
Creole Music, New Orleans & Jazz

The word “creole” comes from the Portuguese term “crioulo” meaning “native to
a region.” Originally, it was used to distinguish between whites born in the Americas and
those born in Europe. But with the slave trade, the word came to differentiate between
slaves born in Africa and those born in the French colonies. Eventually “Creole” took on
a new meaning – one describing people of mixed racial ancestry – which included any
blend of French, African, Spanish and American Indian representing the most common
groups.

As in Cuba, Martinique, and other islands of the Caribbean and West Indies, the
music of Louisiana developed differently in city regions as compared to rural areas. The
music of the southwestern rural Louisiana Creoles, known as Zydeco, remains much
closer in style and rhythm to the rural music of Haiti and other French colonies.  While in
New Orleans, Congo Square, opera houses, dance halls, theaters, Storyville, and the
diverse cultures of an active port city, provided a different environment for the exchange
of cultural traditions and artistic creativity.

In 1809, there was a large influx of refugees (white, free people of color and
slaves) escaping the slave revolt in what was later called Haiti. These Creole Islanders
brought their own unique cultural and artistic traditions that contributed greatly to the
creation of New Orleans’ musical heritage. Throw in a dash of the blues and gospel
influences of former rural slaves and you have what Wynton Marsalis called in the PBS
Jazz series – “the GUMBO of New Orleans music,” and the roots of jazz.

Time passed and musicians moved outside New Orleans. The Creole musicians
that permeated the music world such as Jelly Roll Morton, Sidney Bechet, Kid Ory,
Barney Bigard, Danny Barker, Albert Nicholas, and Pops Foster, to name a few, had an
enormous impact on the development of jazz.  Jelly Roll Morton acknowledged this
Creole influence when he described New Orleans music as having that “Spanish tinge.”
Don Vappie, a Creole New Orleanian, with musical roots that date back over a 100 years,
formed the Creole Jazz Serenaders to celebrate the city’s unique Creole culture and pay
tribute to the contributions its musicians have made to the evolution of American music.

_______________________

“Don Vappie, the Creole jazz man from New Orleans, brought back the banjo….
The dignity and flamboyance, the composed and improvised, the past and future of

traditional jazz are all in the performances of The Creole Jazz Serenaders”
- Nick Spitzer, Host of American Routes, on public radio


