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Overview

● Reception history
● Same old examples repeatedly cited; seeking 

context
● Adding depth to “standard narrative of jazz 

history”
● Made possible by mass digitization, open 

access



In the spirit of Slonimsky
● A “Schimpflexicon”: “a collection of diatribes, insults, 

epithets, etc. against an individual or party”

● “To demonstrate that music is an art in progress, and 
that objections leveled at every musical innovator are all 
derived from the same psychological inhibition… Non-
Acceptance of the Unfamiliar” (p. 3).



Scope and terminology

● Resources: NY Times, Google, Chronicling 
America, Newspapers.com (free trial)

● “Jazz,” “jass” 
● Years: 1916-1922
● Lower boundary: Usage statistics within 

resources



Upper boundary: Copyright



Expected findings

• Puritanical and/or racist diatribes against 
jazz

• Targeted critiques of artists and bands
• Household names



Actual findings, Part I
• Massive blind spot to African-American music and 

musicians in print media
• Buddy Bolden? Louis Armstrong? Bunk Johnson? 

Freddie Keppard? Jelly Roll Morton? Jimmie Noone? 
Pops Foster? No. 

• Absence of mention of Storyville 
• Very few familiar names: Sophie Tucker, Fannie Brice, 

Ted Lewis



Actual findings, Part II
• Absence of emphasis on soloists

• Due in part to lack of representation, but names of jazz 
bands mentioned much more frequently than 
individuals

• Matches standard narrative of Joe Oliver’s impact on 
soloists



Actual findings, Part III
• Vituperations against jazz as a genre and how people 

danced to it

• Garden-variety racism with a side of pseudoscience

• Creative blame: Bolsheviks? Incas? Gypsies?

• Rumors of demise – it’s just a phase



Quotations

“Jazz music is the delirium tremens of 
syncopation...” Walter Kingsley, quoted in 
Cayton’s, 9/17/1917

"That crown prince of ugliness." - Robert J. 
Cole, New York Times, 9/21/1919



Quotations II
"Jazz is an abominable thing ... It makes people trot like foxes, limp like lame 
ducks and one-step like cripples, all to the barbaric yawp of strange 
instruments which transform the modern ballroom into a weird moving picture 
of a fancy dress ball in the famous madhouse of Bedlam. No wonder our young 
girls shock us with the immodesty of their dress and with their brazen 'petting 
parties'! What can we expect when they are continually under the influence of 
the music of savagery?" - Professor S. T. Martin of Michigan.

“It was thought to have been one of Africa's gifts to civilization along with the 
tsetse fly, the race problem and other things equally unwelcome."

Both from the New York Tribune, May 8, 1921



Quotations III
"Jazz has worked its way into the life of our city and given 
its inhabitants a misconception of the purpose of life and 
the sanctity of marriage vows," declared Judge Alexander 
Brough, of the Probation court of New York, in a recent 
interview. "It has put in the populace a nervous desire 
always to be doing something in a hurry. That’s why 
hundreds of couples marry in haste and repent the rest of 
their lives."- Tulsa Morning Daily World, 12/3/1922



Quotations IV
"Jazz is retrogression. It is going to the African jungle for our music ... Its effect 
is to make you clatter, and, as Voltaire said, 'to go on all fours,' to which I would 
add  - and whisk your tail around a tree."

"Dancing in itself is a substitute for sex contact."

"If jazz is our national anthem, then the Devil's crying argument 'Go to Hell' is 
our national slogan."

Rev. Dr. Percy Stickney Grant, quoted in the New York Times, January 30, 
1922

























Other points of interest

• Extent of the role of WWI and military bands 
in advancing acceptance of jazz, at least in 
New York City

• Jazz music, dancing synonymous
• Exponential growth pattern in use of the 

word “jazz”









Future directions

Expanded scope of research
- time interval
- sources

Comprehensive Schimpflexicon



Closing thoughts 1
• What a different picture the limited scope of media 

paints 
• Need to digitize historical minority publications, and for 

open access
• The role of libraries in ensuring access



Closing thoughts 2
Moral of the story #1: Just because it’s popular now doesn’t 
mean it will stand the test of time. 

Corollary: Just because it’s unpopular now doesn’t mean it 
has no value.

Moral of the story #2: Do what makes you happy as an 
artist, because the public memory is ultimately quite short.


