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     American is the birthplace to some of the most influential music the world has 
experienced since the beginning 20th century because of the invention of new record 
technology. (Gebesmair, 2009) African American music as part of the American 
popular music culture also goes around the world and affecting the music scene of 
the music industry and the way people enjoy music. But the development of African 
music has been existed long before in the 18th century and have been changed and 
reinterpreted into unusual music genre from traditional Christian songs or European 
music as the history of Atlantic slave trade from the 16th to the 19th centuries. 
 
     The genre of music is showing off the cultural background that expressing the 
ideology of culture mixture between American and African base on the past slavery 
history of American. Therefore, African American music is the outcome of the 
process of culture emerging between European and Africa which is not only used for 
identifying all aspect of black community within America but also sharp the uniquely 
American musical culture and scene that help to build up the American value. The 
following analyzing will be focusing of the appearance of jazz in the late 19th century 
to early 20th century as the prove of the outcome of culture mixture of the African 
American music and using different African American music examples to elaborate 
the relation between the ideology of American and its culture with African American 
music to support the point that identify and take shape of the American unique 
musical culture and scene that affect worldwide until nowadays. 
 
The early stage of culture merge and adoption: 
     The new form of Christian music was created by the oppressive life of African 
American. The earliest African American music that appeared in American is the 
genre of folk spirituals music in the late 18th century that took shaped by slavery and 
their hardship mind. Because of the Atlantic slave trade in 16th to 19th centuries, most 
African population had been enslaved and introduced to the British colonies to 
replace the indentured servants as an economic labor force, remaining it bondage 
for more than three centuries. Within this period, Slaves were generally converted to 
Christianity because of required church attendance or the help for enduring 
oppressive life or the benefit that offer by the membership. (Raboteau,1981) Slaves 
were also forbidden to speak their native language. With the cultural imprisonment, 
slaves were unable to express themselves freely, religious and church become the 
place where the slaves can safely express the spiritual meaning of feeling. On the 
other hand, they are also struggling with the limitation of the language of narrow 
vocabularies. (Johnson & Johnson, 1977). Thus, singing the song with the word they 
only know to translate biblical information is the way the black community used for 
expressing either personal or a communal belief regarding African American 
Christian life. 
 
     The music was singing in a group of African American while they were working in 
the plantation field for their religious and social life by emerging African origins style 
to the psalms and hymns. African origin song is unaccompanied solo sing with the 



unclear undulation of terraced descent. One of the examples of African origins is the 
song “Louisiana/Field Song from Senegal” by Henry Ratcliff in 1960. The music also 
included “blue notes”, an important characteristic of African American music which 
will be mentioned in the following analyzing, inside the bending and gliding pitch. 
(Burnim & Maultsby, 2005) On the other hands, Psalms is a Christian bible and 
usually accompanied by stringed instruments or percussion instruments. Hymns are 
the formal and traditional songs derived from classical music for the praise of God. 
The melodies of the lyrics are interchangeable with particular rhythm (8.8.8.8.). 
Replacing or combining the English and African phases, changing the tempo and 
adding repeated refrains and chorus is the way the slaves expressing it in their own 
way which created the spiritual music that combines the Christianity with African 
culture and meaning in to a new performing style in the period of 18th century and 
later also helps took the shape of the traditional black gospel music. Most of the 
songs have the structure of the call-and-response and repetitive chorus which 
exchange between the soloist and the other singers along with the hand clapping 
and foot-stomping. This style is still remaining even in the 21st century gospel, for 
example, the song “Every Praise” by Hezekiah Walker in 2013 can clear hear with 
the call and response style. With the repetitive and improvised style as one of the 
genres of Christian music, traditional black gospel music created a music scene with 
a unique culture that never appear in European music culture before which the 
culture mixture of music took place on this stage. Therefore, spiritual music is the 
early stage of African American music which the culture mixture of the content of 
psalms, hymns, the African musicology phases.  
 
     African American music only constraint within the black community in the early 
stage. However, as for the enjoyment and edification purpose for the American 
citizen, (Strausbaugh, 2006) the start of blackface minstrel show which non-black 
performers dressed up with theatrical make-up to intimate the role of black people 
and play the African-derived rhythms with original African instrument banjo in order 
to entertain the white audience for experience the new music genre and joyful that 
cannot enjoy from the original American music scene. With the introduction of 
blackface minstrelsy, a wide variety of spiritual had been exposed to the white 
audience.  
 
     Although blackface minstrelsy is served for the audiences to lampooned black 
people as lazy, easily frightened, chronically idle, inarticulate and buffoon with racist 
intention (The Coon Caricature, 2015), culture mixture had been performed by 
incorporating with African-derived rhythms and popular songs by American 
songwriter. One of the representative songs from the minstrel show is the 
“Camptown Races” composed by Stephen Foster, known as “the father of American” 
and the songwriter of parlor and minstrel music, which combine the popular music 
lyrics and content with jazz genre. 
 
     Also in the half of the century, the new genre of barbershops (close harmony) is 
also evolving from the minstrel show. It called as barbershops because of the 
socializing of African-American in the barbershop and were singing while waiting 
their turn in the barbershop. (Hobson, 2014) With the style of unaccompanied vocal 
music characterized by the lead, the tenor harmonizing, the bass and the baritone as 



constant four-part chords, barbershop was widely adopted by the white community. 
A lot of popular and typical close harmony songs were enjoyed even in nowadays 
such as “Devil or Angel” by The Clovers or “Lollipop” by female team Chordettes.  
 
      Because of the culture imprisonment of African people with hardship slave life, 
early African American music was created. It did not adopt the practice of Christianity 
but reinterpreted them with African musicology and the feeling as the African 
American. In the late 19th century, African-American music becomes an integral part 
of mainstream American culture which showing off the outcome of culture adoption 
and emerging that change the whole music industry of American. 
 
 
The appearance of Jazz (musical culture emerging): 
     With the widely performed African American music influencing the music industry 
of the nation, new and more specify of music genre have been developed such as 
blue and jazz music by changing or adapting the rhythm, music instrument, team, 
and key scale. In order to indicate the segregated and different status of American 
society and culture, African-American music has been categorized as “race music” 
with separated catalogs form the recordings of white musicians. However, the 
appearance of the blue and jazz also demonstrate the mixture and adoption of 
American and African musical culture with obvious formal changing and shifting of 
the genre. Later the music established by the African American has also evolved 
over centuries in response to varying circumstances and environmental factor by the 
different generation of slaves and freeborn blacks which guiding the later 
development of popular music with provided format and guideline into all various 
kind of music genre such as modern jazz, rock n roll and rap. 
 
     On the aspect of the change in musical structure, black musicians were forced to 
deviate from certain African principles of melodic structure because of the 
replacement of the African instrument from the Western instrument. Western 
European musical instrument infiltrate and dominated African-American musical 
practice which challenged to explore the new means of melody expression. By 
combining the western instrument such as guitar and piano with existing African 
musical concept, the new expressive forms out of African traditions were created 
unconsciously by the black community. (Maultsby, 1997) The most representative 
outcome of the musical structure change is the emergence of “blue notes” (flatted 
third and seventh degrees) and the pentatonic scale uncommon and different from 
the Western musical concept. 
 
     In the early 20th century, due to the reconstruction era after the American civil 
war, cultural self-determination had been advocated, encouraged the emancipation 
of African American and fighting for the national equality which leads to one of the 
biggest artist explosion movement “Harlem Renaissance”. The movement reveals 
migration of African-American across the urban area along with its cultural 
expressions. With the influence of the movement, African-American music was 
promoted to the white audience by the white performers. (Harlem in the jazz age, 
1987) Ragtime music genre in the period had also become popular in the white 
community in the first two decades of the 20th century. Besides of the cross-cultural 



communication, the structure of ragtime music itself is the proof of the combination of 
two different musical concepts which are the European Classical Music and African 
syncopation. It plays by the synthesis of each hand to do two different music form to 
create the polyrhythms to accentuate the beat. The left-hand plays the steady 
march-like substitution of bass notes mimicking the tuba instrument and chords. With 
the steady rhythm of switching place in the left hand also imitates 2/4 or 4/4 time 
pattern of Kick and snare. The right-hand plays the off-beats melody which not 
following to the beats of the traditional European music chords which is the action of 
syncopation. (Burnim & Maultsby, 2005) The music composer Scott Joplin is 
representative of ragtime artist that create the most influencing ragtime music “Maple 
Leaf Rag”. The music consists of jumpy and liveliness feeling because of the consist 
changing of the lower scale and the syncopation effect. In addition, Scott Joplin is 
also the early civil right activists associated with the Harlem Renaissance. Therefore, 
before the cultural self-determination atmosphere along with the infiltration of 
western musical concept, ragtime structure itself is the example of culture 
reinterpretation result from the root of spiritual. 
 
     Besides the genre pure instrument mimic of the melody, blue on the other hand is 
the new form starts it popularity in the first decade of the 20th century which purpose 
also serve for expressing the challenges of racial discrimination and exhausting life 
by African American. Thus, the meaning of “blue” refer to the state of agitation or 
depression. “St Louis Blues” by composer W.C. Handy in 1914 is the example of 
blue. The tempo of this song is slow that corresponding to the depressed mood of 
the genre. The content itself is also correlated to its characteristic to depicts the 
distraught feeling of a woman because of the absence of her husband, creating the 
empty and sad atmosphere of a woman.  Blue music cataloged by its lyrics, bass 
lines, and instrumentation. The structure consists of a single line repeated four times 
with “ABB pattern and 12 bar blues. (Burnim & Maultsby, 2005) With the inspiration 
from spiritual, Call and response format and the blue note is also included in the 
genre of blue. 
 
     Unlike the blues, the other genre New Orleans Jazz was also appearing in the 
early 20th century with the similar ideas of ragtime’s “we are here to jam” or “we are 
here to move”. (Hobson, 2014) It joyful rhythm and fast tempo were created with a 
band without any vocal lyrics and it is the first jazz improvisation music genre. Its 
main purpose is to drive people to dance but not listening. Using the song 
“Dippermouth Blues” by King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band created in 1923 as an 
example, it fast tempo consist of the rhythm of bass to enlarge the dancing effect 
with steady drum beat stick below the music. The Chord is identified by guitar, banjo 
or piano which provide the whole structure for the front-line melody. On the front line, 
trumpet or cornet plays the melody and the clarinet or saxophone for another melody 
that corresponding above the melody and trombone punctuate to the lower part of 
the melody. With these instruments connect and response to each other created the 
strong rhyme and complete music effect that serve for dancing purpose. 
 
     With the genre of Ragtime, Blue and New Orleans Jazz, the early style of jazz 
such as the improvisation, call and response format, adding the blue note and 
polyrhythm performance provide the various guideline to the later development of 



mainstream music. By the elaboration of the structure of the genres, I can prove out 
that it is the representation of the musicology mixture outcome and the inspiration of 
early spiritual African American music. 
 
 
 
Evolving of Jazz: 
     To prove that Jazz is the outcome of musical adoption and emerging, it is worth to 
mention and elaborate on the structure of the genre that first performed by the white 
performers for the white audience – Swing. It consists of the steady quarter-note of 
walking bass line played by double bass. The drum runs with triplet ride cymbal, hi-
hat in 2 and 4 beat and drum brunches according to the snare. Piano in swing help 
combining all the instrument in a whole with counter rhythm. The woodwind section 
played by the saxophone consisting the altos, tenors, and baritone runs the melody. 
The trumpets session response the melody in order to create the call and response 
style to emphasize the melody. (Burnim & Maultsby, 2005) Swing is the adoption of 
ragtime by changing the left-hand march-like rhythm into the different instruments 
(drum, double bass, and piano) and right-hand improvisation into woodwind and 
brass section (saxophone and trumpet). With the song of Fletcher Henderson 
“warppin’ it up” in 1934 can clear expressing the dancing vibe with the different 
western instruments. Since African-American music was not readily accepted black 
performers in the early period of jazz development, swing is the first jazz genre that 
being played by the white performers  in order to entrainment the white community 
with the same ideas of “we are here to move” as ragtime and gain the move money 
profit.  
 
     With the help of white performer playing swing and the beginning of performing 
African American music in Broadway musical theater in 1898 and 1921, (Schultz, 
2010) the development of African American had leaded to the pop-based grow of 
jazz music Such as Boogie Woogie, Bebop, Modern Jazz, Cool Jazz and Free Jazz 
which indicates 20th century is the golden age of African American for being popular 
and accepted by the white audience.  
 
     Boogie Woogie developed already in the 1870s, but it got popular in the late 
1920s with the characterize of playing repetitive bass pattern that never stop on the 
left-hand and switches flow different flow for example “riffs/licks”, “ostinato”, “counter 
rhythm” and “melody” on the right hand. Modern Jazz, on the other hand, was being 
famous in the 1940s which carry melody by the rhythmic complexity and more focus 
and emphasis on the chord progressions. The production approach is more 
referenced by classical styles and forms. Bebop was famous also in the period of 
mid-1940s with the fast tempo, complex chord progression with rapid chord changes 
and numerous change of key. Both modern jazz and bebop are more focusing on the 
chords rhythmic. Oppositely, cool jazz prefers slow and relaxed tempos and lighter 
tone compare to bebop’s fast tempo. After world war 2 is the period where cool being 
developed and popular. Last but not least, free jazz is the style that developed in the 
1960s which more focus on the “free improvisation” without a regular structure on the 
tempo, tone, and chord progression and believe that it world limited the creation of 



jazz. Therefore, freestyle is the representative words for free jazz. (Burnim & 
Maultsby, 2005) 
 
     After the simply elaboration on the evolution of jazz and its structure, we can see 
that the later development of jazz has all of African American music all consist of the 
format from Western classical and African music all concept. One the structure 
aspect, all the base on the musicology of two and have some slight change of its 
structure to develop a different kind of genre. According to the article “Africanism in 
African-American music”, the continuum of an African consciousness in America 
manifests itself in the evolution of an African-American culture. Therefore, African 
American music is the outcome of the process of culture emerging unconsciously 
from the cultural oppression of the slaves to the involving of western musical 
instrument. With this great mixture of creation, American people have the 
fundamental ideas on creating new music. Also with more and more community and 
white audience focusing of its creation, African American nowadays is the pop-based 
music and variety of modern music piece have been developed from the late 20th 
century such as R&B, rap.  
 
The relationship to the American ideology: 
     African American music has been existed as a dynamic, creative and living part in 
the United States not only because of the culture mixture of its musicology but also 
the content that keeps revealing the value of American by the expression of freedom 
and human right issues inside the music piece.  As Lawrence Levine mention that 
the toughness and resiliency of culture are determined by its ability to react 
creatively and responsively to the realities of a new situation. The former analysis 
has proved the creative structures that have been invented by the creative react 
ability. Thus, this session will be the discussion on the musical content perspectives 
of music that react on the United States and showing off its toughness by using the 
musical content to influence the American value and corresponding to the main issue 
of American – racism. 
 
     From the beginning of spiritual music till modern music of rap, most of the African 
American music focusing on the racism issue and arouse the human right issue to 
the whole nation and European. The early spiritual music mainly has the content of 
expressing the unethical live of slaves. Although Spiritual music is considered to be a 
classical genre in the modern age, its lyrics still reminding people and the new 
generation about the dark slavery trade history in the past of America. On the other 
hand, spiritual and gospel music with the content of Christianity also infiltrated into 
modern churches and creating the unique untraditional Church music scene. 
Therefore, it also represents the religious culture of America. For example, 
“Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child” is the traditional Negro spiritual and 
created in the 1870s. Its content is expressing the sadness of separating from a long 
way home and wishing for a warm family that has been taken out which hint the 
enslaved people was being traded from the homeland and separate with their 
parents. The lyrics keep repeating “Sometimes I feel like I’m almost done” and “A 
long way from home” to emphasize the sadness of alone which create the emotional 
resonance with the black community. 
 



     The other example song “No More Auction Block for Me” is also a music piece of 
folk music that has the meaning of the slavery past. As auction block is used for 
black people to stand on it and wait to be sold. It is the song of a black people diary 
that tell the new generation the sadness and depression of being an object or 
products to sell. The lyrics keep repeating “no more auction block for me” to express 
that black people do not want to suffer the disrespectful of racism. “Many thousands 
gone” could be the meaning of the time that waste in a person life as being enslaved 
or the meaning that thousands of enslaved people treated as an object to sell away. 
The content of the song also serves to transmit the culture of slaves and history to 
the subsequent generation. 
 
     Although slavery trade has ended in the early 20th century, racism toward black 
people is still continuing until nowadays. For example, the Lynching of African 
American happened in the 1930s with thousands of African American being killed. 
(Lynching Statistic, 1999) Therefore, the song “strange fruit” appeared in 1937 that 
depicting lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith in Marion, Indiana, the two 
young African American killed by lynching with beating and hanging on a tree. The 
Fruit in the song is the metaphor for the two of the corpse body that hung on the tree. 
The lyrics express the brutal and miserable murder without judgment with the lyrics 
such as “Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze” and “Blood on the leaves 
and blood at the root” and with sarcastic depiction by comparing the place and the 
corpse such as “Pastoral scene of the gallant south, the bulging eyes and the twisted 
mouth” to emphasize the unethical treat toward the human.  
 
     With African American and white activist fighting for the human right, the civil right 
movement has reached to one of the peaks in the mid-20th century with the leader of 
Martin Luther King Jr. Thus, he is the hero of most African American people.  
However, he was killed by the assassination. In this period, many artists have 
created music tribute to praise the great contribution of his fight for human right. One 
of the songs “The King of Love Is Dead” by Nina Simon expressing the sadness of 
the African American as the hero have been gone and the helpless of losing the 
hope. For example, “What will happen, now that the King is dead? We can all shed 
tears; it won't change a thing.”. The lyric “Teach your people: Will they ever learn?” 
and “Cause you know what life is. You know what freedom is, for one moment of 
your life.” encourage people to keep fighting for freedom. 
 
     African American song content also provides ethical topics toward the nation and 
encourage people to respect all kind of race. The song from Michael Jackson “black 
or white” in 1991 is the example. The lyrics “Boy is that girl with you? Yes we're one 
and the same” or “But if you're thinkin' about my baby. It don't matter if you're black 
or white” telling people that no matter what race you are, we are indeed the same, 
encourage people to join into the community with respect. It shows off the diversity of 
the American nation and the core value of equality. 
 
     All in all, the content of African American music expressing the racism topic by 
depicting the cruel history, hope of freedom and equality and respective concept 
which influence America to fight for everyone’s right and freedom. Therefore, African 
American music is representing the core value in the United States. After the 



analysis of the culture mixture musical piece on its structure, content and history, I 
believe African American music is the outcome of the process of culture emerging 
between European and Africa which is not only used for identifying all aspect of 
black community within America but also sharp the uniquely American musical 
culture and scene that help to build up the American value. With the new digital 
technology invented in the 21st century, more people can create music by 
themselves only with a laptop and I believe African American music still have a big 
developing possibility that will keep bringing out new genres in the modern age. 
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