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DOIN’ THE SATCHMO SPLIT 
 
by John Clare* 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 

ho’s to blame for these noisy arguments as to whether jazz should be art or 
entertainment, whether jazz musicians should put on a show or - like classical 
musicians - simply nod or bow to their audience and just play the music? Louis 

Armstrong - that’s who! 
 
Somewhere back in the depths of time somebody said of Louis Armstrong, “He did it all and 
he did it first!” I was thrilled to read that, because I had become obsessed with Armstrong. 
This was confirmation that I had hit on something special (many readers will know exactly 
what I’m talking about). The statement was of course an exaggeration, but he did do many 
things first, and everything he did had its detractors. His were among the first improvised 
solos to be taken seriously, by critics and musicologists, as compositions in their own right – 
a concept that would not have surprised Bach, but which was not readily accepted in the 19th 
and early 20th centuries (and still isn’t in many quarters). 
 

 
 
Louis Armstrong: his were among the first improvised solos to be taken seriously, by critics 
and musicologists, as compositions ¡n their own right...PHOTO COURTESY THE GUARDIAN 
 
Marvels like the solos on Potato Head Blues and West End Blues were not just 
embellishments of the given melodies, but were creations in their own right, with their own 
architecture. They told their own stories. They set up expectations and satisfied them, but 
never quite in the way expected. We could go on. There was another school of thought, 
however, that held these brilliant flights to be responsible for the death of a more collective 
form of New Orleans jazz. Now it gets complicated. 
 
Those who now held the improvised solo in the highest esteem were often disappointed with 
the later Armstrong who made popular recordings of popular songs (with no discrimination 
whatsoever as to genre - they could be French sidewalk cafe songs, pop novelties, show  
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tunes...whatever) in which the trumpet solos and introductions were just part of the overall 
production (as they would have been in a more collective form of jazz). Nor did this quite  
satisfy the deep traditionalists. This was pop music, not the folk music they imagined New 
Orleans jazz to be. The serious critics felt that Armstrong was too simple and uneducated to 
know the difference between the great art of which he was capable and the mere pop music 
that was played all over the world. Furthermore, he was a clown. 
 

 
 
Armstrong was serious about his abilities as a clown... 
 
Armstrong was always serious about musical standards. Some of those pop recordings made 
with Luis Russell, with Jimmy Dorsey, and the under-rated Zilmer Randolph, were simply 
breathtaking. Stardust, taken at an unlikely clip, is one of the most remarkable. Armstrong 
was also serious about his abilities as a clown. The implication here is obvious: why shouldn’t 
an entertainer produce great music, and vice versa? Fats Waller, Dizzy Gillespie and Lionel 
Hampton spring to mind. Okay, but like it or not, an idea of what made good or great jazz 
was generally accepted among fans by the time that people like trumpeters Harry James and 
Charlie Shavers emerged. The feeling among many fans was that they were both capable of 
very good jazz indeed, but that some of their playing was more in the area of exhibitionism or 
showbiz. Personally, I enjoyed whatever those marvellous trumpeters played, but tend to feel 
there is something in the split - this is good jazz, but this is something else. I have come to 
realise, however, that the something else - whatever it happens to be - can be just as good as 
the very best jazz. 
 

 
 
Luis Russell: Armstrong’s pop recordings with his orchestra were “simply breathtaking”… 
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Even those most sympathetically disposed to Armstrong and Gillespie could champ at the bit 
when waiting through the same old jokes in order to hear the music. Gillespie’s musicians 
ganged up on him at the start of one tour and said, in effect: we’re hot, we’re ready to play, 
and if you don’t drop some of the bullshit and play the horn we’ll leave! Similarly, drummer 
Barrett Deems has said how, tired of Armstrong doing the same routines, he found it 
tremendously refreshing to play with Benny Goodman, who had the show biz charisma of a 
ruminating cow. I’ve never heard of Bix Beiderbecke being much of a showman either. 
 

 
 
The drummer Barrett Deems: he was tired of Armstrong doing the same routines… 
 

 
 
Benny Goodman had the show biz charisma of a ruminating cow…PHOTO COURTESY THE 
FAMOUS PEOPLE.COM 
 
Some are show people and some aren’t. Furthermore, styles of showmanship tend to date 
more than the music does. What is entertaining to some is embarrassing to others. I have 
seen very very few Australian musicians in any style who didn’t acknowledge their audiences 
and communicate to the best of their abilities. I have seen some trying too hard who have not 
the knack of it. Lee Konitz is no showman. He’s just a very ordinary looking American who 
gazes at the audience with mild interest when he is not playing. He is one of my favourite 
musicians of all time. There will always be Lee Konitzes. No amount of argument will change 
that. 
 
One of the great things about jazz - and it is equally true of rock or a Hungarian gypsy band - 
is that when somebody plays a solo that makes jaws drop, or when the band hits that 
awesome groove, everyone makes a joke about it afterward. This is true of all styles. It is an 
acknowledgement to each other and to the audience that we are just ordinary people 
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together who can sometimes go beyond ourselves. We do it when we are surfing - except 
certain agro morons at Maroubra who have passed beyond human pleasure - and when we 
are playing cricket. 
 

 
 
Lee Konitz: just a very ordinary looking American who gazes at the audience with mild 
interest when he is not playing… 
 
Let me tell you something about show business. There was a time when I could hold the 
attention of a crowd, because a certain demon would enter me when I stood up in front of 
people. Some call that demon the urge to communicate. That was the only “talent” I had and 
it made me feel slightly squeemish whenever I exercised it - I’m not sure why. Most of the 
really talented people I have known have had almost none of that charisma stuff. I’d have 
swapped any day. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


