

must instead be understood ideologically: as two political reactions to a common socio-

historical problem. In which case, the Marxist position is not to resolve or synthesize this 

“either/or” into some greater unity that destroys the philosophical tension, but to 

transpose the opposition to the level of history and ideology, to be eventually united 

under some rubric called “the mode of production” – a process which I hope to have 

shown in my analysis of music in the following chapters. In any case, this problem will 

reemerge as we move through Monelle’s theory of the meanings of music, but it is 

instructive to take the work step by step as other issues and concerns will appear that 

are pertinent to any analysis of music.  

After dispatching the apparent neutrality and objectivity of purely syntactic 

approaches to music, Monelle turns his gaze to critique the cultural historian’s approach 

                                                      

but inaccessible limiting concept (in order to avoid skepticism), whereas Nattiez believes 
he has deduced its existence through the elisions that various semiotic approaches 
produce. The end result is the same, but the method is different. Nattiez is not asking us 
to speculate or posit that such a thing exists, but that he has produced the rational proof 
of its existence, even if it cannot be grasped in its totality. Though unrelated, Derrida’s 
notion of the “trace,” Zizek’s “parallax view,” and Lacan’s “Real” follow the same 
logical procedure by similarly focusing on the “absence,” “gap,” or “trace” that’s made 
“present” through what it fails to or does not say. Though unlike Nattiez, they won’t 
posit this “present absence” as some substance; instead, it is the reified name for the 
irreconcilable antinomy, that’s to say, it’s a name for the relation between the two terms. 
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to meaning and music.  Taking Leonard Ratner’s work as his paradigmatic example, the 

historical musicologist, Monelle argues, relies on a notion of “contemporaneity” to 

validate their interpretation. Music theories contemporaneous with their time are taken 

to be the authorial voice of interpretation, and are therefore referred to as historical fact, 

such that the history of music theory acquires an authority even more potent than the 

history of music itself. But any theory that is contemporaneous with the musical object 

under analysis is a theory still, and can therefore be subject to error, such that we need 

not think that contemporaneous theories necessarily have the best understanding of 

their music. Indeed, contemporary theories are often used to conceal, what Monelle 

calls, “certain guilty features of their society,” 50 since the models which a culture 

presents to itself are often used to justify their musical styles—though why Monelle 

doesn’t apply this principle to himself remains a question.  

We could demonstrate Monelle’s point here with the example of the early 

Romantic theorists of the 19th century who stressed the idea that the interdependency 

and reciprocal relations of various musical details lead to a sense of music as an organic 

whole: a structurally coherent and interrelated work of art whose every detail was in 

some way necessary to every other. Music was therefore thought to be absolute, not only 

in the sense of being self-enclosed and self-referential, but also in reaching some kind of 

                                                      

50 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music, 7. 
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religious metaphysic: the sublime. The preceding musical fashion for variety, which 

catered to various local details, was disregarded for the holistic progression and 

affirmative proclamation found in the symphony, particularly those of Beethoven’s 3rd 

and 5th. And thus the contrapuntal music of Bach was made antithetical to the harmonic 

music of Beethoven, who was nonetheless seen as Bach’s logical inheritor. That this 

Romantic model of music could then be read as the authoritative text on Beethoven’s 

symphonies is to privilege one understanding to Beethoven’s work as an authoritative 

description of historical fact: to claim, “this is what the music of the time meant.” We 

must also point out that “contemporaneity” is a complicated problem, one of historical 

periodization (where does the contemporary start and stop?) such that the historian’s 

decision to select particular texts at the exclusion of others starts to appear like an 

arbitrary one, intended to reinforce whatever interpretation they wish to suggest. 51 This 

problem will later reappear for Monelle, in the form of the “text,” but it is important to 

foreground it for the moment as it is one of those unanswerable dilemmas that will 

continue to plague him. 

Nonetheless, with the problems of the cultural and musicological historian 

foregrounded, Monelle turns our attention to the relationship between words and 

music. For one common strategy in overcoming the difficulty of how music creates 

                                                      

51 This is the problem of the “text” that Monelle will later return to using Derrida. 
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meanings is to look at the words that accompany it. Song titles, liner notes, programs, 

and lyrics can be used to ascertain the authoritative meaning of music.  However, it’s 

often the case, as Monelle notes, that text and music are not in harmony. At times there 

are failures of coincidence, at others dialogue and outright contradiction, demonstrating 

that the semantics of music is not verbal, as it cannot be fully elucidated in words. Here 

Monelle’s critique ends, but we could ask: if the meaning of music is non-verbal, why 

bother talking about it? The paralyzing anxiety of just such a position has led to the 

predominance of a formal analysis of music, where mathematical representations of 

chords, harmonic progressions, meter, and rhythm, in conjunction with the apparent 

stability of a pictorial representation of music – the score – tend to provide the illusory 

comforts of a natural science. 52 But even such formal analyses, whether taken from the 

set theory of Howard Hanson and Allen Forte, the transformational theory of David 

Lewin, A.B. Marx’s functional analysis, or Schenker’s deep structures, rely on certain 

philosophical premises that necessarily exclude some aspects of the music in order to 

                                                      

52 This is why score analysis is so contested in musicology, and why the discovery of 
this or that score – which is the authoritative text? -- so often disrupts the stability and 
objectivity desired by some music analysts. It is also why those less “scientific” elements 
of music analysis: phrasing, gesture, tone color, and texture, can at times seem to be less 
serious. 
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privilege others, as Nattiez has so expertly displayed, such that the problem of 

interpretation is once again unavoidable. 53 

And so if music operates at a different semantic level from the words that may 

accompany it, we shouldn’t be afraid to translate it into words since we are not 

disturbing the sanctity of the thing-as-such unless we believe that our words should 

describe musical facts. That is to say that the anxiety surrounding the interpretation of 

music through the use of words can essentially be pinned down to the belief that the 

task of the music critic is to first describe that auditory and inaccessible thing-in-itself, 

after which they can then go on to interpret it. From such a perspective, there is no point 

talking about music because it can only be listened to. However, the contradiction in this 

logic is apparent: the need to describe music implies that not all people hear the same 

thing, such that description becomes a necessary act in order to establish some common 

auditory ground between writer and reader.  But if we acknowledge that hearing (or 

reading, if analysis is score-based) is itself an act of interpretation, then our pretensions 

of a pre-interpretive description of music must be dropped to instead affirm our 

subjective take on the sounds we are deciphering. In which case, we shouldn’t fear 

talking about music since our writing is simply another iteration of a process that is 

                                                      

53 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, "A Comparison of Analyses from the Semiological Point of 
View (the Theme of Mozart's Symphony in G Minor, K550)," Contemporary Music Review 
17, no. 1 (1998), 1-38. 
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always and already taking place: interpretation. The allure to then conclude that 

anything can mean everything will be an ever-present risk from this point on, as such an 

observation will once more dissolve the peculiarities of the musical object in favor of the 

subject – a problem that Monelle will continue to wrestle.  

And so, we turn to the final object of our criticism, auteurisme, or authorial intent. 

The critique of authorial intent began sometime with the New Critics in literature, and 

maintained that literary texts should be taken for themselves, without regard for 

authorial biography and historical circumstance. It was a reaction against an older, pre-

world war two critical tradition, whereby the investigation of an author’s life was 

inextricably mixed with an analysis of the text, such that various literary works could be 

cited as evidence of biographical facts, and biographical facts cited to explain the literary 

work. Relying mostly on Barthes’ “Death of the Author,” and Wimslatt and Beardley’s 

“Intentional Fallacy,” the problem with authorial intent is multiple. For one, as Monelle 

notes, the author’s voice is variable and variegated, contradictory and inconsistent. For 

another, the author is not the sole creator of their work: performers are also interpreters, 

as are listeners, which is to say that once an object has been produced and set out in the 

world, its meaning becomes socially determined. And finally, there is no reason we 

should respect the composer or performers voice as that person who has the 

authoritative and final world, as their interpretations are simply one amongst many, no 

more true or false than anyone else’s hearing.  
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The Sense of Music: Musical Topics 

With the stage now cleared of the cultural and music historian, biographer, 

formalist, and lyricist, we can turn now to Monelle’s answers. In order to understand 

how the stuff of music relates to the world, we need a theory capable of providing an 

analysis from within: an intrinsic theory of music. Monelle therefore begins his theory of 

musical semiotics by asserting the necessity of what he calls an immanent theory of 

music, where the structures and dynamics of a musical language are self-relating and 

exist within themselves. In this regard, music is similar to poetry or fiction, in that we do 

not expect works of fiction to function according to the rules of “reality,” but we instead 

examine them according to their own internal syntactic and semantic criterion for 

meaning: a world of the work. However, lest he be accused of relying on some 

conception of the work’s autonomy, Monelle distinguishes his immanent approach from 

the formalism so often critiqued by the New Musicologists (Leppert, McClary, Subotnik, 

etc). 

The formalist approach supposes the self-enclosed autonomy of the work, and is 

similarly an immanent kind of analysis of music; however, immanence doesn’t 

necessarily lead to formalism. For as Monelle will argue, it is only through an immanent 

analysis of music that we can link music to the rest of life.  Otherwise, as in Small and 

others, music simply becomes an aspect of some other facet of social life: the 

anthropology of social relations; a psychology of emotions; a sociology of identity; and 
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so on. That is to say, there are connections between the world of the work and the rest of 

society, but these connections are mediated by the world of musical semiotics, and do 

not directly refer to anything outside of itself. How, then, are we to understand the 

world of the musical work? 

Relying on structural linguistics, Monelle suggests that the concept of pertinence 

is the first step in deriving meaning from music.  Pertinence is the way we organize our 

experience of sound, such that certain noises become significant, and others not. Without 

pertinence, there is no interpretation or signification, since music just becomes a 

phonetic continuum without meaning. 54  Pertinence therefore implies segmentation, 

such as the division of utterances into words, morphemes, phonemes, etc. 55 Particularly 

in music, the first function of pertinence is to identify an object, after which the stream of 

sounds that comprise it can be segmented according to various criteria of significance. 

                                                      

54 This distinction between meaningful and meaningless sounds can easily slip into that 
other opposition between music and noise, where the former is seen as a “meaningful” 
sound and the latter as some “meaningless” intrusion.  Pertinence suggests that the very 
identification of something in language already marks its significance, such that noise 
does not indicate that musical sounds are meaningful and others – noisy sounds – are 
not, for noise is still a meaningful category, even if that meaning is understood as some 
undesirable intrusion.  We should therefore not be too quick to equate the opposition 
between noise and music to meaningless versus meaningful, since the semiotic category 
of pertinence encapsulates both the identification of noise and music as meaningful 
categories of experience. 
55 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (Pantheon 
Books, 1971). Foucault has devoted a book to how and when certain objects appear – 
what he calls “epistemes” in The Order of Things. 
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This could be the identification of a melody, harmony, rhythm, meter, phrasing, attack; 

though these categories are sometimes said to be pertinent only to European music. The 

very concepts we use in analyzing a work of music are therefore an indication that 

meaning is at play: i.e., that a listener is hearing certain things which they assume to be 

significant and is therefore naming them. The notorious difficulty of segmentation in 

music analysis is therefore to be expected, since the identification of some kind of 

musical syntax itself relies on pertinence, that is to say acts of interpretation. 

Relying on Piercean semiotics, Monelle asserts that there are generally three 

ways through which our identification of the pertinent aspects of music construct 

semantic meaning: iconically, indexically, and symbolically. Icons signify meaning by 

resembling their object, such as an instrument imitating the call of a cuckoo; symbols 

rely on learned cultural codes, thus the word “tree” has nothing in common with a tree, 

but is understood by a speaker of English to carry this signification; whereas an index 

signifies through contiguity or causality, such that a hole in a window pane might index 

that a bullet was shot through it. These functions are interrelated, such that when an 

instrument imitates a cuckoo’s call, it might index the coming of spring, which 

symbolizes birth, growth, and celebration. This process of signification leads to the 

creation of musical topics: portrayals of waves, clouds, storms, horses, etc that signify a 

whole class of expressions corresponding to a complex world of social context. 
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For instance, trumpet calls using low C and low G were once used as military 

command signals called posts. The organization of these trumpet calls indexes a military 

ethos that is ordered and disciplined. Further, these trumpet calls also indexed the 

aristocracy since the command of troops was an aristocratic privilege. Symbolically, 

warfare signaled the idealistic heroism of those of noble rank. Furthermore, the society 

evoked by musical topics is not always contemporary with the music: at times, certain 

horn melodies were used by hunters, and could therefore evoke pastoral imagery, such 

as a forest or a grove. Monelle writes, “Each topic may signify a large semantic world, 

connected to aspects of contemporary society and older traditions, therefore requiring 

elaborate study.” 56  

Monelle’s approach then starts to seem like a nostalgic recuperation of a 

diachronic sense of history that he believes we have long since forgotten.  For according 

to him, the reason that most music analysts are so preoccupied with the structure of 

music is because they have lost touch with its “semantic world,” such that the apparent 

objectivity of musical syntactics becomes their only refuge. 57 In other words, since we 

                                                      

56 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music, 79. 
57 Ibid., 132. “…[T]his movement is remarkably free of indexical topics.  Its main idea 
has the inner chromatic thirds which we have observed in the last movement; only the 
encoded equestrianism of its fast 6/8 meter betrays any indexicality. Symbolic topics – 
things like chromatic harmony, agitated rhythms, radical dissonance – seem suggestive 
but do not bring to mind anything ‘extra-musical.’ This is because their indexicality of 
iconicity have been forgotten, and are thus taken as ‘abstract’ features of nineteenth 
century music.” This is in some sense a reiteration of Dalhaus’ observation. 
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don’t know what these musical “words” mean, we instead look to how the “sentence” is 

structured. In this regard, the task of the critic, for Monelle, is to recuperate the world 

we have forgotten. There is of course a certain truth to Monelle’s claim, in that whenever 

a music analyst engages in semantic observations (to take a caricatured example: major 

means happy; minor means sad), it’s usually at that moment where their argument 

appears at its weakest to us (happy or sad to whom?). In which case, the analyst finds 

greater safety in remaining on the level of syntax and structure: meter, rhythm, 

harmonic relations, phrasing, and so on.  That such syntactic analyses do however 

communicate a kind of “semantic” meaning is the aim of Monelle’s subsequent analysis, 

specifically in regards to his focus on musical time. 

The Sense of Music: Musical Temporality 

The lengthening of modulatory phrases, the highlighting of points of tonal 

arrive, the construction of chains of sequences – these are all different ways of 

structuring musical time. But theorists have studied this sense of time in its typical 

forms: meter, rhythm, and phrasing, with such profound attention that we forget to ask 

what this representation of time signifies. For instance, why do we interpret harmonic 

modulations as progressions? The keys and chords are not progressing though they are 

changing – though even then these observations require that a listener be familiar with 

rules of functional tonality and then apply them to their interpretation of the music. In 

other words, our experience of these factors implies a whole semantic world outside the 
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music that informs how we hear it. 58 We could look to society to explain why this is so, 

and say that we hear the lyric as a cyclic form because we come from an agricultural 

society whose sense of time is structured cyclically; or we could say that the progressive 

form of the symphony is similarly a reflection of the linear and homogenous sense of 

time peculiar to industrial capitalism. 59 But this would be performing that weak kind of 

analysis, where two contiguous phenomenon are plucked and placed together, using 

one to determine the other without showing how this causal relationship is warranted. If 

we want to understand how the syntax of music communicates certain semantic 

meanings, we cannot rely on such mechanically causal explanations, but must look to 

the music itself. 

For instance, take the notion of closure in music.  In the system of functional 

harmony, the tonic functions like a musical period: a point of rest or end.  For 

Beethoven’s symphonies, however, tonic closure was not merely some formal resolution 

                                                      

58 Nattiez will claim that this observation of sequences doesn’t rely on socio-cultural 
codes, but is instead a rational act of differentiation between identity and difference. 
59 Relying on Georges Poulet and E.P. Thompson, Monelle shows how in agricultural 
societies, for instance, times are specified in relation to the movements and activity of 
the group: during the dry season people move to camps; during the wet months, to 
more permanent villages. In referring to the time of the year, they mention social 
activities – weddings, religious ceremonies, harvest – rather than the climatic changes 
that determine them. Times of day are usually distinguished according to whatever 
work may occupy them: ecological time is cyclic, and doesn’t distinguish one year from 
another; industrial time is progressive, relying on clock-time of days, weeks, months, 
and years. The cyclic time of a lyric can at times signify ecological time. 
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of dissonance or a state of rest, but was the moment of affirmation and conviction: more 

an exclamation mark than a period. The temporal structure of Beethoven’s symphonies 

can then be said to change the way the temporality – or syntax -- of tonality was 

generally understood and thought to behave. Similarly, in some of Mahler’s 

symphonies, the work never seems to reach some kind of absolute closure, such that its 

temporality can be said to signify some critique or comment on the very temporality of 

the symphony as such: it’s linearity and sense of progression. In this regard, the 

meaning of these shifts in musical syntax and structure – i.e., music’s temporality – are 

not to be found “out there” or “in the world,” but in the relationship between a work’s 

aesthetic precursors and its contemporaries: i.e., intertextually. 60 But how are we to 

understand the social significance of these aesthetic breaks or innovations? What did 

Mahler’s rejection of the progressive linearity of the symphony signal? The 

fragmentation of the subject and the age of Modernity? What did Beethoven’s 

détournement of the tonic rest into an affirmative proclamation mean? The coming of 

the bourgeois age and a celebration of the French Revolution? Unless we are to settle on 

some theory of human nature, wherein the proclivity for aesthetic innovation and 

                                                      

60 I would add that this intertextual relationship doesn’t necessarily need to be 
understood as the relationship between one work and another, but could also be read as 
a tension between form and content. e.g. The form of the symphony and Mahler’s 
manipulation of it (i.e., content). In other words, the “form” is the history of the work’s 
precursors, and how a work manipulates its form to achieve certain effects would be the 
“intertextual” relationship between past and present. 
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formal experimentation is somehow posed as natural, then it seems to me there is no 

avoiding the problem that Monelle had criticized earlier, specifically that of the 

historical musicologist and cultural historian: selection, or what I would call 

periodization. For even if intertextual relations are posed as that hermeneutic code or 

key, which supposedly unlocks the meanings of these syntactic shifts, how do we 

construct this intertextual tradition? Who’s to be brought in and left out? Similarities 

and differences between musical works are fairly easy to establish, so how are we to 

determine what intertextual references are relevant and which are not? It’s for these 

reasons that Monelle will shift to Derrida and Ricoeur, and look at the concept of the 

“text.”  

There is no such thing as an outside to the “text” was Derrida’s famous 

proclamation.  Which is to say there are no guarantees: there is no way we can overcome 

our perspectival differences under some pretense that we have finally discovered the 

transhistorical answer, because there isn’t one.  There are, to echo Nattiez, only partial 

truths. From such an observation, we could come to the conclusion that Monelle draws, 

which is to claim that music means whatever anyone says it means. For since every 

formal analysis of musical structure and syntax belies certain assumptions that 

necessarily exclude this or that aspect of the music (e.g. “wrong notes” according to its 

epistemic principles); and since the premises of historical musicology, cultural history, 

and intertextuality rely on arbitrary constructions of their “contemporaries” “periods” 
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and “traditions” that result in “weak” socio-historical readings; and, further still, that 

the idea of the author’s voice as the supreme authority is untenable; then we must accept 

the fact that each kind of analysis is flawed, and therefore works of music mean 

whatever anyone chooses to say about them, since the search for “true meanings are no 

more than empty talk.” 61 But how, then, are we “protect criticism from mere caprice?” 62 

We cannot. “The discourse about music is infinite.” 63 And so it would seem that 

Monelle, who began with the desire to develop an immanent theory of musical meaning, 

has dissolved into the “mere caprice” of the social text: i.e., the world. 

There are two main objections one could raise in response to Monelle’s 

conclusion. The first is a logical one: everything is acceptable to Monelle, except 

formalism, historical musicology, authorial intent, cultural history, and ideology 

critique. Which is to say that in the end, despite the claim to infinite possibility, Monelle 

is arguing there is one right way to do musical analysis: the philosophical solipsism that 

ends The Sense of Music. There is, however, no doubt in my mind that Monelle believes 

he is widening the intellectual field by opening it up to a kind of post-structuralist 

analysis, and in a very real way he is: the methodological problems he raises in regards 

to the various approaches that dominate an analysis of music today are real, and his 

                                                      

61 Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music, 147. 
62 Ibid., 152. 
63 Ibid., 156. 
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attack on the various structural and syntactic approaches to music, and the cultural 

biographical ones, opens up an interpretive space previously denied. Nonetheless this 

logical contradiction persists. In which case, we could revisit Monelle’s theory from a 

different angle, that is to say an ideological and historical one, examining why our 

theories of musical semantics emerge at certain moments, and what they can tell us 

about our own historical situation – the book length project of Joseph Kerman’s 

Contemplating Music. 

Secondly, Monelle’s objection to the notion that the mathematical analyses of 

music – in terms of letters and numbers, notes and chords – has become an abstract 

fascination with musical syntactics in the face of our historical amnesia, is just as 

applicable to his very own criticism of such abstract analyses.  That is to say, what 

makes contemporary theoretical analyses abstract and formalist, rather than simply the 

particular theoretical idiolect of a certain historical moment that we’ve inherited and 

currently inhabit, and which similarly needs to be historicized in order to access its 

meaning? In other words, maybe we have forgotten to examine the socio-historical 

situation in which these abstractions appeared, such that if we looked at the moment of 

their emergence we could once more concretize their meaning. Take Rousseau as an 

illustrative example. In 1742, Rousseau presented his Plan Concerning New Signs for 

Music to the Académie des Sciences: 

This project is to make music more convenient to notate, easier to learn, and 
much less confusing. The quantity of lines, clefs, key signatures, sharps, flats, 
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naturals, simple and compound rhythms, whole notes, half notes, quarter notes, 
eighth notes, sixteenth notes, thirty-second notes, sixty-fourth notes, whole rests, 
half rests, quarter rests, eighth rests, sixteenth rests, etc., present a myriad of 
symbols and combinations resulting in two main inconveniences: they take up 
too much space, and they overburden the student's memory in such a way that 
the ear is trained and the necessary motor skills have been attained long before 
one is able to sight-read, in such a way that following the rules actually becomes 
more difficult than executing the song. These problems can be solved through 
the invention of new symbols, simpler and fewer in number, so that notation can 
be more precise and capable of expressing the same information in much less 
space. It is of further advantage that these symbols are familiar, and easy to read 
and write, making the music more convenient. Taking 1 as the fundamental note 
to which all the others must be related, and expressing it by the number 1, we 
have the seven natural sounds: ut  re  mi  fa  sol  la  si: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7. 64 
 

The mathematics of music emerges to replace the older system of stave notation so that 

music can be made more “convenient” “easier” “less confusing” “precise” and take up 

“less space.” These are all ideological key phrases, as what Rousseau is saying is that the 

current system of musical notation is less economical, and requires a kind of learning 

that is not as accessible as the language of mathematics (to him).  Essentially, the 

rationalization and mathematical standardization of musical notation – which today is 

so often derided as kind of abstraction – was, for Rousseau, an Enlightenment project 

meant to democratize the learning of music by taking music out of the hands of the court 

and clergy, and putting it into the hands of the people”: liberté, égalité, fraternité. That 

such a project would eventually suit the needs of the music publishing industry is an 

                                                      

64 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essay on the Origin of Languages and Writings  
Related to Music (The Collected Writings of Rousseau) (Dartmouth College, 1998), 1. 
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evident conclusion, and perhaps not too far-fetched given that Rousseau had worked as 

a music copyist, but we can nonetheless see how the mathematical organization of 

sound, at least in this instance, had quite concrete or ideological underpinnings: a 

bourgeois form of pragmatism that Monelle may have forgotten.  

It would nonetheless be disingenuous of me to leave my analysis of Monelle at 

his Post-Structuralist moment, for there are many Monelle’s throughout The Sense of 

Music. There is Monelle the syntactic formalist, whose analyses of Bach and John Philip 

Sousa are peppered throughout his text; there is Monelle the cultural historian, who 

reconstructs the semantic world of various musical topics; there is Monelle the 

biographer, who analyzes the “many Mahler’s;” and there is Monelle the philosophical 

sophist, whose leaning on post-structuralist criticisms open a space for different 

interpretive approaches to music that leads him to the eventual dissolution of the work 

altogether and the infinity of the text.  

Semiotic Solutions to a Social Problem 

We can now return to our initial problem – the oscillation between world and 

work – and understand it from a new perspective.  For what both Monelle’s theory of 

musical semantics and Small’s theory of the performative event share is the 

presupposition that music has been torn from the world, and thus needs to be pieced 

back together. But the separation between world and work is not so much an 

impediment to the Marxist as it is a clue: for only through some social function or 
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practice can an object be torn from the world such that its relation to it seems enigmatic. 

From our perspective, then, it is less significant whether this or that idea of musical 

meaning is true or satisfying, and more interesting to see what led to such a separation 

in the first place. In this regard, it is productive to briefly return to both Small and 

Monelle and see what they imagine to be the central theoretical obstacle confronting 

their attempts to solve this conundrum. 

For Monelle, the attempt at a musical semantics is in the end insufficient because, 

essentially, the world is too vast: every attempt at a historical, intertextual, biographical 

reading, selectively chooses certain features of the world, puts them into relation, and 

then derives its meaning from this arbitrary constellation. As a result, the meaning of 

music is infinite because there is no way of determining the validity of one reading over 

another. Biographical historians presuppose that the author’s life and voice is 

authoritative; cultural historians arbitrarily mark-off historical periods in order to 

determine what information is relevant and what is not; intertextuality similarly relies 

on the whims of the analyst’s construction of a textual tradition or canon, that can be 

endlessly contested.  That’s to say, the world is too vast, and our attempts to recreate it 

always fail because we can never grasp it in its entirety. In distinction, Small tries to 

limit the world to the moment of music’s performance, but must, as a result, randomly 

delimit the boundaries of the performative event: where and when does the event begin 

and end, and who is to say? That’s to say, both Small and Monelle confront a spatial 
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problem: the musical work seems to stand apart from the world, not because it is 

insulated from it, but because it moves too freely within it: there are too many historical 

contexts, interpretive voices, and intertextual references that can be constructed. 

Therefore, we can overcome this problem by either limiting the meaning of music to the 

moment of its performance, or embracing the supposed limitlessness of its meanings.  

The musical formalists are similarly born from a reaction to this problem: the world is 

too vast, and so the only thing we can be sure of is the immanent structure of a work of 

music in its self-relating syntax; otherwise, we open ourselves up to the whims of 

caprice: i.e., the vastness of the world and the unserious scholarship that comes with it.  

But what historical changes have led us to this perception such that a musical work 

seems to float, unmoored from the world, because it moves too freely within it? 

Some theorists have argued that this existential phenomenon is the result of “a 

society of spectacle,” 65 where the mass production and widespread distribution of 

commodities has removed the “object” from its referent: that’s to say, we no longer 

know the reasons as to why something was first made, and thus its original social 

function becomes obscure to us as it moves from one context to another with relative 

ease. In which case, one reaction might be to say that only the context of the object 

matters in determining its meaning (Small’s event); another reaction might be try and 

                                                      

65 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle New York: Zone Books, 1994. 
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recover the lost history of its original social function (Monelle’s musical topics); yet 

another, to say that only the object in itself matters since it is the object that remains 

consistent across these varying contexts (Nattiez’s “neutral level”); and lastly, since the 

contexts in which the object is used is potentially infinite, its meaning is likewise 

unlimited (Monelle’s text). Each position, which was once posed as an “either/or” choice 

when viewed from the perspective of musical semiology, now turns into a “both/and” 

when subsumed by a historical account of a shift in the Capitalist mode of production.  

For these four theoretical positions can now be read as so many reactions to how 

the same object can appear in several different places and take on a host of different 

meanings, thereby leading to the appearance that the world is far too vast to be grasped, 

such that we may think that the objects which comprise it seem to float freely within it, 

across geographical and historical boundaries, without any regard for history or the 

world around them (i.e., meaning inheres in the work).  Either that, or the object is of no 

consequence, since its peculiar musical qualities seem to function equally well across 

these varied locations in time and space, such that it must be the context that determines 

their value (i.e., meaning inheres in the world). The Marxist hermeneutic horizon does 

not ask us then to choose either this theory or that one, but explains how the problem 

which holds them together, their underlying unity, is the result of a societal shift rooted 

in the dynamics of capitalism. 
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And so we can leave behind the variegated debates on the semiotics of music and 

move instead to periodizing the modes of production by identifying changes in its 

constitution, and understanding what new social problems these changes create. But 

how does this advance the problem of music and meaning that we began with, for it 

seems like though we may now understand why the semiotics of music today oscillates 

between the world and the work, what are we to do with music itself? My aim will then 

be to show how a Marxist analysis of music does not repudiate any of the analytical 

methods articulated above – immanent, intertextual, biographical, cultural, and 

historical – because of their partiality, but attempts to subsume them, emphasizing our 

partiality so as to foreground how the political horizons of our thought are nonetheless 

conditioned by certain social problems produced by our mode of production. In this 

regard, music is no more or less a political response to the historical problems of its time 

than any other field of study or object of inquiry, it just responds musically. It has been 

the task of the previous three chapters to illustrate how music is a musical response to 

the problems created by our modes of production. 
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