
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License. 

 1 

Improvisation, Imitation and Authenticity in British 'Traditional' Jazz, 

c1945-60 

Hello - thank you all for coming along this morning. Before I start, I would like to acknowledge the 

support of the Society for Education and Music Psychology Research (SEMPRE) for their generous 

assistance in allowing me to present this paper today. 

 

I want us to return to 1954, to the Wood Green Jazz Club, in the back hall of the 

Fishmonger's Arms pub in north London. It's early on a Saturday evening, not long 

before Christmas.1 Chris Barber's Jazz Band are warming up for their regular 

monthly performance. Gradually the audience begins to arrive, buying drinks and 

collecting in groups, and soon the hall is filled with listeners and dancers. Let's take a 

closer look: [SLIDE/PLAY FILM] 

 

Chris Barber's ensemble was one of the most successful groups on the British 

'traditional' jazz scene, mixing exhilarating, up-tempo flights of collective 

improvisation with more reflective blues numbers sung by the band's vocalist Ottilie 

Patterson. The traditional jazz scene itself had begun just over a decade earlier, as 

white performers and critics sought to distinguish 'real', authentic jazz from its ersatz, 

popular counterpart 'swing'. Enthusiasts heard the sounds of Louis Armstrong's Hot 

Fives and Sevens, Duke Ellington, and Sidney Bechet to be in contrast – even in 

opposition – to the dance orchestras of the day, and to 'modern' jazz such as bebop, 

decried for its empty virtuosity. 

 

                                                
1 Reisz, Karel, and Tony Richardson (dirs.), Momma Don't Allow (British Film Institute 
Experimental Film Fund, 1956). For more information, see Dupin, Christophe, 
'Momma Don't Allow (1956)' [Entry in BFI Screenonline Database] 
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/film/id/439003/ accessed 17 June 2014, 10:15. 
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'Real' jazz could be defined by a number of traits: a hot tone, blues-based melody, and 

pervasive, 'collective' improvisation. Moreover, these traits were understood as forms 

of African American 'folk' expression, bound to their creators' experience of slavery 

and oppression in the American south. Books such as Jazzmen, published in the 

United States in 1939 and widely available in Britain, asserted the music's authenticity 

not only with reference to experience but also to place, enshrining the music and 

musicians of early twentieth century New Orleans as the creators of authentic jazz.2 

 

Yet the link that British traditionalists made between musical style and racial identity 

raises an interesting tension: while British performers and critics could argue that 

traditional jazz was an authentic, culturally valuable music because of its origins in 

African American social experience, they could not authenticate their own 

performances in the same, experientially dependent terms.3 The question, then, is 

how could these performers explain their affinity for this music, and what did it mean 

for them to engage in the act of improvisation? After all, they clearly did improvise, as 

we saw in the film clip. 

 

To answer this question, we must first recognise that jazz improvisation has been 

strategically coupled to performers' subjectivity and identity. Take the well-known 

directive to the jazz improviser: 'tell a story': the question here is whose story? I argue 

that our modern association of improvisation and identity has its roots in African 

American critics' attempts to ground improvisation in their community's experience 

                                                
2 Ramsey Jr., Frederic, Smith, Charles Edward, Jazzmen (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, 1939). 
3 Here I am drawing on Allan Moore's understanding of authenticity, where the focus 
is not on 'what' is authentic, but rather 'who' is being authenticated. See Moore, Allen, 
'Authenticity as Authentication', Popular Music 21 (2002), 209-223. 
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and cultural memory, yet this connection has since been made less firm as jazz has 

become increasingly institutionalised as 'art music'. Improvisers today are connected 

to the canon of the 'jazz tradition' (to use Scott DeVeaux's term), and the international 

jazz community at large. 

 

With a more concrete link between African American identity and performance in 

mind, then, I will explore how traditionalists' commitment to jazz's authenticity 

directed their performance style and strategies for improvising, namely through 

imitation. In effect, the question here is 'what is happening in jazz improvisation if the 

stories it is designed to tell are not your own?' Finally, I will argue that we can create a 

more nuanced account of performers' negotiation of authenticity by looking beyond 

the act of improvising and into the musical scene that structured traditional jazz 

performance. 

 

Jazz improvisation is usually presented as a form of heightened agency, combined 

with an awareness of tradition; an individual voice in dialogue with others, and with 

those who have come before. As writer and critic Ralph Ellison explained [SLIDE]: 

Each true jazz moment...springs from a contest in which each artist challenges all the rest; each solo 

flight, or improvisation, represents...a definition of his identity: as individual, as member of the 

collectivity[,] and as a link in the chain of tradition.4 

Here, the act of improvisation stands as a testament to the jazz improviser's cultural 

sensibility as much as their technical skill. An otherwise individualistic mode of 

expression is used to make his or her membership of the community apparent. 

 

                                                
4 Ellison, Ralph, 'The Charlie Christian Story' in Shadow and Act (New York: Vintage 
International, 1995), 234. 
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Yet this duality has its origins in concerted efforts to relate African American musical 

practice to social experience.5 Amiri Baraka, for instance, heard the blues as having 

[SLIDE] 

a certain weight in the pysches of its inventors. [Moreover]...the alteration or repositioning of this weight 

in those same psyches indicates changes in the Negro that are manifested externally.6 

With Baraka's interpretation in mind, then, Ellison's dialogue between the individual, 

the collective and tradition, could be understood to be articulating these changes. 

Similarly, Ingrid Monson has shown how African American musicians have often 

needed to assert a privileged knowledge of vernacular expression, because the 

counter-assertion – that jazz can be mastered by all – has at times allowed white 

musicians and institutional elites to obscure African Americans' historic contributions to 

the genre. 

 

So improvisation is perhaps not so much an 'infinite art' – as ethnomusicologist Paul 

Berliner heard it – but rather a 'historically and socially contingent' art.7 Yet, despite this 

initial grounding of the improviser's subjectivity within African American community 

membership, the link between individual and collective – innovation and tradition – is 

now often taken as a guiding principle for all improvisatory practice, without 

reference to how it was initially employed strategically, for political gain. What is 

interesting about British traditional jazz is that its performers grounded authentic 

improvisation in what they heard to be an African American cultural sensibility, even 

though this prescription situated themselves as outsiders. 

                                                
5 Monson, Ingrid, Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and Interaction (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996), 5-6. 
6 Baraka, Amiri [as LeRoi Jones], Blues People: Negro Music in White America (New York: 
W. Morrow, 1963), x. 
7 Berliner, Paul, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994). 
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In the minds of traditionalists, the blues and collective improvisation were intertwined, 

forming the bedrock of 'real' jazz; this determined both composed and improvised 

aspects of a performance.8 As American clarinettist Mezz Mezzrow wrote in a 1948 

feature for the Melody Maker: [SLIDE] 

Blues are the simplest form of jazz. [They] leave so much room for improvisation and creation that any 

time you play them you invent a melodic line and a new counterpoint...That kind of playing is the 

pattern of authentic jazz.9 

Although Mezzrow uses phrases here like 'creation' and 'invention', these activities 

could only be authentic if the performers possessed a thoroughly intuitive 

understanding of the style. As British critic Douglas Enefer asserted, [SLIDE] 

[jazz] is played without written notation...[musicians have] an intuitive understanding of the idiom and 

of each other's musical thoughts...[They] are literally speaking a language – a musical language...[and] 

on the basis of a simple jazz tune the most complex counterpoint and exciting rhythmic patterns will be 

evolved.10 

Enefer hears authentic jazz as 'evolving' from a naturalised musical language. 

Intuition is asserted as a mark of quality, eschewing the training and theoretical rigour 

that characterised European art music. Significantly, too, hearing African American 

music as being a product of intuition taps into an assumption of inherent black 

musicality, a reformulation of 1920s primitivism into a positive attribute.11 [SLIDE] 

                                                
8 Since writing this passage, I have become more reluctant to distinguish so clearly 
between what is 'composed' and is 'improvised', because of the work these terms 
themselves do to locate particular practices as 'Eurocentric' or 'other', 'classical' or 
'jazz'. 
9 Mezzrow, Milton 'Mezz', 'Blues are the Pattern for Authentic Jazz', Melody Maker 
27th March 1948, 2. 
10 Enefer, Douglas S., Blues in Black and White (London: Alliance Press, 1945), 8-11. 
11 Catherine Tackley (neé Parsonage) has written further about how primitivist 
stereotypes of early jazz reception became 'positive stereotypes' in the 1930s. See 
Parsonage, Catherine, The Evolution of Jazz in Britain, 1880-1935 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2005), 221. 
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Yet binding authenticity to an essentialist understanding of African American musical 

practice was problematic, because it asserted that contact with – or membership 

within – African American culture was a prerequisite for authentic performance. It is 

through this frame that we can read the anxieties of trumpeter Ken Colyer, who 

conceived of himself as having been [QUOTE] 'born...too late, the wrong colour, and 

in the wrong country?'12 Anxieties of this kind were made all the more acute by the 

increased restrictions on tours by American performers after 1935, making visits to 

Britain nigh on impossible to organise. This led critic and anthropologist Ernest 

Borneman to declare in 1948 that British jazz was in a 'foredoomed decline' due to its 

lack of exposure to 'African American folk music'.13 

 

So how did British performers circumvent the experiential and practical limits of their 

engagement with jazz? Most obviously, they cast themselves as students of the 

tradition, through intent listening to reissued jazz records. Critic Charles Wilford 

explained [SLIDE] 

For an Englishman to play jazz successfully, he must first make a study of its history and development, 

so that he understands the roots from which it grew and the surroundings in which it flourished...he 

must listen with infinite care to the master jazz musicians of the past and present, to understand the 

exact instrumental methods of the jazzman, and his mental approach to the problems of music-making. 

Without this understanding of jazz from the inside, the most the English musician can achieve...is an 

imitation from the outside of its superficial characteristics.14 

                                                
12 Ken Colyer, quoted in McKay, George, Circular Breathing: The Cultural Politics of Jazz 
in Britain (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 93. 
13 Borneman, Ernest, 'Where does that smell come from?', Melody Maker 14th 
February 1948, 4. 
14 Wilford, Charles, 'Jazz Over England', in McCarthy, Albert (ed.), The PL Yearbook of 
Jazz (London: Nicholson and Watson, 1946), 9. 
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The awareness of tradition that Wilford advocates is not quite the same as that which 

we are more familiar with in modern times: there is no requirement to innovate, or to 

introduce one's own interpretation; only to become thoroughly schooled in the idiom.  

 

Intent listening was asserted to be the best method for learning the traditional style. 

While performers of modern jazz and dance music seem to have advocated formal 

training combined with intent listening as the basis of jazz instruction, advocates of 

traditional jazz deliberately eschewed the former aspect, believing it to be antithetical 

to the vernacular nature of the music. Applying formal training to jazz was, in 

trumpeter Humphrey Lyttelton's words [SLIDE], 'like going from London to 

Birmingham by way of Beachy Head.'15 This is evident in the 1956 publication Play 

That Music, [SLIDE] a tutorial book for aspiring instrumentalists written by a number 

of contemporary British performers. In the 'dance' camp, saxophonist Bob Burns 

recollected that his childhood experiences of choral singing allowed him to [QUOTE] 

pitch intervals, [absorb] basic harmonic progressions, and [become] very conscious of good (and bad) 

intonations,16 all of which he said helped him understand jazz harmony. 

 

In contrast, Humphrey Lyttelton declared that [SLIDE] 

jazz is not a standard musical language....it still remains, in approach, a folk music...It can't be written 

down...a Louis Armstrong trumpet chorus faithfully transcribed...gives only a hint of the actual sound 

on record. For this reason, jazz technique can only be handed down from player to player by ear.17 

                                                
15 Lyttelton, Humphrey, 'The Trumpet', in Traill, Sinclair (ed.), Play That Music: A 
Guide to Playing Jazz (London: Jazz Club, 1956), 81-82. 
16 Burns, Bob, 'The Saxophone', in Traill, Play That Music (1956), 29-30. 
17 Lyttelton, Play That Music (1956), 77. 
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Lyttelton also places great emphasis on authentic tone. He takes the student through 

several recordings, discussing exact timbral differences in each instance. Louis 

Armstrong's vibrato is [SLIDE] 

'broad, smooth and fairly slow...when the mood has intensified, he uses a quicker vibrato, a sort of 

savage shake.' 

Whereas Mutt Carey's is [SLIDE] 'fast, extremely intense, and covers the whole note in what 

antagonists of the style call a "bleat". Not everybody's cup of tea, but a legitimate and very personal use 

of vibrato.'18 

Again, he contrasts these timbral qualities with those of European music, explaining 

that [SLIDE] 

The 'straight' trumpeter aims at...a clear, bell-like note without any personal idiosyncrasies. The jazz 

trumpeter strives after a 'hot' tone – thick, strong and slightly roughened round the edges – and a heavy 

vibrato or pulsation. 

 

Here, Lyttelton's emphasis on aural study and imitation clarifies Wilford's assertion 

that one can gain intuition through study. While for Wilford imitation seems to be the 

route to 'superficiality', it is clear from Lyttelton's directions that it is imitation itself 

that allows access to intuition. With this in mind, then, I argue that close aural study 

allowed British musicians to gain a degree of 'personal authenticity'. This circumvents 

the precondition of social experience and African American cultural identity, instead 

providing a personal identity for the performer that draws on the emotive power of 

African American music. 

 

Accessing authenticity through 'sonic' means is significant, because it is an early 

example of how the commonplace link between improvisation and identity has 

become stretched. Simon Frith and Marybeth Hamilton have both argued that British 
                                                
18 Lyttelton, Play That Music (1956), 85. 
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listeners emphasised the sonic and emotional characteristics of what they heard 

precisely because it allowed them to divert attention away from the social experience 

and cultural membership that authenticity was initially couched in.19 Moreover, for 

these scholars, it was precisely this diversion that generated many essentialised 

readings of black music as 'innate' and 'intuitive'. 

 

It is certainly important to draw attention to racial essentialism. Yet, I think we can be 

too quick to say that British jazz enthusiasts discarded values of social experience and 

cultural membership, as we have only looked at these in a way that pits African 

American culture and British culture as oppositional. This does not fully account for 

the way in which musical sounds and practices can travel across borders, and be taken 

up by others in a way that allows for the creation of additional meanings for the music 

that come to coexist with those the music already has at the point of reception.20 We 

therefore risk over-simplifying traditionalists' relationship to jazz if we don't attempt to 

hear their performances as an example of this transnational synthesis, or fail to situate 

their interpretive and improvisatory strategies within the venues, networks and 

cultural meanings of the contemporary jazz scene. Put simply, we must see 

improvisation in the context of 'British jazz', not just 'jazz in Britain'. 

 

                                                
19 Frith, Simon, 'Playing with Real Feeling: Making Sense of Jazz in Britain', New 
Formations 4 (1988), 7-24; Hamilton, Marybeth, In Search of the Blues: Black Voices, White 
Visions (London: Jonathan Cape, 2007). 
20 Black Atlantic scholar Paul Gilroy has called for more focus on how the 
transnational movement and reception of music invites for re-formation of both 
cultures involved. See Gilroy, Paul, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 2-3. 
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Traditionalists' emphasis on the cultural value of African American folk culture was 

rooted in listeners' belief that it could act as an antidote to commercial 'swing' and 

dance music. As Enefer asserted, [SLIDE] 

the true jazz language has in two decades been debased by the unprecedented exploitation of its idiom 

in the realm of the so-called popular dance tune...without any contact with or comprehension of the 

influences which produced the authentic music, most of England's youth has accepted the shadow for 

the substance.21 

In these terms, we can hear performances by British traditionalists as a concerted 

attempt to combat the popularity of swing and dance music. Similarly, Ernest 

Borneman's observation of a 'foredoomed decline' for a jazz scene without exposure to 

African American music is not so much highlighting musicians' inability to 

comprehend this music, but rather the potential for contemporary labour restrictions 

to allow for commercial dance music to become even more dominant than it already 

was. 

 

To ensure the dissemination of authentic jazz, then, traditionalists downplayed the 

need for economic success through performance. Instead, the majority of British 

traditional jazz musicians were semi-professional.22 Humphrey Lyttelton, for example, 

began sitting in with professional and semi-professional bands during his war service 

as a Grenadier guardsmen, and by 1948 lead his own ensemble. Monthly 

engagements increased to weekly engagements, and the band swiftly became one of 

the premier traditional groups in the country. Yet they remained, according to 

Lyttelton's autobiography, [SLIDE] 

                                                
21 Enefer, Blues in Black and White (1945), 43. 
22 Likewise, critic Charles Fox called for 'a readjustment in the status of the musician' 
towards semiprofessionalism. See Fox, Charles, 'The Development of Orchestral Jazz', 
in McCarthy, The PL Yearbook of Jazz (1946), 41. 
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spare time musicians...we continued to treat our music seriously and our band-engagements with levity. 

The advantage of remaining semi-professional was that we could afford to remain specialists in the 

music we enjoyed.23 

 

Contemporary periodicals confirm this semi-professional outlook. The magazine Jazz 

Music, for instance, [SLIDE] regularly profiled regional bands, many of whom 

maintained heavy schedules amongst the hotel bars, pubs and community halls of 

their region, yet rarely travelled further afield due to their day jobs. Semi-

professionalism seems to have also caused a regular turnover of band-members, for 

instance when a musician was called to do his National Service. This would also 

justify a reliance on blues-based repertoire and an emphasis on studied intuition, 

thereby allowing musicians to perform regularly, yet with little rehearsal.  

 

What I want to suggest here is that performers' semi-professionalism ensured that the 

traditional jazz scene was maintained as a network of spaces in which authentic 

performance was assured. Moreover, musicians' reluctance to turn professional, even 

when they were clearly in a position to do so, suggests that ensuring authenticity and 

sincerity could be achieved not only through simulating intuition through imitation, 

but also through their status in the musical scene. Put another way, an authentic 

musical identity was not necessarily achieved in purely musical terms, in the act of 

improvising. Rather, it was also achieved through the nature of a musician's 

participation in the scene: in Lyttelton's words, [SLIDE] 'working two evenings a week, 

[with] an occasional weekend jaunt out of town...[in order to be] back at our desks by 8:30 Monday 

morning.'24 

                                                
23 Lyttelton, Humphrey, I Play As I Please: The Memoirs of an Old Etonian Trumpeter 
(London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1954), 178. 
24 Lyttelton, I Play As I Please (1954), 178-80. 
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I hope to have provided a brief glimpse into what was at stake for traditional jazz 

performers when approaching the act of improvisation. While contemporary 

discussions positioned improvisation as a creative act that came intuitively to African 

American musicians, British performers' study of the sonic details of the performances 

they heard on record provided musicians with a way to legitimise their own 

improvising, while still retaining a belief in African Americans' privileged creative 

position. Furthermore, while we must scrutinise idea of 'natural' ability that British 

musicians and audiences ascribed to African American music, we also need to think 

about how British traditionalists generated their own vernacular culture, one where 

authenticity was determined by the manner of one's participation in the contemporary 

scene. We might think of this as a social history of improvisation, where the spaces and 

institutions within which improvisation takes place have as much power to generate 

meaning as the music does. 

 

To finish, then, I thought I should leave you with another musical example that 

illustrates the transnationalism of British traditional jazz. Here are two excerpts from 

the classics 'South' and 'London Blues', composed by Bennie Moten and Jelly Roll 

Morton respectively [SLIDE], but performed here by the British group George 

Webb's Dixielanders. Webb's band – formed in 1943 by a group of munitions workers 

at the Vickers armaments factory in Belvedere, Southeast London – meticulously 

reproduce the timbre and improvisational textures they heard on the original 

recordings. Yet the band's performances also acknowledge the British scene they were 

working to build. Advertising these recordings in print, they were presented simply as 

'South London Blues'. [SLIDE/PLAY] 

 


