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Documenting Jazz Through Photography:  

How Images of Jazz Continue the Visual Legacy of the Black Experience in the 

African Diaspora 

Jazz, America’s own music is happy gift which 
Negroes have given to the whole world. We can be 
right proud of our musical present wrapped up in 
the rhythms of Africa that have now gone around 

the world, refashioned, and back again. 
-Langston Hughes (quoted in the Chicago Defender, 1955) 

 The lives and music of Black American jazz-swing and blues musicians have been 

adapted in films like Stormy Weather (1943) starring Lena Horne, Bill Robinson, and Cab 

Calloway (and his Cotton Club), and Cabin in the Sky featuring Ethel Waters and Eddie 

Rochester Anderson. At the same time, it is in the black and white images of jazz 

musicians and jazz music that their legacy and the culture is idealized and documented. 

Beginning with posed, and therefore contrived, images of New Orleans brass bands and 

ragtime bands starting in 1919,  continuing to more stylized and fluid black and white 1

photographs from Herman Leonard in the 1950s, and moving on to candid photographs 

from Kathy Sloane in the 1980s, photographs documenting jazz have transformed over 

time. These photographs represent a cultural legacy, an authentic Black American cultural 

form that conveys a myriad Black experience of a truly diasporic form still navigating 

ties to a host land and claims of homeland identities.  

Jazz music, like blues, is a form that many believe has the most concrete links 

back to Africa. Having been conceived in the United States by Black and Creole 

 Frank Driggs and Harris Lewine, Black Beauty, White Heat: A Pictorial History of Classic Jazz 1

1920-1950 (New York, NY: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1982).
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Americans, primarily in New Orleans, during the 1890s, there is no clear birth date or 

defined parentage to which jazz can be linked. It is widely held by historians of jazz that 

it began in 1895 having been heavily influenced by ragtime music and brass bands in 

New Orleans’ Creole subculture . Ergo, jazz was transnational in its essence having been 2

a creation of two branches of African Diaspora peoples: Blacks who spoke Spanish and 

French who came from the former Spanish and French Caribbean colonies, and Blacks 

whose relatives and ancestors were born into enslavement on American soil.  

As it spread through the United States in its infancy, jazz was played by Black 

Americans and recorded neither in written nor audio form until 1917 according to Len 

Weinstock . While jazz is seen as a uniquely Black American music form, it is as diverse 3

as its creators. Jazz contains elements of both African traditional rhythms and European 

formalities. Specifically West African drumming music influenced the strong 

fundamental beat and polyrhythms used. In addition, African music contributed the 

melodic style of playing the melody separate from or above the beat. European music 

provided formalized dance rhythms like that of classical music, which also employed 

staff (or musical) notation that was later utilized in order to record a written jazz. With the 

combination of these two cultural influences in conjunction with ragtime and brass 

music, jazz was born. Similar to the Black Americans who played it, jazz was a hybrid 

form. Photographing jazz began as early as 1917, a few years before jazz music was first 

recorded. 

 Len Weinstock, “The Origins of Jazz” A History of Jazz before 1930: The Red Hot Jazz Archive 2

 Ibid.3
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Jazz music spread swiftly throughout the United States during 1920s and 1930s 

with vibrant scenes in Harlem and Chicago . It also found audiences across the atlantic in 4

European cities like Paris and Copenhagen, with several jazz musicians living in these 

cities in the mid to late 20th century. It was quickly adopted by White Americans and is 

now played by many races and ethnicities in many different countries around the world. 

Paris, France and Prague, Czech Republic have vibrant jazz scenes, and it is still common 

for jazz musicians to emigrate to and tour around Europe. However, many of the 

photographs between the 1920s and 1950s, and to a lesser extent, the 1960s to the 1980s, 

were primarily of Black American jazz musicians  in the United States. Although there Ù

was not a shortage of White Americans playing jazz, mainly swing jazz bands, the 

photographs represented what most Americans held as a Black American form of 

entertainment. This can illustrate the concept of the gaze , in which Black jazz musicians 5

became objects: spectacles and objects of entertainment. The Black American forms of 

music have been documented in writing as early as the pre-Civil War period with 

excerpts about the “musical activities” of the Southern slaves  and through photographs 6

 Driggs and Lewine, Black Beauty, White Heat, note: it is mentioned in the Author’s Note, 4

Memorability, and a Memoir by Paul Bacon that between 1920-1950 jazz really fermented and 
spread throughout the U.S and in terms of it’s documentation. 

!Note: All archived images I looked through between 1919-1980 have images primarily of Black 
jazz musicians. Black Beauty, White Heat has the most images of White musicians (mainly White 
bands) as early as 1921. But these images are few and far between. 

 Originally Jaques Lacan’s term, using Michel Foucault’s interpretation of how it manifests in 5

power relations (1975). 

 Karl Koenig, Jazz in Print (1856-1929): An Anthology of Selected and Early Readings in Jazz 6

History (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2002), xi. 
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beginning extensively in the 1920s. However, none of these forms of early 

documentation were done by Black Americans themselves.  

Before the turn of the 20th century Blacks did not document their experience 

because of widespread illiteracy that was a symptom of and direct affect of enslavement 

and lack of resources. This condition did not improve in the 1900s even though there was 

a bit more access to education for Black Americans. Regardless, there is no available 

concrete evidence on why there are few Black photographers in the 1900s.  Some main 7

causes could include poverty and lack of resources; during this period, cameras were 

expensive and viewed as a luxury item for most families. It wasn’t until 1963 that the 

invention of the Kodak Instamatic, which was the first automatic, inexpensive, point and 

shoot camera, using easy to load film  made it easier for the average person to take 8

photos. That everyday camera use became popular and the field of photography began to 

expand. Notwithstanding, White American and British photographers were the owners of 

the early documentation of the Black experience and jazz, and remain the primary 

photographers of the cultural form.  

Herman Leonard, a Jewish photographer who died in 2010, is one of the most 

well known jazz photographers. He worked as a freelance photographer in New York 

City for magazines, starting in 1948 documenting jazz musicians at clubs like Birdland 

 *Note: Frederick Douglass, a Black scholar, was one of the most photographed Americans of 7

his era in the 19th century according to John Stauffer in his book Picturing Frederick Douglass: 
An Illustrated Biography of the Nineteenth Century's Most Photographed (2015). However 
photography among Black Americans was not widely used until the mid 20th century.

 Todd Gustavson, “50th Anniversary of the Instamatic (1963)” George Eastman House: 8

International Museum of Photography and Film (Rochester, NY: George Eastman House, 2000).
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and Royal Roost. He has documented many well-known jazz artists including Dexter 

Gordon, Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Billie Holiday, Duke Ellington, and Miles 

Davis. His jazz photographs are archived in the American Musical History section in the 

Smithsonian Museum. Leonard’s photographs vary from portraits to live performance 

shots, always black and white using light and shadows to produce a certain “feeling” of 

the jazz he was documenting. His jazz photographs have been described as “jarring,” at 

first and “eerily nocturnal” because of the “harsh flash… taken at odd angles, conveying 

the sense that the scene has somehow been rudely wrenched from midnight’s clutches” . 9

For many, Leonard’s style of photography shows an illusive “dark” jazz scene that was 

vibrant and surreal like the Black musicians who were creating and producing the music.  

In Leonard’s work jazz and Blackness was full of life, creativity and style. Many 

of his photos portray vivid mists of smoke, musicians smiling and laughing together, or 

musicians with eyes closed aerating their souls into trumpets, basses, pianos; into the 

music. Through his photographs Leonard attempted to show jazz and the musicians as 

people, not just entertainers and objects of spectacle, by photographing them in a variety 

of settings. Leonard’s photographs represent an “authentic” jazz, but who decides what is 

authentic? Do the White Americans viewing the photos decide? Do the Black musicians 

who are in the photos decide?  

Authenticity is always a subject of query when it is applied to diasporic cultural 

forms because often they are hybrids, drawing on culture from the homeland as well as 

influences from the host land, and often also including other diasporic cultures. Diasporic 

 David Friend, “Herman Leonard’s Eye for Jazz” Vanity Fair (webexclusive: January 12, 2010). 9
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cultural forms are expressions of traditions in conjunction with reinterpretation and new 

developments. This is true of Bhangara music created by Diaspora Indians in the UK, 

having influence from traditional Punjabi music from India as well as Jamaican dancehall 

music . As aforementioned, jazz is a cultural form with influences from the homeland as 10

well as its host land. It is uniquely Black American, which is heavily apparent in 

photographs of jazz. However, with the exception of Roy DeCarava and Gordon Parks 

who were Black photographers with careers beginning in the 1940s, Blacks did not take 

most photographs of the Black experience—this phenomenon is not unique to jazz. Is it 

enough that jazz is authentically Black American or must it be documented by Blacks to 

maintain that authenticity?  

Jazz photographers like Herman Leonard and Kathy Sloane produced photos that 

were authentic because they represented a varied experience of jazz musicians. They 

were not just photographs of entertainers, like early photographs that mostly portrayed 

posed or staged stances of jazz musicians holding, sometimes borrowed , instruments 11

and pretending to play or simply holding their instrument. In Leonard and Sloane’s 

photographs jazz musicians are living, breathing, vibrant, and diverse. Jazz to them is not 

dormant and silent (like so many photos of enslaved Blacks, which are of blank faces 

standing in chains or photos of scarred backs having been whipped repeatedly). Both 

Leonard and Sloane, Jewish photographers, allow jazz musicians agency by 

 Gayatri Gopinath, “Bombay, U.K., Yuba City: Bhangra Music and the Engendering of 10

Diaspora” Diaspora 4(3) 1995

 Driggs and Lewine, Black Beauty, White Heat, caption for a photo of William Geary “Bunk” 11

Johnson photographed from New Iberia Photo studio, 21. 
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photographing them on stage, off stage, in moments of intense performance and 

happiness. Because of photographers like Leonard, Sloane, Bill Claxton, Gjon Mili, 

William Gottlieb, and Francis Wolff, all of whom were White American (with the 

exception of Wolff who was German), jazz photography was one of the first types of 

photography that showed a Black experience contrary to one of oppression and conflict. 

In that sense jazz photography is authentic because it documents another side of the story 

and breathes life into a multi-faceted experience rather than conform to portraying a 

single story of a group of people.  

The documentation of the African Diaspora, specifically the Black experience in 

America, is present most popularly in images of enslavement, the Harlem Renaissance, 

and the Civil Rights Movement. However, there are other photographs that are used less, 

or rather—not in the mainstream, to narrate the Black Experience. The book The 

Sweetflypaper of Life (1955) by Langston Hughes and photographer Roy DeCarava may 

be a more comprehensive narration of Black life in the United States, containing 

photographs by DeCarava and written by Hughes. This book was intended to describe 

“life in Harlem through the eyes of a grandmother,”  with photographs and text that 12

spoke to the struggles and successes in the Black community with an emphasis on 

people’s individual stories. When most of us learn about Black history in school we do 

not see the images of DeCarava. Instead, we see the images from journalists and 

photographers during the Civil Rights Movement with violent depictions of Black people 

 Deborah Willis, Picturing Us: African American Identity in Photography (New York, NY: The 12

New Press, 1994), 3. 
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getting hosed by police or being bitten by dogs. This visual history of photographs only 

depicting hardships, struggle, and poverty of Blacks is a part of a legacy. Photographs 

function as both mirrors and windows. Sloane says, “photography is autobiography” ; it 13

is a mirror, and it can also be the gaze (the window) through “which the viewer projects 

his or her own sense of reality or truth” . Jazz has become a part of this visual history of 14

the experience of Blacks in America.  Jazz created a genre of photography and continued 

a legacy of those outside of the Diaspora being the primary ones documenting it; the ones 

creating its visual legacy.  

This essay defines authenticity as an individual who is true to their character and 

personality despite external pressures, one who understands that society is full of external 

influences and forces that are not oneself. This definition is a Sartrean existential 

definition and does not directly challenge the idea of the gaze—but rather adds another 

layer to it. Since the idea of the gaze provides an individual with awareness of being a 

visible object, authenticity allows an individual this understanding while remaining as 

unchanged by it as possible. Jazz musicians had as much of a role in making jazz 

photography authentic as the photographers themselves. The image of jazz changed as 

musicians wanted more control over how they were photographed and how they were 

viewed. In 1960 photographer Herb Snitzer began to explore this with Louis Armstrong, 

disrupting popular images of Armstrong as a smiling audience pleaser with photographs, 

instead, of a “grizzled Armstrong.” While past photographs refused the musician 

 Kathy Sloane, Personal Interview (March 31, 2013). 13

 Willis, Picturing Us, 68. 14
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multidimensionality, this new depiction illuminated a more honest Armstrong that had 

until then remained invisible to the public eye. 

Kathy Sloane mentioned in an interview that because a photograph is a still frame 

“the choice of when to press the shutter completely frames the photograph”  and, in a 15

way, decides what the photo is going to be about. In jazz photography the relationship 

between photographer and subject became less one-sided and more integrated as jazz 

musicians’ awareness of themselves as visual representations heightened:  

…jazz itself underwent stylistic changes and cultural 
repositionings against the backdrop of the modern Civil 
Rights Movement. In the symbiotic relationships 
between photographers and subjects, musicians 
themselves embody those changes and help define the 
contours of the… American jazz image.  16

White photographers for magazines like Time, Life, and Down Beat had to change their 

style and representation of the Black jazz musician in America. For Snitzer, 

photographing a Black person and putting them on a wall or in a magazine meant 

honoring them and making “a political as well as aesthetic statement,”  which was a part 17

of valorizing Black musicians that happened in the 1950s and 1960s when there was a lot 

of political conflict. Jazz musicians beginning in the 1950s have represented political 

statements as well as musical ones. Jazz music in its nascence was seen as a Black 

political statement, with some Whites not wanting their children to listen to it or play it 

 Sloane, Interview, 2013. 15

 Cawthra, Blue Notes, 5.16

 Ibid. 17



Teju Adisa-Farrar                                                                                                             !  10
                                                                                                                               

on this premise. This sentiment is apparent in the film The Jazz Singer (1927) in which a 

Jewish boy must defy his father in order to follow his dream of becoming a jazz singer.  

 Kathy Sloane was a self-taught photographer having begun a career teaching in 

the public school system in New York City. She became interested in Black culture 

through teaching because most of her students were Black and Latino. This study of and 

immersion into Black culture soon led her to jazz music and jazz clubs. For Sloane “jazz 

[music] was an extension of the Civil Rights movement” , retaining its political nature. 18

Sloane was listening and photographing jazz in the late 1970s to mid 1980s and still felt a 

revival, reminiscence, and recollection of the Civil Rights Movement. Part of the project 

of the Civil Rights Movement was to be seen and live as equal citizens, equal to their 

White counterparts. Jazz musicians reclaiming agency over how they were seen and 

photographed by their White counterparts was in line with this Black movement. Black 

nationalism was another influence on jazz musicians. Having been seen primarily as 

entertainers and not treated as equals: often they were forced to use the backdoors to 

clubs, they did not receive any or adequate pay, and they stayed in run-down motels. Jazz 

musicians used photography and the political movements of the 1950s, 60s, and 70s to 

transform from being just Black entertainers to Black people who play music and live. 

This is apparent in Black Beauty, White Meat as the pictures from the late 1940s and 1950 

change from a posed staged photo to those showing jazz musicians playing live, hanging 

out at Minton’s Playhouse  and other jazz clubs, as well as in live studio sessions and 19

 Sloane, Interview, 2013. 18

 Driggs and Lewine, Black Beauty, White Heat, the name of jazz club mentioned in a caption of 19

a photo of jazz musicians outside of the club. 
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after-hours. Jazz forced its photographers to change with it and represent the honest 

Black experience and not, as was the case with many popular photographs of the Black 

experience before 1950s, one story of Blackness.  

 Sloane was a photographer who was very much in line with documenting a more 

complex view of the Black experience through jazz. As a photographer who captures 

multiculturalism, her photographs always represent the multi-dimensionality of people 

and their stories. As a Polish-American Jew she grew up in Connecticut around a diverse 

group of people, and that diversity followed her throughout her life. When she 

“discovered” Black culture she remembers being astonished that “we can live next door 

to each other in this country and have no knowledge of the experience”  of the other. She 20

problematized this, and part of her solution was becoming a storyteller through 

photography, producing images that show the experience of the ‘other’ and making them 

more familiar. She discovered jazz through what she describes as a “cultural digging.” 

Sloane believed that documenting jazz was important because it is a uniquely American 

art form and although the music was recorded so that people could listen to it, the 

dominant culture did not hear about the experiences or see the jazz musicians or “stretch” 

to hear about their lives.  

 Sloane grew up with parents who ensured that she understand the crossover and 

intersections of experiences of different peoples. She believes she can relate to the Black 

American experience as a Jewish-American, though understands that they manifested 

differently. Sloane states, “Jews are outsiders… similarly to the way Black people are 

 Sloane, Interview, 2013.20
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outsiders within a place they were born and raised” . Sloane understood her Whiteness 21

as privilege different from Blacks, which disallows them from concealing their difference 

in a way that she can because of her race. After falling in love with a Black man and 

seeing how difficult his everyday life was, she was dedicated to understanding this 

diasporic struggle that she did not experience herself. The image of America was 

changing and had been changing, but it wasn’t until post-Civil Rights Movement that 

mainstream America was willing to accept it—and arguments can be made that they still 

haven’t. Kathy moved to Northern California, the San Francisco Bay Area in 1971 soon 

after becoming a self-taught jazz and multi-cultural photographer.  

 Sloane used the diversity of the Bay Area and her interest in Black culture to 

document the faces of California that were not only White Americans. She thought to 

herself: Black Americans lived their lives everyday too, so why were their experiences 

relegated to one-dimensional documentation, representation, or characterization? The 

power of photographs is that they can “structure belief and recruit consent; the power of 

conviction and the power to convict”  as well as define people’s roles in society. Sloane 22

explained that many images of Blacks depicted them as being a “problem” and she 

wanted to show them not as a problem, as having a more complex story that did not 

always place them as ‘other.’ In this same vein, Sloane’s photographs of jazz musicians 

showed them not as entertainers, as early jazz photos often did, but as artists. They were 

 Ibid. 21

 John Tagg, “The Discontinous City: Picturing the Discursive Field” Visual Culture: Images and 22

Interpretations, ed. Norman Bryson, Michael Ann Holly, and Keith Moxey (Hanover, NH: 
University Press of New England, 1994), 83-103. 
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serious artists. She documented them performing, back stage, sometimes even asking to 

document them in their hotel rooms. The music, the people, and the stories inspired her 

photos.   

It is through jazz that Black Americans were embraced by American culture in 

one sense, but that embrace was limited and at a distance. Jazz was accepted as a 

uniquely American cultural form and consumed widely throughout clubs, lounges, 

restaurants, etc. Americans of all races listen to and buy jazz records and CDs. As an 

artistic consumption, jazz is non-raced—and yet most of its photographs up to the 1980s 

were raced. Whiteness in America has the power of being non-raced; “the claim to power 

is to speak for the commonality of humanity… Raced people can’t do that” . Whiteness 23

can have ethnic hybridity such as the Jewish Diaspora or the Italian Diaspora; however, 

usually Whiteness is positioned as just being human. A photo of a White person dancing 

is not a representation of White culture or Whiteness. That photo is seen as “just” a 

person dancing. White people in photographs are not seen as speaking for their race or 

representing the interests of their race like Black people or other, mostly visually 

different, diasporic peoples. Jazz musicians were and are still representative of Blackness 

and a Black American experience, although not only an American experience.  

With the exception of Herman Leonard’s collection in the Smithsonian, Sloane’s 

recently published book Keystone Korner: Portrait of a Jazz Club and Black Beauty, 

White Heat, there is not an extensive archive of jazz photographs and first account stories 

 Richard Dyer, “On the matter of Whiteness” Only Skin Deep: Changing Visions of the 23

American Self, ed. Coco Fusco and Brian Wallis (New York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2003), 
301-313. 
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from jazz musicians themselves.  Archives are significant to the documenting of a 24

culture because without institutional archiving documents are lost, and so is the legacy. 

The Jewish Diaspora has one of the oldest documented histories (along with the Chinese), 

which adds to its legitimacy as one of the paradigmatic Diasporas. The word Diaspora is 

firmly rooted in the Jewish experience; this is documented and can be found in a variety 

of archival sources. Their legacy has been and will continue to be documented in a 

variety of ways. Sloane speaks about how institutions do not reach out to archive the lives 

and legacies of jazz music. She explains one reason: “Black people, particularly, do not 

have institutions with the resources to keep all this stuff, it gets lost” . Jazz is seen as 25

American, but still viewed as a Black American form, which should be a part of 

‘their’ (Black people’s) history. This is not what Sloane is saying; rather, she is remarking 

on the reality that American institutions are mostly not interested in documenting jazz 

and Black people do not always have access to institutions with resources to do so. 

Consequently, a lot of the legacy of jazz, especially local jazz, gets lost. Her book 

Keystone Korner acts as a visual archive as well as an historical archive with many 

interviews from musicians, waitresses, and others affiliated with Keystone Corner club, a 

jazz club in San Francisco that closed down in 1983.  

The issue is not whether jazz photographs should be archived by institutions for 

Black Americans or White Americans. The issue lies in the fact that although jazz has 

 *Note: There was a documentary made in Denmark in 2005 entitled Dexter Gordon and Ben 24

Webster as ‘Cool Cats’, chronicling some of the experiences and presence of Black American 
jazz musicians Ben Webster and Dexter Gordon while they lived in Copenhagen. This 
documentary includes some archival film footage Ben Webster shot himself.

 Ibid. 25
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been consumed as an American cultural form, simultaneously being documented 

primarily as a Black form, it is relegated to being a legacy of only the Black experience.  

Jazz was and continues to be experienced by so many more than just Black Americans, 

including the White photographers who photographed jazz, the White audience members 

who watched performances and listened to it, White jazz musicians, and more broadly all 

purchases of jazz records both within and outside of America. While historically, 

musically, and foundationally it represented the Black experience and the cultural artistic 

extension of Black political movements, jazz is a “native” form that is rejected by the 

host land, continuing to position Blacks as outsiders and insiders simultaneously. The 

Black experience is the American experience; it is one side of it. Sloane, Leonard, and 

DeCarava tried to articulate this through images of jazz as more than just Black 

entertainers, instead they aimed to produce images of Black American people reinventing 

culture.  

Jazz photographs do and will continue the legacy of the Black experience in the 

United States as it manifested culturally and politically. It represents an elongated period 

of transitioning from homeland to host land, a stage in which Black Americans seem to 

be stuck as a part of the African Diaspora. They, we, are too American to be African; too 

far, physically and historically, from Africa to be African. They, we, are hybrids African-

Americans, called Black—a term America created that also acts as a reminder that we are 

neither African nor American—we are Black. Jazz photography and its history represent 

this middle ground that may or may not be comfortable for Diasporic peoples. 

Documenting Diasporas, especially artistic cultural forms (in this case: music), inevitably 
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captures how this middle ground manifests creatively and, with jazz, politically. It is 

unclear whether contemporary jazz has crossed the threshold of being “fully” accepted by 

the host land, but it is clear that Blacks, like other Diasporas, haven’t despite their/our 

longevity.  

Documenting does not have to be done only by people within the Diaspora as 

long as it shows a multidimensional view of the Diaspora and subsequent cultural form. 

Sloane is an ideal example of the care required to portray an “authentic” cultural 

representation, she says: “I am still an outsider, but I think I respected the people and 

tradition enough to do a decent job” of genuinely documenting jazz and the artists who 

play it. People, like Diasporas, are multidimensional. Diaspora is an expression of a 

certain type of multi-facetedness, one that is a hybrid, in some cases—as with Black 

Americans—nativised, and sometimes transnational. Although jazz is a Black American 

cultural form it shows how the African Diaspora is a variety of experiences, stories and 

ways of being Black or experiencing Blackness. Through jazz we can see the invention 

and appropriation within the African Diaspora. My godmother, Kathy Sloane, whom I 

interviewed for this paper is a jazz photographer. Though as a photographer in general, 

she works to illustrate the many faces of Diasporas and present them as people living in, 

constantly adapting to, and changing the face of a host land, rather than solely being 

oppressed by it.  

  
  
 


