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harlem is…

MUSIC
The Jazz
Tradition

Harlem Is Jazz
BLACK MUSIC IS SO IDENTIFIED WITH HARLEM THAT CALLING IT
HARLEM MUSIC WOULD DO, AS A DEFINITION: BLACK MUSIC IS
HARLEM IS BLACK MUSIC. EVEN MUSIC FROM THE CHURCH HOUSE
OR THE JUKE-HOUSE—WITH THEIR LONG HISTORIES THROUGH THE
SOUTH AND SOUTHWEST—HAVE TAKEN ROOT AND FLOWERED
IN HARLEM. THE SAME IS TRUE OF THE WIDE VARIETY OF LATIN
MUSIC AND HIP-HOP. THIS IS NO SURPRISE, SINCE ARTISTS IN ALL
THESE CATEGORIES, IF THEY ARE SUCCESSFUL, EVENTUALLY MUST
COME TO NEW YORK—AND THUS, UPTOWN, TO THE EPICENTER OF
THE CITY’S BLACK MUSIC. ON A GIVEN NIGHT IN HARLEM, THOSE
WHO KNOW WHERE TO GO CAN HEAR ALL THESE MUSICAL FORMS
PLAYED NOT ONLY WITH MASTERY BUT WITH THE CONVICTION
THAT THE HARLEM SOUND IS VERY MUCH ALIVE AND KICKING.
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Just as Du Bois said that Fisk
University was “builded” not just
of bricks but also of the spirituals
that helped pay for them—and
which infused the spirit of that
place—Harlem was builded of all
these black musics. Harlem is…
Black music, across the spectra.
Jazz is a wonderful case in point.
All the creators of the jazz
tradition, wherever they grew up—
from Louis Armstrong and Bunk to
Monk, from Bessie to Basie, from
Mister Jelly to the Jazz at Lincoln
Center Orchestra, from Sun Ra to
the Roseland Ballroom--came here
for recordings, contract signings,
and for major performances.
Longstanding gigs here, and
clusters of gigs you could bank
on, made Harlem the culturally
rich place also a place where
musicians could make a living.
Historically, Harlem has been
known for its high standards—
strictly upheld by Harlem dancers
(during those years when Harlem
music was dance music and when
virtually every venue had a dance
floor), who simply would not stand
for music that did not swing, and
by the musicians themselves,
who permitted no squares to get
between them and their music
which, significantly enough, they
termed the music.
To the history of the forms of
jazz, Harlem has contributed too
much for shorthand summary.
Minimally, the infectious piano
style known as stride (sometimes
as Harlem stride or Eastern
ragtime) was a way of playing
ragtime with a two-handed,
uptown syncopation that was
invented in the 1920s by James P.
Johnson, Willie “The Lion” Smith,
and Charles “Lucky” Roberts—all
virtuosic “ticklers” associated with
the rent-party and theater scene
in Harlem. Fats Waller and then
Count Basie and Duke Ellington
are graduates of this fabled Harlem
stride school. So are Art Tatum
and Thelonius Monk, both of
whom are associated with opening

the door for the experimental style
that would be called bebop.
The other monumental
achievement of Harlem musicians,
in fact, is bebop music—with
its wonderful zig-zag lines
and rhythms, its salted-lime
dissonances. Bebop was invented
and perfected in clubs like Minton’s
Playhouse and Monroe’s Uptown
House, where young Charlie Parker,
Dizzy Gillespie, Monk, and Kenny
Clarke came after their regular gigs
to play for themselves, to try new
extensions of the big band music
they’d grown up playing.

Harlem is
Black music;
Harlem is jazz,
jazz is Harlem.
In the decades since bebop ruled
the jazz world, much has occurred
on the music scene in Harlem.
New experimental players--artistic
descendents of John Coltrane,
Ornette Coleman, Sun Ra, and
late-period Miles Davis--may be
heard in uptown clubs on any
weekend night. Jazz collectives—
some related to community jazz
organizations in Chicago and
St. Louis—organize workshops
and concerts in Harlem schools,
churches, and clubs. Jazzmobile
rolls tailgate concert of excellent
jazz through Harlem (and indeed
throughout the city) all summer
long. Harlem Stage, at City College,
St. Nick’s Pub, Minton’s Playhouse
(now reopened), and Columbia
University (where jazz is required
of every undergraduate)—these
have been major venues for hearing
the new developments in Harlem
jazz. And for at least ten years, the
summer festival season has brought
has brought jazz players from all
over the world to Harlem’s clubs,
concert stages, and outdoor venues.

One of the most highly conscious
and gifted of the inheritors of
Harlem’s traditions in jazz is the
composer/trombonist Craig Harris.
As a jazz composer, he draws on
Ellington and Strayhorn, inevitably.
And Harris’s music also places him
deep in the mix with other important
composers of large works for jazz
orchestra (several of whom have
followed Ellington’s lead in putting
together works honoring Harlem
and other specific neighborhoods
and cities), including Benny Carter,
Oliver Nelson, Charles Mingus,
Max Roach, Quincy Jones, Ornette
Coleman, and Lester Bowie. His
compadres on the current jazz
composers’ scene would include
Randy Weston, Anthony Braxton,
George Lewis, James Jabbo Ware,
Terrance Blachard, Wynton Marsalis,
Amina Claudine Meyers, Butch
Morris, Geri Allen.
Harris’s tribute to Harlem’s last
thirty years, “Triharlenium,” is a
new work through which the highly
stylized voices and stances of
Harlemites may be detected. Harris
resists efforts to define this project
too tightly: like the music itself, it
is a work constantly in progress—
one which, even in concerts,
one may observe the composer
recomposing on the spot as he and
his comrade-musicians playing a
piece that is ever evolving.
This is a living music, jazz. At its
best, it does more than reflect the
place where so many of its major
developments were made. It does
more than offer a sound track. This
is a music which, with its emphasis
on improvisation, collective
interchange and individual potency;
and with its insistence on surviving
the defeats recorded in the blues
and remembering the victories
proclaimed in the spirituals—this
is a music that has helped create a
community. Harlem is Black music;
Harlem is jazz, jazz is Harlem.
By Robert G. O’Meally
Zora Neale Hurston Professor
Columbia University
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