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For an entire generation of jazz trumpet players — those
coming of age in the early half of the 20th century —
the music of Louis Armstrong served as a doorway into
the world of jazz. That’s only partly metaphorical. After
all, with his early recordings Hot Five and Hot Seven
recordings, laid down between 1925 and 1928, Armstrong
practically wrote the textbook for the language of modern
jazz. Those seeking to learn it had to go through him.

T

his day, Armstrong remains one
of the few certifiable primary
sources in jazz, and his influence
on the generation immediately
following him is obvious. Swing
Era trumpeters like Harry “Sweets”
Edison emulated his smooth,
lilting style. Bebop hornmen
like Dizzy Gillespie absorbed his
harmonic techniques as an improviser (“No him, no
me” Gillespie famously said). And even Miles Davis,
who openly wrestled with Armstrong’s cultural
import, was indebted to Satchmo’s drive for musical
innovation (“You can’t play anything on a horn Louis
hasn’t already played,” Davis told the Jazz Review).
The hallmark of Armstrong’s musical genius is that it
continued to be replicated down through generations,
even after it stopped being imitated. Stylistically,
the swing trumpeters, beboppers and fusioneers all
sounded very different from Armstrong, yet they were
all torchbearers of his enduring legacy. Which makes
sense, because they all entered jazz through his music.
That was then. This is now. We live in an age of
limitless musical consumption, which means young
musicians have more entry points into jazz than ever
before. With the aid of streaming services, a trumpet
player could begin his or her jazz education at literally
any point along jazz timeline, starting their journeys
with modern trailblazers like Freddie Hubbard or
Woody Shaw, Roy Hargrove or Wynton Marsalis, Don
Cherry or Wadada Leo Smith. Or they might not even
begin with a mainstream jazz artist at all, choosing
instead to find their way into jazz through a tributary
like Kendrick Lamar or David Bowie.
The changing landscape of jazz begs the question:
For the generation of trumpet players making waves
today, does Louis Armstrong still matter? And how,
if at all, does he fit into today’s increasingly diverse
jazz ecosystem, in which genres like hip-hop, rock and
world music are exerting greater influence?
We posed those questions to seven of
contemporary jazz’s best young trumpet players —
Sean Jones, Marquis Hill, Bria Skonberg, Theo Croker,
John Raymond Jason Prover and Jon Lampley — hoping

that their answers would help shed some light on this
issue. Their responses probed, pushed and investigated
topics of history, culture, rhythm and sound with
clarity and insight. In the end, however, these young
musicians proved what we had suspected all along:
that even the highest branches of the trumpet family
tree will never forget their roots.
Sean Jones

Sean Jones

Brass Chair,
Berklee College of Music; SFJAZZ Collective
It took me a while to get into Louis Armstrong, because
like most young people, the recording quality was a
turnoff. I was used to hearing Miles in the ’80s, more
modern recordings that were really crystal clear. And
because there was the scratchy stuff happening with
Pops, I was like, “Ah, that can’t possibly be good!” But
lo and behold, when I got to college, Pops was one
of the last missing pieces of the puzzle. I remember
trying to learn “West End Blues,” and thinking that it
was harder than any of the classical etudes that I was
trying to play, just in terms of delivery, playing through
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the entire range of the instrument, articulation,
everything. Just to get that sound and vibrancy and
accuracy at the same time — it gave me a new respect
for Pops as a trumpet player.
True jazz music has always been, in my mind, the
sophisticated sonic depiction of popular music. As
jazz musicians, our role is to take what’s happening in
popular American society, sonically, and exhibit that
through an intellectual lens. That’s what you see the
Kendrick Lemars doing. That’s what you see the Robert
Glaspers doing. And that’s what Louis Armstrong
did. I mean, “Hello, Dolly”? That was like a Broadway
throwaway song that he took and put through this
sophisticated lens, letting Americans know that, yes,
our music is high art as well. You don’t just have to look
to other cultures or the European classical tradition for
high art. We have high art in this country as well.

Marquis Hill

2014 Thelonious Monk
Jazz Trumpet Competition Winner
When I think about my personal swing feel, or my own
rhythmic feel within this music, I trace it right back
to Louis Armstrong. Louis Armstrong taught us how
Marquis Hill

the quarter note should feel. So even when you look
at swing music, or just the walking bass line, you can
trace that back to Louis Armstrong and how he would
play his melodies. He could sit on one note — just
playing quarter notes — and those notes would swing
so hard within the rhythm section. The sound of what
people today know as jazz is the sound of the walking
bass line and the ride cymbal. And the feel of that
sound comes from Louis Armstrong. Rhythmically, that
feel stretches all the way to the hip-hop of today.
He was also one of the first major jazz “pop
stars.” He crossed barriers. He made collaborations.
He brought a different spotlight to this music, and
just that feat alone is very inspiring. I try to shape my
career and keep my music fresh so that I can head in
his direction.
Because he was a real leader. When you revisit those
Hot Fives and Hot Sevens recordings, you realize
how extremely tight they were for the times. That
tightness, that groove that band sound — that’s
extremely important. It really doesn’t matter what
type of different music you’re playing. In my opinion,
your ensemble playing should sound like a band. Louis
Armstrong knew that.

Bria Skonberg

Juno Award-winning trumpeter
and vocalist
Louis Armstrong has been my
biggest musical influence from
the start. I was introduced to
jazz and his music by spirited
public school band directors.
Immediately I loved his big sound
and the melodies of the songs
he was playing and singing.
My hometown actually had a
jazz festival that focused on
traditional jazz, and my school
put together a student combo
to play the classic repertoire,
so at 15 I was working on
transcriptions of Louis’ Hot Fives
and Sevens. Ingraining his ideas
at that impressionable age laid a
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Theo Crocker

Bria Skonberg

foundation for everything to come. I also learned how
to balance trumpet and singing from his recordings.
Sometimes another horn would finish the last few
bars of the melody to give him a quick break, or the
band would play an extra interlude in-between, so I’ve
worked those ideas into my own arrangements.
Louis took chances musically that put him at the
front of the pack for decades. He was an innovator
and loved checking out all kinds of music; If you get
a chance to listen to the tapes at his archives you
can hear him practicing along with the radio. Jazz
has been a fusion since its inception in the South of
blending rhythms, melodies and harmonies from
different cultures. Growing up in New Orleans, Louis
Armstrong absorbed the idea that music is people
coming together and sharing ideas. He actually made a
Western Swing album and one with a Hawaiian theme.
All popular music came after jazz, so the benefits of
applying its root principles — such as collaborating and
improvising, the use and analysis of rhythm, harmony
and melody — to other styles of music can only mean
interesting and more informed outcomes.

Theo Croker

DVRK FUNK; Jason Miles’ Kind of New
The thing that amazed me most about Louis
Armstrong’s trumpet playing was his sound. And his
range. And his strength. And his endurance. It seemed
invincible. His trumpet playing itself always seemed to
defy genre. I mean, he was a dude playing pop songs
on trumpet! But it was incredibly musical, too. It was
clear and digestible by the people, but it also took so
much virtuosity. Sometime’s he’s playing melodies
up in the super-high register, but it’s beautiful. As
a trumpet player, you just have to say, “Dang! This
dude’s a beast!” His trumpet playing is tremendous.
And as an improviser, every aspect — the sound, the
flexibility, the strength, the clarity, his musicality — is
second to none.
Louis Armstrong also played pop music without
dumbing it down. And that had a real impact on
audiences. I think that’s what a lot of us are trying to
do now. We’re finding new ways to implement what’s
actually going on in popular music. Because jazz has
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always been very open. Nowadays, it’s not that we’re
“reincorporating” hip-hop, because jazz birthed hiphop! Hip-hop was Roy Ayers and Gary Bartz. It was
James Brown. We’re just welcoming home our longlost son. We’re letting him sit at the table now. And
that’s exactly what Pops was doing by playing “Hello,
Dolly.” It’s the idea of keeping the music in a place that
a general audience can come to. The whole point is to
bring people to the music, not alienate them. That’s
where today’s music is headed, but that’s something
Louis Armstrong always did.

Louis Armstrong. As a result, his playing became the
gold standard for everything that I love about the
instrument: his leadership in the band; the beautiful,
singing sound he had, the sheer power he played with;
how clear and strong his sense of time was; and even
the sense of “swagger” he brought to the music. But,
to this day, the biggest influence Pops has on me is
through his role as an innovator. His conception of the
music and the way he played were unlike anyone else
in his day, and he was at the forefront of the music
when it was arguably most popular. In this way, the
legacy he’s left is undeniable, and it’s what makes
everyone who plays this music (including me) want to
follow in his footsteps.

Jason Prover

Hot Sardines; The Sneak Thievery Orchestra
The importance of Louis Armstrong can never be
overstated. I feel that he is the single most important
and guiding force in my development as a musician.
Truly, there isn’t a day that goes by where I don’t sit
down and seriously listen to his music. What draws
me most to him is his sound and his phrasing. You
know within the first second of hearing his horn that
it’s him playing. He’s unmistakably unique in both his
Jason Prover

John Raymond

John Raymond

Real Feels; Professor of Jazz
Trumpet at Indiana University
As I fell in love with the trumpet — and with jazz
music — the deeper I got the more I realized how
much everything and everyone was influenced by
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tone and his approach. His sense of time and swing are
impeccable, whether he’s playing over a 2/4-ragtime
beat or on top of a more modern and swinging rhythm
section. Melodic to the core, Louis Armstrong’s solos
are almost like contrafacts that could easily replace the
existing melodies of the songs he’s playing.
Although he’s often viewed as a founding father
of jazz whose influence has waned over the years, I
find the opposite to be true. What he contributed to
music has persevered for generations and continues to
influence most musicians whether they are conscious
of it or not. Anyone out there who’s swinging is
influenced by him, and even those who only share a
desire to be themselves and present themselves in
the highest quality must tip their hats to the original
individualist of American music. The recent resurgence
of his music and the popularity it has garnered is a
testament to his enduring legacy. I’ve seen time and
time again people who have no prior interest in jazz
falling in love with the music of Louis Armstrong, and I
have no doubt that this will continue for years to come.

Jon Lampley

Huntertones; Jon Batiste and Stay Human
My story is kind of different from a lot of trumpet
players, or just musicians in general. I didn’t really
discover jazz until I was in college. I grew up playing
in the gospel church tradition. That was the majority
of the music I was hearing. But then I got to college
at Ohio State, and the teacher I had at the time was
Kenyatta Beasley, and he was from New Orleans. So
one of my first introductions to the music was him
showing me the Louis Armstrong Hot Fives and Hot
Sevens recordings. It was mind-blowing for me to
hear his sound. Nobody sounds like Louis Armstrong.
Nobody’s time, nobody’s tone, nobody’s vibrato
sounds like him. There’s technical proficiency, yes, but
also so much joy in that sound. That’s something that
I’ve always connected with Louis Armstrong.
I also think that Louis Armstrong was one of the
first jazz musicians — or really musicians in general —
to be an ambassador for American culture. The source
of jazz is coming from a lot of different things, but
when you look at that music, it’s very much American.

He was somebody that traveled around the world and
was looked at as almost a superhero for the way that
he was playing and performing this music. No matter
where my band has gone — whether it be Europe,
Africa, South America — everybody knows the music of
Louis Armstrong. His legacy as an ambassador is going
to be something musicians will try to uphold. If you’re
lucky enough to travel around and play this music, you
have a responsibility to preserve that tradition.
Jon Lampley
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n recent times, so much lip service has
been given to the contributions of the
legendary Louis Armstrong by younger
musicians — who generally sound
nothing like him — that it makes one
wonder whether he is just the token
“early jazz” figure for self-serving namedropping. (The paeans also regularly
include Charlie Parker and John Coltrane.) Was he
really that great a musician?
Yes. Though looking back at Louis Armstrong’s
career from the vantage point of the 1990s, it is
sometimes difficult to realize just how important he
was (and continues to be), both to jazz and popular
music. Armstrong, when viewed in films, appears as a
loveable, clowning personality, a gravel-voiced singer
who played simple but dramatic trumpet
in a New Orleans-styled Dixieland setting.
Many people are unaware that this humorous
entertainer, nicknamed “Satchmo,” was in
many ways the most significant musician and
singer in jazz history.
Louis Armstrong was one of the first
soloists on record and was more responsible
than anyone else for jazz changing from an
ensemble-oriented folk music into an art form
that emphasized inventive solo improvisations.
One of jazz’s first true virtuosos, Armstrong’s
influence over his contemporaries was so
powerful that nearly every trumpeter to record
between 1927 and 1940 sounded to an extent
like one of his followers. His relaxed phrasing
was a major change from the staccato style of
the early 1920s (helping set the stage for the
swing era), and Louis demonstrated that it was
possible to have both impressive technique and
a strong feeling for the blues.
Satch’s unique singing voice was imitated
by countless listeners through the years, and
he was one of the first to utilize scat singing
(although Don Redman’s brief vocal on
Fletcher Henderson’s “My Papa Doesn’t TwoTime No Time” in April 1924 actually precedes
Armstrong’s first scatting by nearly two

years), but even more important was the influence
that his phrasing (carried over from his horn playing)
had on virtually every singer to emerge after 1930,
including Bing Crosby, Billie Holiday, and Frank
Sinatra. Louis never sang any song straight, and he
used grace notes and pauses to great dramatic effect.
In addition, Louis Armstrong’s accessible humor
and sunny stage personality were major assets
in popularizing jazz with larger audiences. Many
youngsters were inspired to take up the trumpet
after hearing or seeing Satch, and millions more
were introduced to jazz through him; in later
years his worldwide tours resulted in his status as
“America’s goodwill ambassador.”
Few would have predicted greatness for Louis
Armstrong based on his humble beginnings. Born

Born in New Orleans on August 4, 1901 (until his
birth certificate was discovered in the late 1980s,
Armstrong’s birth date was believed to have
been July 4, 1900), he barely knew his father, who
abandoned his family early on. Armstrong grew
up in the poorest part of the city, and his earliest
musical experiences involved singing in a vocal
quartet on the street for pennies. The turning
point of his life occurred on New Year’s Eve of
1912, when Louis got his hands on a pistol and shot
it in the air in celebration. A nearby policeman
caught the 11-year-old and, within a short period
of time, he was sent to live in a waif’s home which
functioned as a type of juvenile hall. It was at the
waif’s home that Louis Armstrong learned to play
the cornet.
Released after two years, he began sitting in
with local jazz bands, developed his musical skills,
and was quickly befriended by King Oliver, who
was considered the top cornetist in the city at
the time. When Oliver left New Orleans in 1918,
he recommended Louis as his replacement in a
popular band led by trombonist Kid Ory. Four
years later, Oliver sent for his protégé to join his
Creole Jazz Band in Chicago as second cornetist.
During 1922-’24, King Oliver led the top classic
jazz orchestra of the era, an octet which featured
Armstrong, trombonist Honore Dutrey, the great
clarinetist Johnny Dodds, and pianist Lil Hardin,
who soon became the second of Armstrong’s
four wives. As with all other jazz groups of the
time, the emphasis with King Oliver was on
ensembles with all the musicians playing most
of the time, although Oliver did feature twobar breaks by the cornets (often spontaneously
harmonized) and short solos. Many of the group’s
finest recordings are currently available on Louis
Armstrong/King Oliver (Milestone). While Oliver
was a fine cornetist (more an inspiration than a
direct influence on Louis’ playing), it soon became
obvious that Armstrong was surpassing him. By
1924 Lil Hardin had talked Louis into leaving the
group and going to New York to join Fletcher
Henderson’s Orchestra.

A

t the time, New York
musicians may have been
technically superior to those
in Chicago, but most did
not know how to swing
or play blues with feeling.
Henderson’s orchestra was
considered the top jazz band,
but it took the addition of Armstrong to show his
well-respected sidemen (including tenor saxophonist
Coleman Hawkins) how to really improvise. All
of Louis’ recordings with Henderson (including
alternate takes) are included on the recommended
three-CD import Louis With Fletcher Henderson 19241925, which is available from the Forte label. Before
Armstrong joined up, the futuristic arrangements
of Don Redman tended to be over-crowded, and the

solos often sounded a bit stiff. This situation changed
gradually during the year that Armstrong was with
the band and, by the time he departed, the Fletcher
Henderson Orchestra had no close competitors.
Starting with the period when he was with
Henderson and continuing throughout the decade,
Louis Armstrong was often used as a sideman on
recordings by blues singers. The English label Affinity
has released a six-CD box set, Louis Armstrong
and the Blues Singers, that contains all of these
selections. They are not as essential as his other
recordings of the 1920s, but at their best (particularly
the performances with Bessie Smith) Louis’
accompaniment and short solos really uplift the
performances and result in some timeless music.
Although Armstrong regularly appeared with big
bands in Chicago during the next few years (most

notably with Erskine Tate and Carroll Dickerson),
it was his series of small-group recordings with
his Hot Five and Hot Seven that would make him
immortal. Ironically enough, Louis Armstrong only
appeared with the Hot Five in public once, so it
was strictly a recording group, and the musicians
had no idea that they were making history. At first
the Hot Five (with clarinetist Johnny Dodds and
trombonist Kid Ory) played what was essentially

high-quality New Orleans jazz,
but Armstrong was so far ahead
of his sidemen (rhythmically,
harmonically, and technically)
that he soon dominated the
performances. “Cornet Chop
Suey” (1926) featured a cornet solo
that amazed his contemporaries
and could arguably be called the
greatest recorded jazz solo up
to that point. “Heebie Jeebies”
introduced Satch’s scat singing, and
other classics included “Wild Man
Blues,” “Potato Head Blues,” and
“Hotter Than That.” On “Struttin’
With Some Barbecue,” Armstrong
(who had switched permanently
to trumpet) constructed a solo that
has the opening idea being echoed
and rearranged throughout his
improvisation, a perfect example
of a soloist “telling a story” with
a beginning, middle, and surprise
ending, all made up on the spot.
The most advanced playing
of Louis Armstrong’s career took
place in 1928 on his recordings
with his Savoy Ballroom Five.
By that point Satch was famous
among musicians (if not with the
general public), and his recording
group used hornmen who were
competent section players rather
than competing soloists. In pianist
Earl Hines, however, Armstrong
had found a perfect musical
partner, a brilliant player who enjoyed challenging
Louis and loved taking reckless chances with time.
Their one recorded duet is a breathtaking rendition of
“Weather Bird.” “West End Blues” features what was
considered (even by Armstrong) to be the greatest
solo of the trumpeter’s career. It would not be until
the bebop era (15 years later) that any jazz musicians
would advance beyond the Armstrong of 1928.

There are two easy ways for listeners to collect
Louis Armstrong’s early records. The four-CD box
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (Columbia/
Legacy) has a sampling of Satch’s recordings
from 1923-1934 and an informative booklet, but it
alternates the classic Hot Five material with the
more routine blues sides. Much more essential
are Columbia’s seven CDs (The Hot Fives Vol. 1, The
Hot Fives and Hot Sevens Vol. 2, The Hot Fives and
Hot Sevens Vol. 3, Vol4: Louis Armstrong and Earl
Hines, Vol. 5: Louis in New York, Vol. 6: St. Louis
Blues, and Vol 7: You’re Driving Me Crazy), which
reissue every performance led by the trumpeter
between 1925 and ’31. These collections are
overflowing with classics.
If the Hot Fives mark Louis Armstrong’s first
period as a leader, the second began in 1929 when
he moved back to New York and started fronting
a series of big bands, both on records and in clubs.
Armstrong was such a dominant soloist that his
orchestras essentially functioned as backdrops
for his trumpet and vocals. While Armstrong had
revolutionized jazz during the 1920s, it would
be during the next decade that he became a
household name and famous as an entertainer.
His solos became simplified and occasionally
exhibitionistic (on 1936’s “Swing That Music”
Satch hits the same high note 42 straight times!),
and Armstrong’s repertoire emphasized pop
tunes of the period rather than New Orleans
jazz. After two acclaimed visits to Europe during
1932-’34, Satch signed with Joe Glaser, who would
be his lifelong manager, and began recording
regularly for Decca. He appeared in small but
memorable roles in movies (best are 1936’s
Pennies From Heaven and 1959’s The Five Pennies);
although his big band was far from a pacesetter
during the swing era, 1940 everyone knew who
Louis Armstrong was.
Most experts speak highly of Louis’ 1929-’31
big band recordings but downgrade his Decca
performances of 1935-’46. It is true that he
recorded a lot of commercial novelties during this
era, but in reality, his singing voice was at its peak

in the early 1940s, and nearly every recording has
some magical moments from his horn. Domestically,
the Decca reissue program (whether run by MCA or
GRP) has done a terrible job of reissuing Armstrong’s
music, putting out erratic and incomplete sets such
as Highlights From His Decca Years, Vol. 1 — the Singer
and Vol. 2 — The Composer. Instead, it is advisable to
skip those and search for the CDs from the French
Classic series which, on six CDs (titled simply 19341936, 1936-1937, 1937-1938, 1938-1939, 1939-1940, and
1940-1942), have reissued Louis’ complete output for
those pivotal years.

B

y the mid-’40s, Louis Armstrong
was in danger of being forgotten.
His big band had declined and
his own playing sounded at
odds with his younger, more
bop-oriented sidemen. However,
in 1947 he was persuaded to
break up his orchestra and
form one more freewheeling sextet which could
soon be billed as the Louis Armstrong All-Stars. It
was during this third and final period that Satch
achieved his greatest fame. He recorded the New
Orleans songs of his youth with his All-Stars and
pop material with commercial studio orchestras,
and extensively traveled the world. There have been
few greater crowd-pleasers than Louis Armstrong.
Some in the civil rights community inaccurately
called him an “Uncle Tom” (not realizing that he
never compromised his beliefs nor allowed anyone
to influence the music he played); in reality, Satch
loved nothing more than showing his audience a
good time. By the mid-1950s, Satch’s typical show
had gotten somewhat predictable, and sometimes
the comedy was a bit tired, but there were always
some strong moments, particularly from his
trumpet. Critics who completely write off or
downgrade Armstrong’s later music miss the point.
A master of subtly reinventing melodies, his tone
remained beautiful, and even on later recordings
of “When the Saints Go Marching In” and “Jeepers

Creepers” Armstrong continued uplifting the themes
by altering notes and offering fresh variations. He
did not need to continue being the revolutionary
of the 1920s. Like Thelonious Monk and Johnny
Hodges (and unlike Miles Davis and John Coltrane),
Satch had found his sound and style early on and,
although it evolved, there was no reason for radical
changes; besides, no one could play in the style of
Louis Armstrong better than its originator.
The All-Star years found Armstrong having
major hits in “Blueberry Hill,” “La Vie en Rose,”
“Mack the Knife,” “Hello, Dolly,” “Cabaret,” and (after
his death) “What a Wonderful World.” At first his
All-Stars featured trombonist Jack Teagarden and
clarinetist Barney Bigard among the sidemen; future
members included pianist Earl Hines, trombonist
Trummy Young, and clarinetist Edmond Hall. Of
their many recordings, the ones most highly rated
are tributes to W.C. Handy and Fats Waller that
were cut for Columbia. Unfortunately, in reissuing
the valuable material in their Columbia Jazz
Masterpieces series, CBS substituted many inferior
alternate takes for the original versions, thereby
destroying two classics. One hopes this music
(which includes a monumental version of “St. Louis
Blues”) will eventually be resurrected properly. The
CDs to get from Louis Armstrong’s third period are
Pops: The 1940s Small Band Sides (Bluebird), the 4-CD
The California Concerts (Decca), Mosaic’s six-CD
Complete Decca Studio Louis Armstrong All-Stars,
Louis Armstrong & Duke Ellington — The Complete
Sessions (Roulette), and, for an example of this band
in the mid-1960s, the two-CD set The Essential Louis
Armstrong (Vanguard).
Twenty-four years after his death on July 6, 1971,
at the age of 69, Louis Armstrong still remains the
most famous and beloved of all jazz musicians. His
fame, as a listen to his best recordings show, was
well-deserved.
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