
Ethnomusicology in Jazz 
 
 

While I’ve loved music all my life, my interest really developed during my high 
school career when I was exposed to a variety of music-based opportunities: I was 
accepted into my high school’s top choir, “Master Singers”; selected to represent my 
high school in the Illinois state-level affiliate of National Association for Music Education, 
known as ILMEA; and accepted into my school’s elite all-female acapella group, Solace. 
My participation in these activities ignited my passion for creating music. I was 
particularly enthralled by my experience in Solace. I felt empowered by the tight 
relationships my fellow acapella members and I formed, often calling ourselves “Solace 
Sisters.” Our bonds were cemented by our deep love of music and our ability to excel in 
both composing and performing music. We practiced weekly during the school year and 
would perform in shows throughout our community. At my high school and throughout 
my entire town, Solace has a legacy of greatness. However, girls did not always have 
these opportunities at my school. 
 

In past years, the only acapella group available to students was for boys. Even 
after that changed, girls in Solace faced repercussions for a long time; many people 
discounted and did not respect Solace solely because it was all-female. Over the years, 
however, Solace gradually gained popularity and esteem. Each year its members 
worked hard to re-establish Solace’s public image. For example, the girls would host 
various bonding exercises and activities. Solace is now known for its perfect 
performances and a tight bondage of sisterhood. 

This year, a highlighted bonding exercise was a short research project each of 
the members were required to do. We were instructed to pick a genre of music and 
research past influential girl groups. I chose to research Jazz. I have always been 
fascinated by Jazz music and figured this was the perfect opportunity to learn more 
about it.  

Jazz music has been a defining characteristic of Black culture in the United 
States  for the past century; however, initially it was not respected and was considered 
(Solis, 2020). Similar to most traditional Black culture at that time, jazz was ignored by 
the majority of US citizens. However, after the Black cultural revolution known as the 
Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s, jazz not only earned the respect of most US citizens, 
most notably wealthy and upper class whites. Through jazz, Blacks celebrated and 
profited off of their historical culture (Williams, 20). This sudden surge in popularity of 
Black culture helped Black people redefine their identity as people instead of “property,” 
and instilled tremendous pride and self-worth. In an era when racism and racial 
segregation flourished, the establishment of jazz clubs in cities like Chicago, New York, 
and New Orleans allowed for celebration of Black culture and the integration of white 
and Black people as both races came together to express their appreciation for jazz 
music. 

 
Although both female and male Black jazz artists experienced new opportunities 

in the 1920s, Black female jazz artists experienced the greatest social mobility. 
Musicologist Ingrid Monson, a professor of African and African American Studies at 



Harvard University, noted that female Black jazz artists who played the piano enjoyed 
an increase of social acceptance. Female Black jazz artists often formed all-women jazz 
bands such as The Prairie View Co-eds and The International Sweethearts of Rhythm 
(Jazz Profiles from NPR). These bands were praised for their musical works and also 
admired for their strong advocacy toward civil rights and women's rights. For example, 
even though racial integration in bands was illegal from the 1920s through the 1950s, 
some Black all-female bands would hire white members to protest segregation and Jim 
Crow laws. Musicologist Sherrie Tucker, author of Swing Shift: All-Girl Bands of the 
1940s, noted that these integrated bands were a political strategy that helped pioneer 
the various protests, marches, and sit-ins of the 1950s-1960s Civil Rights movement 
(Lee, 2019).  

 
I was deeply inspired by these female jazz musicians who were truly pioneers of 

their time. They created music that empowered so many people, and they were also 
directly involved in monumental Civil Rights movements. Another inspiring characteristic 
about these female acapella jazz musicians, was the incredible bond they formed 
between each other. These incredible bonds between members is what allowed the 
group’s music to thrive. My research on acapella female jazz musicians really helped 
me see the importance of bonding with the members in my own acapella group.  
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