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Bruce Raehurn on jazz
BY TASO?I BERRY

THERE'MAY BE A BETTELR
sopnd hite artdst on histori-
caldynamies of jazz than

SBree Ih?}'l Raehurn. but |
laven't foundione, As cura-
tor of the Hogan Jazz
Archive at Tulane, Raeburn
is o peerless guide to histo-
rians, journalists and film-
makers working in that col-
lection. whicli s gotten
serious mileage for the uni-
versity in the world of the
Bununities. Rachurn’s
cameo appearances inJazz,

the PBS miniseries, were
tight and pinpoint precise.
The son of Bovd Racburn, a
swing-era handleader,
Raeburn is a solid scholar
with o probing curiosity
abq}ﬁ&llu- soviety ol New
Orlvans at the dawn of jazz.
Just how the music blos-
somed has become a dispute
in some circles. The main-
stream view considers jazz
an indigenous art form creats
ed by American blacks,
Stanley Crouch, Albert
Murray and Wynton
Marsalis, pivotal interyie-.
wees in Ken Burns'sJaz:
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series, are !inl':-l'l'tllly el
quent on this, A amai
camp follows the
late Al Rose. author ¢
Storyeille: “Jazz isth
uctof a place and nogs
= the melting pot of N
Ovleans where hlack
Sicilians, French
ared Creoles lostered
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New Orleans, exerted a huge
influence by all but single-
handedly resurrecting the
carcer ol Bunk Johnson.
who was living in New
Iheria in the late 308, witl-
outa trumpet to his name.
Through Johnson. the sto-
ries Mowed about
Armstrong. King Oliver and
the early years. Russell was
amazingly myopic on
Johnson. aceepting nearly
everything he said as gospel
truth. (Johnson drank hard
and embellished well.)
Russell’s larger contribu-
tion was putting the influ-
enee of Congo Square and
street parades (ront and
centerin the ereation
account. His most impor-
tant archive ended up,
thankfully, at The Historic
New Orleans Collection.
Rachurn writes of Oscar
“Papa” Celestin's “Tuxedo
Bands [that] played to black
andiences at the Pythian
Roof Garden and to white
audiences at the New
Orleans Yacht Club in the
192087 Citing other exam-
ples of erossover appeal. he
explains: “Repertoire might
shift a little from site to site,
but the hands were prepared
in advance to satisfyv andi-
ence demands in any case.”
Most of the carly jazz writ-
ers were political leftists
uneasy about the music’s
functional role in a U.S. city
moored to Afro-European
traditions. The repertoire
that cmerdged from New
Orleans encompassed a ot
more than work songs and
folk styles. The instrumen-
Lal sophistication of pol-
ished harmonies and
polyphony in the brilliant
scores ol Jelly Roll Morton
wis a produet of genius
rooted to a place and a race.
Yet as Racbhurn observes, a
tragic tinge stalked Morton

during his later years in
Chicago and New York,

“To many New York musi-
cians, the New Orleans style
that Morton wanted was
simply ‘old fashioned” and
they were not aboult to sub-
mit to lectures by a man
whose carcer had died with
the Depression.”

Racburn explores the
rivalries and disagreements
of the carly collectors and
writers = Charles Edward
Smith and Frederic Ramsey
chief among them = with an
even-handed approach to
the Depression-era politics
in New York, by then the
capital of jazz, with a view
of folk music roots. In fact
New Orleans Style was a
mirror on a Baroque society
where parades, good food,
sex and homicides inspired
song lines, As the collectors
ventured south to research
and write, a picture on ori-
gins emerged, and though
it's anything but complete.
Racburn has taken the
sStory an important step for-
ward. He writes: “During
the 1940s, anachronistic
categories such as ‘folk,”
art” and “popular’ no longer
adequately deseribed con-
temporary conditions: jazz
was a foll-derived urban
music. recognized as an art
form. which competed in
the popular music market.

Today. New Orleans Siyle
has secured its niche in
the pantheon of jazz
idioms., and though the
debate over just how the
music came together per-
sists, in all of its nuances
it remains to be said, sadly
so, that the prospects for
musicians to sell CDs is
harder than it was in the
Depression. Lil Wayne, the
rap star, sold 2.3 million
units last year, more than
all jazz records combined., %
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