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Popular Music

With a booming economy and exciting forms of entertainment, the 1920s became known as the Roaring Twenties. An explosion in the popularity of jazz music gave the decade another nickname – The Jazz Age. Jazz developed in New Orleans, where African American musicians blended spirituals with European harmonies and West African rhythms. When blacks moved north during the Great Migration, they brought their music with them. 

As with many new forms of popular culture, jazz sparked arguments between older and younger generations. “When my grandmother found out that I was playing jazz music…she told me that I had disgraced the family,” remembered ‘Jelly Roll’ Morton, an early jazz composer. But young Americans, loved the music and the wild, fast-paced dances that went along with it. Dance crazes sweeping the nation included the Charleston, the Toddle, and the Shimmy. New magazines arose that taught dance steps to subscribers. 

Jazz musicians such as Louie Armstrong experimented with various sounds and rhythms to create a new kind of music. Armstrong, who played the trumpet, was known for his solo numbers. His method of stepping out from the band to perform a solo was an innovation that is still copied by musicians today. Another major figure of the Jazz Age was conductor and composer Duke Ellington. His ‘big band’ sound blended many instruments together in songs such as ‘Take the A Train.’ 
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Radio and Talkies

Movies also became a major national passion in the 1920s. Though early motion pictures had no sound, they opened a new world of exciting adventures for audiences. People packed theatres to see Westerns, romances, and stories about bootlegging gangsters. Movie fans were even more thrilled by the 1927 movie The Jazz Singer, in which actor Al Jolson shouted the line “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!” This was the first talkie, or motion picture with sound. 


The movies quickly became big business. By the end of the decade, Americans were buying 95 million movie tickets each week, an amazing figure considering that the U.S. population was only 123 million. Young movie fans copied hair and clothing styles of movie stars. 
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