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Ins titutionaliz e d jaz z  is  the  route  we  have  to  take  in orde r to  re ach the  mas s e s . How e ls e  can we  g e t
hundre ds  of thous ands  of pe ople  to  unde rs tand what it is  that we 've  mas te re d or g arne re d from the
mas te rs  . . .?

--Clark Te rry, Jaz z  Mas te r 

The  ye ar 20 0 0  marke d the  approximate  ce nte nary of jaz z  mus ic. In its  e arly ye ars , jaz z  was , to  s ome , the
polar oppos ite  of culture . Jaz z  was  ne w, raucous , acce s s ible , s pontane ous , and Ame rican, while  culture
s e e me d to  be  traditional, harmonious , e xclus ive , comple x, and Europe an (Le vine , "Jaz z " 174).Today, jaz z  is
cons ide re d by many to  be  Ame rica's  mos t orig inal and s ophis ticate d artis tic  e xport. S ome  e ve n call jaz z
Ame rica's  clas s ical art form. The  cle are s t indication that jaz z  has  "arrive d," howe ve r, may be  its
ins titutionaliz ation in the  Ame rican acade my and in e lite  ins titutions  s uch as  the  S miths onian Ins titution,
Carne g ie  Hall, and Lincoln Ce nte r. The  s tory of the  trans ition in the  s tatus  of jaz z  from folk to  popular to  fine
art is  a fas cinating  one  and will re ce ive  s ome  the ore tical formulation in this  e s s ay. Ye t, the  main focus
involve s  canoniz ation, s pe cifically the  canoniz ation of the  art form jaz z  (mainly throug h the  window of Jaz z  at
Lincoln Ce nte r, he re aBe r re fe rre d to  as  JALC) in comparis on to  the  canoniz ation of Afro-Ame rican lite rature .

Canoniz ation is  the  proce s s  by which a pe rs on, a work (or oe uvre ), or a form is  as s e s s e d by ins titutional
e lite s  and e xpe rts  as  of hig h value , value  s o  hig h that the  pe rs on, the  work, or the  form will be  re me mbe re d
and s tudie d ove r long  pe riods  of time . Canons  are  yards ticks  of value  us e d e s pe cially in acade mia. As  John
G uillory puts  it: "The  proble m of the  canon is  a proble m of s yllabus  and curriculum, the  ins titutional forms  by
which works  are  pre s e rve d as  great works " (G uillory 240 , emphasis in original).As  s turdy and s e lf-s uDicie nt as
a canon may s e e m at a particular mome nt in time , ove r time , it chang e s :

The  canon chang e s  cons tantly be caus e  his torical c ircums tance s  and s timuli chang e  and pe ople
the re fore  approach it in myriad ways , bring ing  diffe re nt pe rs pe ctive s  and ne e ds  to  it, re ading  it in
ways  dis tinctive  to  the  time s  in which the y live , and e me rg ing  with diffe re nt s atis factions  and
re ve lations . (Le vine , Opening 9 3) [End P a g e  2 8 8 ]

Althoug h canons  chang e , the  ve ry proce s s  of de line ating  the  fundame ntals  of a form, and the  individuals  and
works  that drive  a form's  de ve lopme nt, s olidifie s  for lay pe ople , critics , s cholars , and practitione rs  of the
form, who's  who and what's  what.

Dis ag re e me nts  ove r who is  who and what is  what are  part and parce l of the  jos tling , pos itioning , and powe r
plays  atte ndant to  the  canoniz ation proce s s . If the  ins titutional e lite s  have  little  or no compe tition, the n
the ir opinions  may carry the  day. For e xample , the  Roman Catholic  Church had no compe tition ove r canonic
inte rpre tation of Chris tianity and the  Bible . The n came  Martin Luthe r's  Prote s tant challe ng e . Unive rs ity
e xpe rts  in Eng lis h de partme nts  have , ove r the  pas t, s ay, s ixty ye ars  de cide d which fiction and poe try are
among  "the  g re at works ." The s e  works  and the ir authors  be come  part of antholog ie s , which are  as s ig ne d to
unde rg raduate  s tude nts . The  imprimatur of the  unive rs ity (along  with a body of critic is m) has  be e n a primary
me ans  throug h which ce rtain write rs  and lite rary works  have  achie ve d canonical s tatus . Ye t the  fate  of s uch
paradig m-de fining  move me nts  as  the  Ne w Critic is m s hows  that counte r-move me nts  can dis place  or re -
de fine  the  bas is  of a particular canon formation. The  controve rs ie s  ove r JALC during  the  19 9 0 s  may have , on
the  s urface , re volve d around racial cons ide rations ; unde rne ath lay que s tions  of who has  the  authority to
de fine  what jaz z  me ans  as  we ll as  the  ide ntity of the  foundational fig ure s  of the  idiom.  Control of me aning  is
powe r. Culture  is  the  te rrain of this  "s trug g le  ove r me aning , in which s ubordinate  g roups  atte mpt to  re s is t
the  impos ition of me aning s  which be ar the  inte re s t of dominant g roups " (S tore y 3).Jus t as  throug h the
canoniz ation proce s s  black lite rary the oris ts  re s is t the  notion that blacks  have  not produce d a lite rary
tradition...
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