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JAZZ INFLUENCE ON FRENCH MUSIC 
By M. ROBERT ROGERS 

SoME PREAMBULAR OBsERVATIONS 

AMERICA, during the exciting decade of the nineteen-twenties, 
J-\. became suddenly aware that in her popular music she had produced 
an idiom not only in keeping with the tempo of her life, but capable of 
being looked upon as an original artistic contribution from a country 
often regarded as excessively eclectic in cultural fields. 

True, the baby among musical nations needed the prompting of her 
European elders before she realized that the developments she took more 
or less as a matter of course could be definite contributions towards the 
growth of an art-music. A Bohemian composer, come to teach in Brook
lyn, New York, was the first to recognize in the folk-music of the south
ern Negroes a rich store of inspiration for serious composers. The 
spirituals which proved so stimulating to Dvorak were destined to de
velop into the blues, which subsequently became one of the main 
elements of jazz. 

Still, American composers were slow to avail themselves of the ele
ments of their native folk-music, even when rag-time and jazz were 
harder to silence than to hear. As early as 1896, Johannes Brahms was 
thinking of introducing the novel rhythmic effects of American rag
time, which he had just heard for the first time, into one of his com
positions/ and Debussy, Stravinsky, and Auric, had already used rag
time and jazz in their compositions before an American, John Alden 
Carpenter, wrote Krazy Kat, a jazz-ballet, in 1922. 

Wherein lies the explanation of the potent influence of jazz? First 
we must determine what jazz is, if that be possible. Many have at
tempted to define rag-time, blues, and jazz, but most have fallen into 
the error of trying to make too definite distinctions among them. Even 
a superficial examination should indicate that rag-time and jazz are 
really the same thing in different stages of development. Carl Engel 
has rightly observed that "jazz is rag-time, plus 'blues,' plus orchestral 
polyphony." 2 

1 See Boston Evening Transcript, Music Section, March 22, 1930. 
2 Discords Mingled, 1931, p. 147· Paul Fritz Laubenstein, in fazz-Debit and Credit, 

The MUSTCAL QUARTERLY, October, 1929, particularly stresses the contributions to orchestra
tion made by jazz, in his discussion of the "credit" side. 
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The day when rag-time first reared its head 3 can be placed only 
generally in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The first appear
ance of the word "rag-time" in connection with a printed song occurred 
on the cover of Bert Williams' Oh, I don't know, you're not so warm, 
in 1896. America sang and danced to rag-time until before she entered 
the World War. In the five years preceding the War, the term "jazz" 
gradually came to replace "rag-time" in general use. Change in the style 
of the music came gradually too. One cannot say when rag-time stopped 
and jazz began. One should not try to, for, as already stated, they are 
the same thing in different phases. "Jazz completed a process that rag
time began." 4 

In defining jazz, the authorities have ended in confusion and dis
agreement, and have generally failed in their purpose. Irving Schwerke 
points out that the "ordinary American . . .  could not define jazz any 
better than the ordinary European; but where the American has the 
advantage is that his ear knows when jazz is and when it is not." 5 

Henry Osgood expresses a kindred thought: "It is the spirit of the music, 
not the mechanics of its frame or the characteristics of the superstructure 
built upon that frame, that determines whether or not it is jazz." 6 

In contrast to this opinion is Aaron Copland's belief that jazz can be 
defined if its structure is analyzed. But his conclusions are not very 
startling; he says: "The peculiar excitement [jazz] produces by clashing 
two definitely and regularly marked rhythms is unprecedented in 
accidental music. Its polyrhythm is the real contribution of jazz." 7 

Actually all these men are right, but none accomplishes his purpose: 
to define jazz. The reason is simple: "jazz," applied to music, is indefin
able, for "no word used to describe a school of music can be defined." 8 

Jazz is correctly a style, not a form, and styles can be only described, 
not defined. Paul Whiteman, who has had perhaps more practical 
experience with jazz than any other person, has arrived at a similar con
clusion: "Jazz is not as yet the thing said, it is the manner of saying it." 9 

8 I cannot undertake here to give an adequate historical sketch. See Isaac Goldberg's Tin Pan 

Alley, 1930. 

4Jbid., p. 150. 

5 Kings David and fazz, 1927, p. 33· 

6 So Tbis Is fazz, 1926, p. 26. 

7 Modt!rn Music, Jan. 1927. 

8 A. V. Frankenstein, Syncopating Saxophont!S, 1925, p. 39· 

9 fazz, 1926, p. 117. 
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Thus we are brought to Mr. Engel's description of jazz as an amalgam 
of rag-time, "blue" harmony, and orchestral polyphony. 

The examination of the widespread influence of jazz in America and 
Europe is a subject for sociological rather than for musical study. Re
member that the word "jazz" is not confined to music; it can be a verb 
or noun, and was probably descriptive of emotion before it was of music.10 
We are living in the Jazz Age, or emerging from it, and our music is 
but a phase of it on two continents. Whiteman says: 

Jazz is the spirit of a new country. It catches up the underlying motif of a 
continent and period, molding it into a form which expresses the fundamental 
emotion of the people, the place, and time so authentically that it is immediately 
recognizable .... I think it is a mistake to call jazz cheerful. The optimism of 
jazz is the optimism of the pessimist who says, 'Let us eat, drink, and be merry, 
for tomorrow we die.' This cheerfulness of despair is deep in America. Our 
country is not the childishly jubilant nation that some people like to think it. 
Behind the rush of achievement is a restlessness of dissatisfaction, a vague nostalgia 
and yearning of something indefinable, beyond our grasp. . . . That is the thing 
expressed by that wail, that longing, that pain behind all the surface clamor and 
rhythm and energy of jazz. The critics may call it Oriental, call it Russian, call 
it anything they like. It is the expression of the soul of America and America 
recognizes it. 

But the soul of America became in the past decade part of the soul 
of Europe. In France, while Cocteau described jazz as "une sorte de 
catastrophe apprivoisee," 11 critical opinion proclaimed, "Il est vie. Il 
est art. Il est ivresse des sons et des bruits. Il est joie animate des 
mouvements souples. Il est melancolie des passions. Il est nous 
d' aujourd' hui." 12 

Whether urged by its spirit or attracted by its rhythmic individuality, 
the fact remains that practically every composer in France since Debussy 
has felt the insidious effect of King Jazz. As Marion Bauer expresses 
it, the French composers throw themselves on jazz as hungry dogs on 
a bone.13 We turn now to the examination of that bone as treated in 
French music. 

10 For etymology cf. So This Is Jazz, and Tin Pan Alley. 

11 "A sort of catastrophe tamed." 

12 "It is life. It is art. It is the drunkeness of sounds and noises. It is the animal joy 
of supple movements. It is the melancholy of the passions. It is we of today." 

13 See La Revue musicale, Apr., 1924, p. 36. 
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FRANCE HEARS RAG-TIME 

AND DEBUSSY DoEs THE CAKE-WALK 

In 1896, Williams and Walker, two gentlemen of dark complexion, 
came to New York from America's midwest to excite and amuse the 
audiences of Koster and Bial's Music-Hall, with a dance to rag-time 
rhythms-the cake-walk. For a decade and more, Williams, Walker, 
and the rest of America, danced the cake-walk. Meanwhile, the Negro 
team crossed the Atlantic's waters and introduced their exuberant steps 
to the lords, ladies, and commoners of London. The cake-walk enjoyed 
a fad as the most popular society-dance in Merrie England. 

Nor was Paris neglected. She too, at her World's Fair and elsewhere, 
came to know the exciting rhythms of American rag-time. France was 
quick to adopt her own version of this new music for her dance- and 
music-halls. Negro bands were imported from the United States and 
adored with a reverence that only the Gallic soul can cherish towards the 
supposedly lighter moments of life. 

Another means by which American popular music was rapidly dis
seminated in the Old World was by the development of a new mechan
ical invention. In 1877, Thomas Alva Edison presented a grateful world 
with the phonograph. By 1900, Edison's cylinder records had been 
flattened into disks, and the commercial potentialities of the new instru
ment were beginning to be exploited in Europe as well as at home. The 
several recordings of rag-time by Victor and other recorders were made 
easily available to any Frenchman or other person who was interested. 
The phonograph's part is of prime importance in considering the rapid 
spread of the rag-time-jazz influence. 

From one source or another, France's serious composers heard and 
regarded the novelty of this crude and rhythmic music with naive 
delight, a delight born partly from the still prevalent worship of nature 
in the raw, which had its roots in the sentimental philosophy of Jean
J acques Rousseau. 

The romantic impressionist, Claude Debussy, was the first to commit 
himself on music paper when, in 1908, he concluded his charming suite, 
The Children's Corner, with the Golliwog's Cake-Walk. 
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Ex. 1 From "Golliwog's Cake- walk" (Debussy) (Published by Du rand & Cie.) : !"'"''� > n 

Ex. :la 
Un peu moins vite 

.kLbi .k&. .k&. ... l ... 

l 
: 

pp -

D D D D 
Like most thoroughgoing Rousseauists, Debussy managed to inject 

into the essential crudity of the thing he was trying to imitate a sophistica
tion it did not know in its native haunts. Some fifteen years later, 
American jazz was to reach a technical stage somewhat akin to that of 
the Golliwog's Cake-Walk. Notice, at* in the first of the foregoing 
extracts, the appearance of a "blue" note in the harmony-the lowered 
submediant used in the major mode. This type of harmonic device was 
already thrice familiar in nineteenth-century music, and Debussy's use 
of it here should not be regarded with unqualified wonder. It is prob
ably coincidental. (So, certainly, is the "Gershwin" sound of the main 
theme in the finale of the same composer's La Mer. Similar European 
anticipations of jazz idioms should make an interesting topic for study.) 
Even if Debussy missed the point of the rag-time music that exerted an 
influence on him, he did provide the world with a gay miniature which, 
without that influence, he might not have produced. 

In 1910, he again allowed a cake-walk to creep into a piano piece, 
this time in the musical caricature, General Lavine-eccentric, from the 
second book of Preludes. Minstrels, from the first book, betrays the 
influence of Negro spirituals as well as of rag-time. Thus, by the most 
poetic of French composers was American popular music admitted into 
the realm of serious composition in France. 

The next French musician to fall under the spell of rag-time was that 
irrepressible wit, Erik Satie. For his ballet, Parade, written in 1916 to a 
scenario by Jean Cocteau/4 Satie dished up a Rag-time du paquebot. 

14 Cocteau later wrote "American Negro orchestras . .. fertilize an artist's imagination as 
much as does life." Le Coq et l'Arlequin, 1918, p. 34· 
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Here was a composer at least temperamentally suited to affect the Amer
ican style. He did manage to approximate it more accurately than 
Debussy, though the result was somewhat self-consciously imitative. But 
then, we must remember that Satie probably approached the whole 
undertaking with the sense of satire that was habitual to him. 

Ex . .2 From "Rag -time du Paquebot"(Satiel <Published by Rouart, Lerolle & Cie.J 
Triste 

In 1919, Darius Milhaud, subsequently to become identified with the 
"Group of Six," returned to Paris after two years spent in Brazil as an 
attache of the French legation in Rio de Janeiro. While in South 
America, he had become attracted by the native dances. He imitated 
them in his cycle for piano, Saudades do Brazil. The similarity of some 
of the rhythms of these dances to the rhythms of North American rag
time is remarkable. This fact may indicate a fertile field for study in 
regard to the sources of the latter. 

Milhaud, too, composed a ballet for a Cocteau scenario. In 1919, 
he produced Le Bceuf sur le toit, a "cinema-symphony on South Amer
ican airs." South American or not, without the subtitle the music for 
this satirical pantomime could be justly mistaken for rag-time a la 
franfaise. Since Cocteau was poking fun at American prohibition, 
Milhaud may have deliberately chosen to be influenced by American 
rag-time. Here are the opening measures of the work: 
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Ex. 3 From "Le Bceuf sur le toit" (Milhaud) (Published by LaSirene musicalel 8---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
�� J 

While rag-time was gaining a foothold in Paris, an expatriate Russian 
musician had centered his activities there. Protege of Rimsky-Korsakov 
and exponent of the Russian ballet, Igor Stravinsky had as important 
an influence on the present generation of French composers as had their 
compatriot ancestors. In fact, the "Group of Six" repudiated Debussy's 
impressionism and turned to Stravinsky's objective ideals. So we must 
take cognizance of the influence Stravinsky had on the development of 
jazz in France. 

"Stravinsky," says Isaac Goldberg,11; "with his epochal ballet, 
'Petroushka,' had made himself in I9II the European pioneer of jazz." 
Goldberg overstates the case. At best, the rhythms of Stravinsky have 
only a nominal relationship to those of jazz. But if there be any doubt 
about the essentially rhythmic nature of Petroushka, there can be none 
in regard to Le Sacre du printemps, which had a sensational premiere 
in Paris in 1913. In this ballet, Stravinsky anticipated two important 
general characteristics of jazz: emphasis on rhythm (admittedly a more 
complex rhythm than jazz has ever achieved) and emphasis on the 
wind instruments. With this imposing work to his credit, we may 
wonder what need the great Igor had for imported polyrhythms; but 
he, too, tried to imitate the music from across the sea. Between 1915 

15 Tin Pan Alley, p. 266. 
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and 1920, he wrote his Rag-time for piano (later orchestrated) and the 
Histoire d' un soldat, which were neither "rag-time fish nor jazz flesh." 16 

But the attempts of Debussy, Satie, Milhaud, and Stravinsky, were 
merely paving the way for the almost universal reign of King Jazz 
in France after the World War. 

"THE Six" Fox-TROT WHILE RAVEL HAs THE BLuEs 

How much influence the friendly invasion of Paris by American 
armies in 1917-18 had in making the French crave a jazz-band cannot 
be known. At any rate, in 1918, while Allied troops were still face to 
face with Germans along the Western Front, Gaby Deslys and Harry 
Pilcer, at the Casino de Paris, introduced Paris to its first jazz-band. 
The Gallic soul liked it, Gallic feet tapped to its rhythms, Gallic ears 
enjoyed its novel instrumentation. The Jazz Age was launched in France. 

At least one native Parisian, Jean Wiener, had, according to his 
compatriots, caught the spirit of this new development of rag-time. 
At the Bar Gaya, he played his piano while Vance Lowry ("dont le 
cfEur est un saxophone ") 17 alternated between saxophone and banjo, 
making a combination which the French thought as exciting and sonor
ous as any larger American one. Wiener also discovered that two pianos 
were twice as good as one when it came to playing jazz, so he united 
with Doucet to make a famous team, able not only in playing jazz but 
in the performance of all two-piano literature. 

Wiener was enterprising, and, in 1921, he induced Billy Arnold's 
Negro band, then playing in Deauville, to give a formal concert in Paris 
under his management at the Salle des Agriculteurs. This performance, 
which took place on December 6th, was an unqualified success, and the 
music critics raved for weeks about new instrumental sonorities and 
techniques and about a new spirit. 

The savants of music, in accordance with the French temperament, 
regarded America's brain-child with a gravity that to us seems mainly 
lugubrious. Thus, when the scholarly La Revue musicale in 1926 in
troduced criticism of phonograph records into its columns, imported 
jazz-recordings were reviewed as a matter of course. Henry Prunieres 
opened his comment with the observation, "Jazz regne decidement sur 
le monde. " 18 The general tone of his writings on the subject may be 

16fbid. 
17 "Whose heart is a saxophone." Darius Milhaud, Etudes, 1927, p. 71. 

18 "Decidedly, jazz reigns on the earth." Aug., 1926, p. 181. 
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gained from the following extract in the issue of January 1932: "Le jazz 
deL. Armstrong est toujours interessant. Moins varie, moins riche que 
celui de Duke Ellington, il garde les qualites du vrai jazz hot . .. .  
Armstrong est un remarquable virtuose. " 111 Milhaud felt moved to 
write, with rare incongruity, "Un musicien comme Jean Wiener . . .  
a assimile [le jazz] avec une rare habilete en le combinant a un certain 
classicisme qui fait songer a Bach. " 20 A Belgian, Robert Goffin, wrote 
what has been called "the most exhaustive story of jazz players extant." 21 

Eminent names in all .fields of French music lent their approval to the 
jazz influence; Lionel de la Laurencie, Albert Roussel, P.-0. Ferroud, 
and Maurice Brillant, are some.22 

While the critics were being eloquent in print, the younger composers 
were trying to assimilate the new style. Besides the sources already in
dicated, they had access to Salabert's popular reprints of American jazz. 

The composers known collectively as "the Six" were especially fas
cinated. The fox-trot for two pianos, Adieu, New York, by Georges 
Auric, one of the group, appeared in 1919. He had captured the essence 
of jazz rhythm but missed fire harmonically. A few extracts follow: 

EX. 4 From 'Adieu, New York" (Auric) <Published by Les Editions de la Siren e) 
�Uo P'�":'t d td•k 

-------- � 

11! "The jazz of L. Armstrong is always interesting. Less varied, less rich than that of 
Duke Ellington, it retains the qualities of true hot jazz . . . .  Armstrong is a remarkable virtuoso. " 
Op. cit., p. 78. 

20 "A musician like Jean Wiener . . .  has assimilated [jazz] with rare skill, combining it 
with a certain classicism that makes one think of Bach. " Etudes, p. 22. 

21 Robert Goffin, Aux Frontieres du Jazz, 1932. See the review by Car! Engel in THE 

MUSICAL QUARTERLY for October, 1932, p. 65r. 
22 See Cceuroy and Schaeffner, Le Jazz, pp. 115-136. Mention should be made also of the 

book by Car! Vica, Du Classicisme au jazz, 1933, and of the article by Blaise Pesquinne, 
Le Blues, la musique negre des villes, naissance et avenir du jazz, in the November 1934 
issue of La Revue musicale. 
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In 1922, Milhaud again crossed the Atlantic, this time to North 
America. In the Hotel Brunswick, Boston, his already growing enthu
siasm for jazz was heightened by the splendid orchestra of Leo Reisman, 
then slowly acquiring the reputation which was to bring it international 
fame. It is curious that Milhaud should admire the Reisman manner, 
for its sophisticated style is a far cry from the Negro orchestras which 
Parisians usually prefer to white ones. At any rate, the composer of the 
Saudades returned to his native country, his head teeming this time with 
American jazz, 1922 model. He lost no time in composing a new ballet, 
La Creation du monde, and in scoring it for "un orchestre de jazz un 
peu agrandi et ... traite dans la forme de la musique instrumentale 
eo m me une symphonie concertante." 23 The scenario, by Blaise Cendrars, 
provides a Negro Adam and Eve. The score opens with an almost 
Handelian overture. Then follows a fugue on a jazz-blues subject: 

Ex. 5 From"La Creation du monde" (Milhaud) <Published by Max Eschig&Cie.l 

j,.. >= l! �� � �� SJ= r * 'vctrl4"vEfl r' I ¥f '�llp:ip'r ¥ o-1�r r 
> > p � p 

> c--. 
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Milhaud brought to jazz his polytonal style: polytonality and poly
harmony appeared later in American jazz. Milhaud, I think, has been 
more successful in capturing the spirit of American jazz than any other 
French composer. He turned to it again in his dramatic work, Les 
Malheurs d'Orphee. 

23 "A slightly enlarged jazz orchestra • . .  treated in the form of instrumental music like a 
symphonic concertante." Milhaud, Etudes, p. 2r. 
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Some have found instances of a perceptible jazz-influence in Arthur 
Honegger's oratorio, Le Roi David. I can find no specific example of 
such an apparent influence that cannot be otherwise accounted for, 
although I notice a feeling of "blue" harmony in the twentieth piece, 
Je fus confu dans le peche. However, in the finale of his Concertino 
for piano and orchestra, composed in 1924, Honegger frankly writes 
jazz. He has learned something from American orchestration, for, in 
this movement, he generally uses the piano percussively. In fact, the 
piano fairly replaces the battery, while a solo trombone sings a melan
choly tune beneath. A few measures suffice to demonstrate Honegger's 
jazz-style: 

l 

Ex. 6 From "Concertino" (Honegger) \Published by Editions Maurice Senart! flso� 
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In 1925, Honegger wrote a Prelude and Blues for, of all combina-
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tions, a quartet of chromatic harps. As yet, this work remams 
unpublished. 

Jean Wiener, distinguished as performer and manager, has been 
also a prolific composer of pieces in the jazz idiom. Chief of these is 
his Franco-American Concerto for piano and string orchestra. It is a 
spirited and sometimes witty work, but its effect is mainly {(Franco," 
and the use of a string orchestra is a stylistic error that makes even 
those jazz effects present sound completely untypical. Wiener had also 
written, before 1926, a Sonatine syncopee for piano, a Suite for violin 
and piano, and Trois Blues chantes. Of the three blues, Milhaud writes, 
"Ils sont tendres et graves commes les lieder de Schubert." 24 

Maurice Ravel, the Paris Conservatory's enfant terrible of another 
day, was not to be outdone by the younger generation. He, too, could 
and would write jazz. To an interviewer from "Musical America" he 
said, "The most captivating part of jazz is its rich and diverting rhythm . 
. . . Jazz is a very rich and vital source of inspiration for modern com
posers and I am astonished that so few Americans are influenced by it." 
Nicolas Slonimsky thinks, however, that "Ravel became interested in 
that element of jazz which is characteristic of the blues-the instability 
of major and minor, the sliding effects." 25 The composer himself to 
the contrary, I agree with Slonimsky. What, rhythmically, could jazz 
teach the composer of La V alse and Daphnis et Chloe? 

In his fantasy-opera for the incorrigible Collette's libretto, ])Enfant 
et les sortileges, Ravel produced his first jazz. "The Wedgwood tea-pot 
and the Chinese teacup sing a duet and dance a fox-trot in which jazz 
and Chinese music are strangely mingled." 23 

A more ambitious undertaking is the slow movement of the Sonata 
for violin and piano, written between 1923 and 1927. It is labelled Blues. 
Ravel employs polytonality and several jazz-rhythm effects. But the only 
element of the real blues he captures is the glissando. Where are the 
"blue" notes? The musical essence of the blues is in the harmony, but 
Ravel adheres to a harmonic style that is peculiarly his own. 

24 "They are tender and grave like Schubert's Lietler." Ibid., p. 72. 
2li Boston Evening Transcript, Music Section, Apr. 21, 1929. 
:26 E. B. Hill, Maurice Ravel, THE MUSICAL QUARTERLY, Jan., 1927, p. 145· 
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Ex. 7 From the Slow Movement of the Sonata for Violin and Piano (Ravel) 
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<Published by Durand & Cie.l 
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l• 
The most recent evidence of jazz in Ravel's music appears in the 

finale of the Piano Concerto, published in 1930. Reviewing the premiere 
of this work, Prunieres wrote, uL'esprit du jazz anime en efjet cette 
derniere partie . .. mais avec une extreme discretion." 21 By then, Ravel 
had assimilated the jazz idiom completely into his highly individual 
style, without, however, writing "straight" jazz. 

21 "The spirit of jazz indeed animates this last movement . • .  but with extreme discretion." 
La Revue musicale, Feb. 1932, p. 124. 
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If the tastes of the American public are any index, Ravel's most 
popular jazz-work is one that he never intended as such. Orchestras 
in the United States were quick to seize on his inescapable Bolero, to 
rearrange it into four-quarter time, and to present it to a receptive dance
loving audience. The royalties accruing from this work are said to have 
already exceeded those that Ravel has received from the sum of his other 
works. Amusing and typical is the verified report that a large American 
motion-picture concern paid him a sizable sum for the "movie" rights to 
the Bolero and that it turned out later that all the producers wanted to 
use was the title! 

Among the latest jazz to come from France is a portion of Pierne's 
Divertissements on a Pastoral Theme, completed in 1932. One of the 
variations in this work is styled a "cortege-blues" by the composer. It 
is a tuneful and effective bit, but it adds nothing musically to the develop
ment of jazz here or abroad. 

If regarded in the light of the view expressed by Milhaud, Pierne' s 
use of the jazz idiom would be considered slightly anti-climactic. Mil
haud wrote in 1927, " . . .  Deja !'influence du jazz est passee comme un 
orage bienfaisant apres lequel on retrouve un ciel plus pur, un temps 
plus sur. " 28 And, in 1930, Rene Dumesnil echoed him: ({Le jazz a 
bien vielli deja. " 29 

Probably several factors led to the rapid disillusionment in France: 
( I ) the discovery by French musicians that they could not catch the 
spirit of the music they were attempting to imitate; ( 2) the parallel 
discovery that it had less to offer, opened fewer horizons than they 
imagined in their initial enthusiasm-in other words, that it was techni
cally "old stuff"; (3) the gradual abatement of the Jazz Age itself as 
Europe slowly returned to pre-War normality; (4) the recent neo-classic 
revival in the arts, subscribed to by the idol of young French musicians, 
Stravinsky, and earlier foreshadowed by Satie and Ravel. 

THE FAILURE OF FRENCH }AZZ 
One of the most original theories of the source of jazz is that of 

Fortunat Strowski, who, according to the headline-writer of "The New 
York Times" (March 26, 1928), "Says jazz originated in old French 

28 "The jazz influence has passed already, like a beneficent storm after which one rediscovers 
a clearer sky, more settled weather." Etudu, p. 22. 

29 "Jazz has already aged quite a bit." La Musiqtte contemporaine en France, v. i., p. 98. 
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music." Ravel is partially of the same opinion: to the interviewer of 
"Musical America" 30 he said, "Jazz music is not a twentieth-century 
product; its beginning dates much earlier. The old Scotch melodies 
possess the elements of the modern blues [Ravel is referring to the so
called Scotch 'snap'-M.R.R.]; the French-Italian melodies of 1840 (for 
example, the ballet, Griselle, by Adam) also contain elements of present 
jazz music. The music of Gottschalk, the Creole composer at the time 
of the Second Empire, was possibly the ancestor of Blues and Charleston 
rhythms." Further support of Strowski's opinion is found in the 
etymological theory that the word "jazz" derives from the French jaser, 
in use by the Louisiana Negroes. 

I make these interesting citations, not because I necessarily agree with 
them, but because, if they be true, French composers have not been able 
to capture the essence of a music for which their nation may have been 
a source. Irving Schwerke finds "no musical spectacle in the world 
quite so sad as a European orchestra in the throes of an effort to play 
jazz." 31 If a Frenchman in the throes of an effort to write jazz is not 
sad, he is certainly not happy, at least from an American point of view. 
Nicolas Slonimsky states the case thus: 

European jazz, the jazz of the printed sheet, is perforce stationary. At the best, 
a foreigner can learn argot, but he will never be able to enrich it with new words, 
having no living source to draw upon. But the new material thus absorbed may 
influence the further development of European music, eventually emerging in a 
shape conditioned by the peculiar European environment. 

We can note certain peculiarities of European jazz upon a brief survey. Euro
pean jazz is humorous, it is often an intended caricature, it is always mischievous. 
As it should be, we may add, for, having no roots in the soil, it must be mannered. 
European jazz is lavishly incrustated with counterpoint, [often] atonal [and] 
polytonal. And so it should be, for atonality is European for blues. European 
jazz is mildly insinuating, but always polite. Small wonder, for insinuation rather 
than plain talk is the European way. European jazz is expertly orchestrated. It was 
to be expected, for Europeans excel in musical salads and macedoines. The blend 
is always perfect whatever the ingredients may be. European jazz conceals a 
unifying rhythmical figure behind it, deviations are expressly pointed out, to be 
complemented by a counter-design. Well it may be, for the sense of balance in 
European music governs the intangible sel£.32 

Every characteristic with which Mr. Slonimsky endows European 

30 See p. 64, �upra. 
81 Kings David and Jazz, p. 33· 
32 Boston Ev�ning Transcript, Music Section, April 21, 1929. 
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jazz is almost directly counter to its equivalent in the American and 
parent variety. For example, as Mr. Whiteman remarks,33 an "intended 
caricature" is just what American jazz is not. Nor is the blend, in the 
United States, always perfect; jazz is, in fact, more nearly riotous 
heterogeneity. And our jazz is not mild, rarely polite. 

If atonality is European for blues, in that lies what I believe to be at 
the root of the failure of European jazz, French included, to succeed 
qua jazz. As Carl Engel points out,34 the blues is a determining element 
of jazz, it is the characteristic jazz-harmony. Now this harmony, al
though novel in popular music, is very elementary from the theoretical 
view-point. It was veritable child's-play to the musician of twentieth
century France, whose heritage was a complex harmonic technique care
fully evolved in the preceding century. So, in trying to write jazz, he 
could not bring himself to employ the comparatively naive harmonic 
effects that belong to it. Instead, he treated it with his own harmonic 
idiom and thereby robbed it of one of its determining characteristics: 
"jazz without its 'blue' notes is a sort of denatured article." 35 

There is another element of American jazz that must perforce escape 
the foreigner-the tradition. There is something in jazz that cannot be 
frozen into the existing notation: a rhythmic carelessness and wavering 
in pitch, a spontaneity of dynamic accents. Naturally, the only way to 
gain these things is to be nourished in the tradition. The average Euro
pean composer is automatically defeated in his chosen battle. 

However, there is no reason to assume, just because the French have 
failed to compose true jazz, that an influence so widely felt over more 
than two decades will soon be forgotten. In trying to write jazz, the 
French composers have added elements to their technique that they 
might never have otherwise gained. Their profit has been in the 
secondary results attendant on their attempt. Perhaps still further profit 
will be realized at some future date, when jazz will be no longer typically 
American, but the universal property of the musical world; when it 
will no longer be primarily popular music, but will be methodically 
incorporated into art-music, as have been the minuet, the waltz, and 
many other dance expressions. That this will occur is, of course, hypo
thetical-but it is possible. Meanwhile, can we in America, profiting 
from Europe's abortive attempts, show the way? 

33 See p. 54, supra. 

34 See p. 53, supra. 

35 Isaac Goldberg, Tin Pan Alley, p. 277. 
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