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SERIES PREFACE

the oxford studies  in Recorded Jazz series off ers detailed his-
torical, cultural, and technical analysis of jazz recordings across a broad 
spectrum of styles, periods, performing media, and nationalities. Each 
volume, authored by a leading scholar in the fi eld, addresses either a sin-
gle jazz album or a set of related recordings by one artist/group, placing 
the recordings fully in their historical and musical context, and thereby 
enriching our understanding of their cultural and creative signifi cance.

With access to the latest scholarship and with an innovative and bal-
anced approach to its subject matter, the series off ers fresh perspectives on 
both well-known and neglected jazz repertoire. It sets out to renew musi-
cal debate in jazz scholarship, and to develop the subtle critical languages 
and vocabularies necessary to do full justice to the complex expressive, 
structural, and cultural dimensions of recorded jazz performance.

jeremy barham
series editor
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INTRODUCTION

in june 192 4 the editors of Th e Etude, a magazine for musi-
cians, surveyed the jazz of their day and made the following historical 
assessment: “We do know that the Jazz of ten years ago is not to be com-
pared with that of today. Jazz has grown up, gone through high school 
and is ready for college.”1 Th e editors were right to see this moment as 
pivotal in the evolution of jazz, but not—or at least not primarily—for 
the reasons they supposed. Given a glimpse into the future, they would 
no doubt have been shocked to learn that the key “professor” to lead 
jazz through its college years would not be prominent white bandlead-
ers Paul Whiteman or Vincent Lopez, nor composers George Gershwin 
or Irving Berlin, but a twenty-four-year-old African American cornet 
player from New Orleans named Louis Armstrong (1901–71). Shortly 

1 Th e Etude (June 1924): 369.
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aft er this statement was published, Prof. Louis opened school, so to 
speak, and began to “teach,” producing from 1925 to 1928 a series of over 
seventy 78 rpm recordings for OKeh Records.2 Featuring Louis Arm-
strong’s Hot Five or his Hot Seven, New Orleans-style groups of varying 
personnel and instrumentation (sometimes including six members), the 
records are known collectively as the Hot Fives. Although Armstrong’s 
previous recordings showed remarkable originality, the Hot Fives went 
much further, redefi ning jazz and placing it on a new course, one more 
revolutionary and far-reaching than any subsequent upheavals in the 
music’s history. In particular, the Hot Fives helped change the nature 
of instrumental jazz in the 1920s, shift ing the focus from lively ensem-
bles to lengthy statements by virtuoso soloists. Th is book attempts to 
explain, in the most signifi cant senses, how all this came about.

Th e Hot Five recordings ensued naturally from events set in motion by 
Armstrong’s big break—the call in 1922 to leave New Orleans and come 
to Chicago to play in King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band at the Lincoln Gar-
dens.3 In the summer and fall of 1923, Oliver’s band recorded for OKeh 
Records. During these sessions the recording team got a chance to hear 
Armstrong’s playing, and Armstrong became acquainted with E. A. Fearn, 
the OKeh manager in Chicago, and Ralph Peer, the director of production. 
When Armstrong moved to New York to play with Fletcher Henderson in 
1924, his new wife and de facto manager, Lil Hardin, pressed Peer to record 
him there. Peer, who later claimed credit for launching the blues craze 
with Mamie Smith’s “Crazy Blues” (1920), saw in Armstrong a potential 
new star for OKeh’s “race record” portfolio. During his time in New York, 
Armstrong played on several record dates produced by Peer, including the 
historically important Blue Five records made with Sidney Bechet under 
the leadership of Clarence  Williams. By late 1925 Peer was ready to take 
the next step. At Hardin’s instigation, apparently, he off ered Armstrong an 
exclusive contract to make records under his own name, credited to Louis 
Armstrong and His Hot Five, as soon as he returned to Chicago. As side-
men Armstrong chose three fellow New Orleanians—trombonist Kid Ory, 

2 Speaking of the pedagogical value of these records, New Orleans guitarist Danny Barker 
recalled that “all the alert jazz musicians and local music lovers waited anxiously for each 
of Louis Armstrong’s latest releases, as there was much to learn from these classics.” Danny 
Barker, A Life in Jazz, ed. Alyn Shipton (London: Macmillan, 1986), 42.

3 Th e best account of the Hot Fives’ origins may be found in Gene Anderson, “Th e Origin of 
Armstrong’s Hot Fives and Hot Sevens,” College Music Symposium 43 (2003): 13–24; see also 
Terry Teachout, Pops: A Life of Louis Armstrong (Boston: Houghton Miffl  in Harcourt, 2009), 
91–98.
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clarinetist Johnny Dodds, and banjoist Johnny St. Cyr—plus one outsider: 
his wife Lil on piano. (Although Hardin was from Memphis, her musical 
background gave her a strong New Orleans pedigree: at age seventeen she 
had made her professional debut with the pioneering New Orleans Jazz 
Band, led by Lawrence Duhé.)

With this group Armstrong made twenty-four recordings between 
November 1925 and November 1926. During the second week of May 
1927, he replaced Ory with John Th omas, expanded the band to include 
tuba player Pete Briggs and drummer Baby Dodds, and recorded eleven 
sides under the name Louis Armstrong and His Hot Seven. From Sep-
tember to December 1927, he reassembled the original Hot Five to make 
nine additional recordings, adding guitarist Lonnie Johnson to three 
tracks. Th en, in a sweeping personnel change, Armstrong hired four 
northern musicians—including the brilliant pianist Earl Hines—and 
one New Orleanian, drummer Zutty Singleton, to make the last eighteen 
Hot Five recordings, from June to December 1928 (some of which were 
attributed to Louis Armstrong and His Orchestra or Louis Armstrong 
and His Savoy Ballroom Five). To distinguish this last group from the 
New Orleans Hot Five and the Hot Seven, I will call it the Chicago Hot 
Five.4

Although the earlier bands were assembled strictly for recording, the 
members had played together a great deal in the past. Armstrong had 
worked with Ory and Johnny Dodds in Ory’s Brownskinned Babies in 
New Orleans, with Baby Dodds on the riverboats, and with both Dodds 
brothers and Hardin in Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band. Th e musicians’ com-
bined experience in the New Orleans idiom imparted a unity, maturity, 
and depth to their studio performances that was normally enjoyed only 
by regular working bands. Th e Chicago Hot Five, by contrast, was a 
smaller version of Carroll Dickerson’s Savoyagers, the band that Arm-
strong played with every night at the Savoy Ballroom, and before that, 
the Sunset Café. Th us, the 1928 records refl ect both that band’s comfort-
able working habits and, probably, its nightly repertory as well.

4 All these recordings were made for OKeh. Armstrong made similar records for other com-
panies, though not as a leader. On 28 May 1926, the members of the original Hot Five, billed 
as Lill’s [sic] Hot Shots, recorded three sides for Vocalion under Hardin’s nominal leadership. 
Almost a year later, a Hot Seven–like group called Johnny Dodds’ Black Bottom Stomp-
ers, featuring Armstrong, the Dodds brothers, Roy Palmer on trombone, Barney Bigard on 
tenor saxophone, Earl Hines on piano, and Bud Scott on banjo, made two cuts for Vocalion 
and four for Brunswick. Shortly thereaft er, Armstrong recorded three of the pieces from this 
session—“Weary Blues,” “Wild Man Blues,” and “Melancholy”—with his own Hot Seven.
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By the time Armstrong began the Hot Five series in late 1925, several 
diff erent approaches to jazz had emerged, including the rollicking New 
Orleans polyphony of King Oliver, the bouncy homophonic dance music 
of Jean Goldkette, and the zany musical slapstick of Ted Lewis, none of 
which emphasized sophisticated, extended solos. On the question of the 
music’s future, most observers looked to a new experimental hybrid of jazz 
and classical music, introduced by Paul Whiteman and George  Gershwin 
through their joint production of Rhapsody in Blue (1924). Conventional 
wisdom in white circles held that this so-called symphonic jazz would 
surely produce the music’s highest cultural achievements. Black writers 
took a more ambivalent view of symphonic jazz, vacillating between high 
praise for the ideals of Western art music and resentment toward White-
man for his neglect of African American features (and musicians) that 
made jazz special in the fi rst place. But no one in 1925, it is safe to say, was 
predicting the rise and infl uence of someone like Armstrong. First of all, 
he was a performer instead of a composer, and thus seemed unlikely to 
determine the conditions for musical change. Black performers, in par-
ticular, were thought to be ingenious mimics or clever showmen, but not 
creators in any deep sense. It was unthinkable that such a person could 
establish a body of musical principles upon which the next generation of 
jazz musicians—both white and black—might base their work. And yet 
virtually all of the important characteristics of 1930s swing, as far as solo 
playing was concerned, at least, can be traced back to lucidly rendered 
archetypes in Armstrong’s Hot Fives. By the late 1930s Whiteman was 
considered passé, and Armstrong was just beginning to be recognized 
for his seminal contributions to the music of swing and, more broadly, 
the language of jazz.

Th is much, I believe, is generally agreed upon by jazz historians. What 
remains to be demonstrated is how Armstrong brought these momen-
tous developments to pass and how observers in the 1920s may have 
interpreted them. Some stylistic revolutions in the history of jazz— 
bebop, free jazz, and fusion, for instance—were immediately recognized 
as such. But Armstrong’s was a quiet revolution whose full implications 
went undetected for a long time, even within the black community. 
Th is book will argue that 1920s listeners fi rst understood his Hot Five 
music not as a major realignment of jazz but in more familiar terms as 
(1) traditional New Orleans dance music marketed toward black south-
ern migrants (as race records), and (2) a manifestation of novelty enter-
tainment such as one might hear on a vaudeville stage. In the former 
sense, the Hot Fives extended the same tradition upheld by King Oliver 
a few years previously and had little to off er the next generation. It was 


