
Midterm Essay 

Music for Dancing 

Today, jau. fills dim lit clubs or weaves its way through dinner parties. Complicated and 

distinct, it survives as both a growing art form and as an artifact of American musical history. 

However, Larry Gushee, in his essay "The 19" Centu~y Origins of Jazz," suggests that jazz 

served a unique function in its most formative years. It existed primarily to accompany dance; it 

changed as the dances changed, providing the extra, unexpected beat and the lively rhythm for 

the country's more adventurous moves. 

Before jazz found its way into swinging dancehalls and ballrooms, its relationship with 

dance began with its roots in African music. Several fundamental properties of Afican music 

facilitated jazz's development as music for dancing. Fist, it had a strong "metronomic sense," or 

a regular beat that persisted throughout a song (Martin, 6). The music also featured the 

"dominance of percussion" and intricate polyrhythms that have become the norm in the music 

we dance to today. Finally, Afiican music was "highly functional," and as such, these important 

elements were not forgotten, but practiced in the work, religion, and social events of slaves in 

America (Martin, 6). For example, the ring shout, a religious dance where worshippers would 

shuffle in a circle while clapping and stamping, fostered an important relationship between 

African culture and African American music (Martin, 8). Our text explains, "Such dances, 

especially the ring shout, clearly preserved several Afiican musical elements and indicate a 

nineteenth century link to jazz.. ." (Martin, 13). Aspects of African music provided a crucial 

foundation for the development of jazz's connection to dance. 

According to Gushee, New Orleans in the mid 1800s was a "dancing city" (Gushee, 6). 

The music that originated there had to offer a unique sound for the new "closcd couple dances" 
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that were steadily gaining popularity and for the city's frequent parties and soir6es (Gushee, 6). 

Gushee makes a point of explaining that musicians in New Orleans did not know they were 

playing jazz until they moved north, they simply composed music that fit the dances of the time. 

As evidence, he explains that African Americans who considered themselves musicians, "were 

earning most of their money playing dance music7' (Gushee, 6).  The music they designed for 

dancing, music that "swung," music with a "Spanish tinge," clearly facilitated the evolution of 

jazz. 

In the late 1800s, the popularity of minstrel shows played a key role in further tying 

African American culture and music to dance. While overtly racist and often demeaning, 

minstrelsy still showcased dances like the cakewalk, and it followed that the dances themselves 

then helped popularize jazz by bringing it to a wider audicnce (Martin, 20). Later on, in the early 

1900s, ragtime's popularity began to wane and jazz slowly took over. Jazz scholar FAward A. 

Berlin actually attributes this shift partially to dance: "Ragtime composers were writing music to 

accompany new dances, such as the fox trot and the turkey trot, which came to prominence after 

1910" (Martin, 27). Once Jazz had solidly established itself in America's musical culture and 

vocabulary, its relationship with dance flourished. "The Gem Dance Folio," an illustration in our 

text on page 41, advertises songs, "especially arranged in dance form as fox trots, one steps, jazz 

blues, and waltzes." Dance even dictated the title and theme of jazz's new music, like King 

Oliver's "Sugar Foot Stomp" in 1926. 

Throughout the 20" century, jazz musicians continued to earn their fame composing and 

performing music for dancing. Especially as the swing era swept the music scene in the 30s and 

40s, dancing, and consequently dance music, earned a crucial place in the social life of a young 

generation. The text quotes James Lincoln Collier, "These people not only danced to swing, they 
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ate to it, drank to it, necked to it, talked to it, and frequently just listened to it. It was 

everywhere!" Benny Goodman, Fletcher Henderson, Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Count 

Basie, all reached and impressed the widest audiences by providing music people could dance to. 

The swinging syncopation of jazz offered the inspiration for dance's progression ffom the 

two step, to the one step, then to the lindy hop and the jitterbug. At the same time, dance 

demanded certain characteristics of the music that accompanied it: creative rhythms and a "hot" 

style. Dance and jazz evolved together, building off each other's nuances and allowing for the 

musical daring that characterizes both jazz and dance today. 
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