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America Gets Jazzed

Tropical Storm Isidore whipped through the gulf coast of Louisiana last week (September 25-26), severely flooding the City of New Orleans, sometimes referred to as "The Big Easy." The area lies in the lowlands just about 90 miles upstream from where the mouth of the Mississippi meets the Gulf of Mexico. Although it's a pretty swampy place with a high risk of seasonal hurricane damage, it's a relatively ideal location as a trade center. Therefore, New Orleans has long been a draw for a mix of migrants and their cultures.

The traditional roots of African slaves, French and Spanish traders, and Caribbean and Latino migrants gave birth to all kinds of new cultural expressions in New Orleans. One of the best known and persistent of these is jazz music. But the sounds of jazz did not confine themselves to the Big Easy. The music spread from its birthplace to many other places, where musicians continue to mold it into new forms for new audiences.

In this week's lesson you'll discover how jazz became a significant building block of American culture, influencing other genres of music while reflecting our changing values, tastes and identity as a people.

Jazz Heats Things UP

You'll be spending your journey in PBS's Jazz site, which offers great reading, photos and also pieces of music if you have Real Media Player on your computer. Feel free to click on any of the names for biographies as you read through the different sections, then just hit your Back button to return where you left off.

Jump back into time at the Places, Faces and Changing Spaces section, focusing on the Places icons. Start in New Orleans, the Birthplace of Jazz. Read about how this was the most important port in the South, and how the area changed ownerships from France in 1718 until it became part of the U.S. in 1803 as the Louisiana Purchase. What attracted people to New Orleans and how did it grow as a city? Also from the map, check out the Black Migration and European Immigration pages. How did these migrations influence the development of music there? How did ragtime and blues music contribute to jazz?

Now it's time to move on to Chicago -Where Jazz Grew Up. How did jazz move northward to this city in Illinois? Why was it enthusiastically accepted in 1922 after such a dismal welcome just seven years before? What had changed? Ride on to New York - Jazz Capitol of the World, then Kansas City - A Wide Open Town. How did each of these towns help or hinder the growth of this music? What roles did the laws, social customs and clubs, like the Cotton Club and the Savoy, have in promoting jazz to white patrons? Even though black customers weren't allowed in many of these clubs, how did the club's allowing black musicians influence integration of these two racial cultures? How and why did musicians in the different cities mold jazz music into recognizably distinct types?

Your next stop is the Jazz Exchange. Here you can read how the music of jazz musicians and singers was encouraged by the development of new distribution methods, including radio, records and television. How would you feel if you had created some original music that expressed your identity, then have someone else enjoy the fame and profit of recording it first for public distribution? How do you think technological innovations have helped provide some equality and fairness to these types of situations that early jazz artists faced?

The Soul of Jazz

The perspectives and creative talents of black artists were the driving force behind jazz. To better understand the history and emotions behind the music, visit Jazz In Time and start at Slavery, clicking the next number just below the title to move onto the next page. As you browse through the pages - on the Jim Crow era, World War I, the Roaring Twenties, the Depression, World War II, the Sixties, Beyond the Sixties - try and answer these questions: How did significant economic, military and political forces in U.S. and global history affect jazz and other kinds of music? How has music been an important part of living as a black American? Also check out the last page in the series, Women in Jazz. How did jazz music offer a way for black women to show off their talents and strengths despite over-bearing oppression?



Newspaper Activities

Browse a current issue of Targetnewspaper and look for articles featuring jazz, blues, funk, hip-hop, gospel or ragtime musicians. Are they local artists? If not, where are they from? If they write original music, do they note any musicians that they feel inspired by? If they play non-original songs, which artists do they draw from? How is their music similar or different from jazz, blues, etc.? Also go through your newspaper's entertainment schedules and find any listings for bands performing at clubs or family events, on the radio, or on television whose music has African American roots. How many are there compared to other types of musical groups? How well does the variety of music performed in your area reflect local demographics?

