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he Great Divide is a fact of American geography. Also called the Continental Divide, it is that stretch of high ground in the western United States on
either side of which the river systems flow in opposite directions. It is both a
boundary and a vantage point. It is borrowed here as a metaphor for history-writing for two reasons. First, it goes nicely with tracking, the muscular outdoor verb
of my assigned title. Second, each of the historians to be discussed has, in effect,
crossed over a divide, a boundary established by earlier historians, and presented a
new image of what "the history of American music" means. (The problem of
American musical historiography has been to define the range of the subject. And
historians of American music have found it especially hard to agree on how to treat
our various musical vernaculars.)
In recent years, writers have tended to concentrate more upon musicaljoinings
and the breaking down of old barriers than upon boundaries, divides, and disjunctions. We are often told that the old categories, such as classical and popular
music, or, to use H. Wiley Hitchcock's terms, "cultivated" and "vernacular" traditions, do not mean what they used to mean. But in fact, even if the categories
are not exclusive, the differing musical values, venues, functions, and institutions
in our society testify to divisions in the structure of our musical life. The very fact
that American composers have been fond of playing with, crossing, and recrossing
the territory between cultivated and vernacular testifies not to the arbitrariness of
such boundaries but to their abiding presence. And then there's the "divide"
between musicology and music librarianship: whatever the two trades share, the
musicologist's emphasizes the ideal and theoretical while that of the librarian has
its being in the real, practical world. If musicologists create images of music as part
of human history, then librarians create environments in which those images can
be encountered, studied, tested, and changed.
With this background in mind, I will review trends in American music historywriting since around 1930 and show how musicological tradition has treated
vernacular music. Then I will suggest how the story of musicology's changing view
might be of use to music librarians. Many will already recognize the implications
of this view, but sometimes, someone else's idea of"where we are" and "how we
got there" can shed new light on where we might want to go in the future.
John Tasker Howard wrote his history most of all to tell the story of American
composers-the writers of sonatas, string quartets, symphonies, concertos, art songs,
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and operas.' Howard's predecessors-Frederic
Louis Ritter, W. S. B. Mathews,
Louis Charles Elson, even Oscar Sonneck-had written to trace the establishment
in America of a musical culture based chiefly on performances of European music.
Although Howard was sympathetic to their efforts, he believed that earlier historians had failed to grasp, much less to explain and celebrate, how well American
composers had mastered European forms. Howard's view of"our" American music
is symbolized by the organization of his book into three parts: 1620--1800, "Euterpe
in the Wilderness"; 1800--1860, "Euterpe Clears the Forest"; and 1860 to the
Present, "Euterpe Builds Her American Home." The saga of American music as
told by Howard lay in the struggle of the Old World muse to hack out a place for
herself on American shores, triumphing over nature and poverty, indifference and
ignorance. Historians of American music have tended to see themselves as representatives on behalf oflosing (or lost) causes, advocates for the historically weak and
disenfranchised. What seemed most fragile and needful of protection to Howard,
writing in the late 1920s, was the impulse, chiefly of composers, to transplant music
as a creative fine art, maintaining its Old World aesthetic integrity in a New World
setting. Americans' ignorance of what American composers had achieved in the
European tradition, Howard believed, was a form of cultural impoverishment.
American musical historiography, being an undeveloped field, has so far produced
few axioms. One that is widely shared is that the publication of Gilbert Chase's
America'sMusicin 1955 marks our historiographical Great Divide. 2 Chase wrote his
history in the 1940s and early 1950s, driven, among other things, by the conviction that Howard's approach was much too limited and genteel. The most important American music, Chase announced, was that which differed most from
European music. Inspired by the work of Charles Seeger, Chase had discovered
that the wellsprings of American musical distinctiveness could be found especially
among people low in the social order. Spirituals (black and white), the music of
blackface minstrelsy, Anglo-American fiddle music and folksongs, shape-note
hymnody, songs of American Indian tribes, ragtime, blues, early jazz-all genres
whose musical worth Howard could not quite bring himself to believe in-were
for Chase the heart of American musical achievement. In short, though he didn't
use the term, Chase put the vernacular at the very center of his history. Americans
risked cultural impoverishment, he believed, if they failed to recognize the beauty
and worth of these musics. Where Howard had found "cultivated" fine-art music
fragile and needful of his protection, Chase wrote to plead the case for "plain
Americans," who had succeeded in making and maintaining musics rich in human
substance if often rough and unpolished in manner.
Chase's belief that vernacular music-makers defined the heart of American music
is familiar to most music librarians, among other reasons, because his image of the
subject has had a profound impact on the contents of music libraries. In fact, Chase
believed so fervently in the truth of his historiographical image that he wrenched
history out of shape to dramatize it. The last chapter of his first edition of America's
Music is devoted to Charles Ives, even though Ives had stopped composing some
thirty-five years before Chase's book appeared. Chase's chronological license
allowed him to treat Ives as American music's man of destiny: the amateur composer
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who brought together in one grand synthesis all that was most distinctive and vital in our musical past, no matter how scattered or apparently unrelated. On the
one hand, Ives composed in European genres and accepted their challenge of
craftsmanship and high seriousness. On the other, lves's works drew heavily on
techniques and melodic quotations borrowed from American vernaculars, including hymn tunes, patriotic and parlor songs, fiddle tunes, band music, and ragsthe very vernaculars that Chase had brought to the fore in his historical account.
lves's fusing of "vernacular" and "cultivated" traditions created a hybrid music that
was American to the core and that also, in Chase's view, showed an artistic strength
beyond anything achieved by earlier American composers working within either
tradition. Chase's message was clear: the United States is a democracy, and the
cultivated composers most likely to grasp the national spirit and character are those
whose music, in one way or another, incorporates American vernaculars.
Charles Hamm's view of the American vernacular was first set forth in a book
on popular song, then summarized in a dictionary article, then integrated into a
general history of American music, 3 and, more recently, elaborated in articles,
speeches, and organizational activities on behalf of "popular music." To encounter Hamm's view is to cross another divide and to enter a world as different from
Chase's as Chase's was from Howard's. Hamm's work contrasts so startlingly because his protective instincts as a historian are called into play not by the obscure,
forgotten figures of our musical past who play so large a role in Howard's and
Chase's accounts, but by the most famous American musicians: those who have
composed and performed the music that Americans have most loved and paid
money for, musicians whose popular success led historians to view them with
mistrust. (Note, for example, that Chase, champion of "the vernacular" that we
acknowledge him to be, in his first edition chose vernacular genres that either never
had been or no longer were forces in the marketplace. In contrast, Tin Pan Alley,
Broadway, and Hollywood, all major commercial venues of the r94os and early
r95os, together with the denounced swing, are conspicuous by their low profile
in Chase's account or their absence from it.) To borrow terms from economics,
we might say that while Howard and Chase, in good musicological fashion, concentrate on the supply side-on the makers of the music and what they made and
how-Hamm
takes his cue from the demand side-from the preferences of singers, players, listeners, and other consumers.
The economic analogy is appropriate here. For Hamm's unabashed acceptance
of the musical marketplace as a fact of American musical life, as a possible touchstone, even, of musical significance, leads us to recognize a fundamental assumption in earlier histories. Before Hamm, historians comfortably assumed that music
whose chief aim was profit, success, or immediate results in the mass market was
somehow not an integral part of the history of music. Or put in slightly different
words, music tailored to the dictates of the mass market, which is governed by financial profit, is marked by traits of musical substance and structure (melody,
rhythm, harmony, sound) that separate it from music worthy of scholarly study.
Or, to put it even more tendentiously, the circumstances of commercial music's
origin have, by definition, corrupted and debased it, so that it stands outside the
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purview of serious scholars of the art. According to this assumption, the corrupting forces are evanescence and money. The commercial world's obsession with
immediate popularity contradicts the academic world's belief that the power to
endure beyond the moment is a truer measure of musical worth. As for money, it
is thought to corrupt by its profusion, for in the world of commercial vernaculars,
money exists in vast, undreamed-of quantities. Where commercial values reign true
artistic values flee. Musical artistry, in other words, cannot stand up to the commercial demands of the marketplace, where the shoddy drives out the good.
Therefore, artistic quality must be sought in genres uncorrupted by commerce.
I have put this assumption in terms that are probably more absolute than any
working musicologist would endorse. But surely something like this belief lies
behind earlier histories of American music and continues to be held today, even
though it has been a decade now since Hamm invited Tin Pan Alley, country music,
and rock 'n' roll into the mainstream of our music histories.
These trends have had a decided effect on libraries. To begin with, music
librarians in America have followed collecting policies that for the most part parallel the historiographical path that leads from Howard to Chase to Hamm. By the
time Chase's book appeared in the mid-r95os, American composers were no longer
strangers to American music libraries, as Howard's book suggests they had been two
decades earlier.
Similarly, by the late 1970s, when Hamm's major writings began to appear,
academic music libraries were welcoming a growing stock of American vernacular music as defined by Chase. Projects like the collected works of Scott Joplin, the
SmithsonianCollectioncifClassicJazz (and other recording reissues in jazz and musical
theatre), Oxford University Press's many books on jazz history and criticism,
recordings from the Library of Congress's Archive of Folk Song and Moses Asch's
Folkways label, and the large vernacular representation in the New World Records'
roo-LP series-all of these ratified Chase's historiographical image of American
music. And all were distributed and marketed with academic users in mind. The
canon of American music had indeed broadened since the 1950s. From the
library's perspective, a broader canon means more materials to collect. Music
librarians know best how heavy that added burden has turned out to be. But libraries
shouldered it without having to cross any Great Divide themselves. The acceptance
of Chase's canon probably brought an expansion of books, recordings,journals, and
scores proportional to the expansion of musicological materials as a whole. Moreover, such institutions as the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian Institution,
university presses, and philanthropic foundations, already linked with the academic
enterprise, were screening and disseminating these materials on our behalf. (Similar projects sanctioned by the academic community continue today: for example,
the American Musicological Society's Music of the United States of America, or
MUSA-our
first national series of scholarly editions of American music-which
will devote a healthy number of its forty volumes to vernacular musics, and the Jazz
Masterworks Series, featuring transcriptions and editions, sponsored by the
Smithsonian and Oberlin College.)
Perhaps recognizing the impact of Chase's view will help us appreciate the different challenge posed by Hamm's crossing of the Great Commercial Divide. For
one thing, many of Chase's vernaculars were casualties of the past or survivors from
it. Many of Hamm's are still very much alive in the present and, being mass-produced in huge numbers, deny scholars the historical distance and hindsight upon
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which we count so heavily. The vernaculars Chase selected were, by the time he
wrote about them, no longer a potent force in the marketplace, if they ever had
been. Many ofHamm's are still valuable commercial property, which means that
academics must pay the going market price to obtain them, and our use is subject
to the restrictions that copyrighted material enjoys. (A publishing scholar's
enthusiam for quoting copyrighted song lyrics or tunes may be dampened by the
cost of permission fees.)
The academic enterprise, in which I include both musicologists and librarians,
is accustomed to receiving music through a collaborative process of screening:
recognition by performers and scholars, authoritative editions, recordings, and
integration into a historical framework in articles and books. Some American
vernaculars have already passed or are now passing through that process. Ragtime
comes to mind, especially Scott Joplin. Looking further back in history, the music
of Stephen Foster has just become available in a complete critical edition, so we
will have at hand more evidence for judging his place in the history of American music.
But let us take an example closer to our own time. Recently tributes poured in
to Irving Berlin, dead at the age of Io I. The passing of time has helped to transform him from a market-driven Tin Pan Alley tunesmith into a master of a "classic" genre of American song. This assessment, for me, has been helped along by
reading Alec Wilder and Charles Hamm among others, by listening to recordings
of Berlin songs by artists of his own day (Harry Richman, Ethel Waters, and Fred
Astaire come to mind), by hearing his works sung by Joan Morris, and by spending some time with about twenty-five of Berlin's songs in an anthology I picked
up a few years ago in England. But can we, as a community of musicologists and
music librarians, really assessIrving Berlin as a figure in American music history and
American culture? If so, how have we reached that understanding? What scholarly work lies behind the superlatives we have been laying so generously at his
shrine? How would the academic community respond to a groundswell of interest in Berlin studies? Where would anybody go to test the claims of Berlin's
greatness as a song composer? Who owns the complete works oflrving Berlin and
would make them available for scholarly study and publication along with the songs
of other composers with whom Berlin's work would have to be compared? Should
4
we start demanding an Irving Berlin Gesamtausgabe?
These last few questions strike us as naive, because we know the barriers in the
music business that would have to fall to make Irving Berlin and his tradition
accessible for musicological research. Few if any American music libraries own
collections in which research on Berlin could be carried on, even though Berlin
worked in a genre whose heyday ended some four decades ago.
The Berlin example illustrates a more pressing issue. Hamm's toughest challenge to the academic community is that we stop overlooking commercial pop
musics of a more recent day: the music that permeates the urban landscape, that
absorbs the musical energies of many of our children, students, and fellow citizens, that people around the globe have embraced, that is surely a powerful social force, and that maps out new chapters in the history of musical reception,
4
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musical performance, musical aesthetics, and the forming of musical institutions,
if not in the history of musical composition.
When, ten years ago, Hamm crossed the Great Divide that had shielded the
academic enterprise from the bruising world of musical commerce, he exploded
our idea of "the vernacular" beyond Chase's limits, and he layed it, like a noisy
foundling child, on our doorstep. To the foundling's arrival, musicology has so far
reacted chiefly with silence, as if no one were home. Librarians, whether out of
inclination or duty, have not always had that option. I doubt that Robert Frost had
music libraries in mind when he wrote in "Death of a Hired Man" that "home is
the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in." But in my
admittedly limited experience, it has been the libraries, if anywhere in musical
academia, that have "taken in" the new commercial breed of American vernaculars. Of course, simply to open the door the tiniest crack is to introduce a set of
new problems. Accepting a new breed into a library doesn't mean that one can cast
out the older ones. Like children, collections don't shrink, they grow. And once
in the door, they stop demanding your attention only in the direst of circumstances.
At the same time, given the abundance and diversity of today's commercial vernaculars, the cost in money, time, energy, and space of collecting more than a small
portion of them is prohibitive.
So how to choose? Surely, most music librarians have their own methods. Accepting a random donated sample? Buying what one personally happens to hear
and like? Listening to what the students who work the desk have suggested over
the years? Deciding to find and buy the recordings on some critic's list of"The One
Hundred Rock Albums Everybody Must Own"? Attempting to collect certain artists? Acting on the advice of certain distributors? Or perhaps sticking with the network of university presses and archival recording projects that have begun to inch
into certain corners of commercial pop? Some or all of the above? All seem reasonable enough in a field where, at least to my knowledge, no academically sanctioned screening process yet exists.
Of course, one of the things that has brought us into academic life in the first
place is our inclination toward systematic procedures. Knowing we chose the right
thing isn't enough for most of us if we are not sure why we made the choice. We
want to repeat the right choice, again and again, and it is hard to trust instinct or
chance over a rational system. For collecting vernacular musics, especially recent
ones, I have one painfully obvious principle to suggest, and that is that librarians
can meet Hamm's challenge by seeking a closer collaboration with what we might
call private enterprise.
Students of American vernaculars such as jazz, bluegrass, and Broadway music,
although they have found some helpful materials in academic libraries, have been
quick to reach the limits of most such collections. Those who bring a scholar's
sensibility to their work, who want to pursue their subject through the biographical,
bibliographical, and discographical labyrinths that research requires, have done so
chiefly by cultivating personal contacts with private collectors and gaining access
to their collections. On almost any conceivable vernacular subject-the
music of
group X, or singer Y, or genre Z-scholarly expertise exists, even if it hasn't found
its way into our libraries. People out there are gathering books, clipping articles,
collecting commercial and bootleg records, often out of an evangelical attitude that
makes many of them willing and eager to supply information, advice, paper copies, and tapes of the artists and genres that have kindled their passion. Music librarians
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who want to "track" vernacular music, whether through Chase's or Hamm's image
of it, have succeeded by getting to know people, especially those in their local
communities, who fit the collector's profile. The knowledge, enthusiasm, and expertise of such people should be encouraged and tapped by academics, their advice
on collecting decisions sought (maybe even followed), and, in good time, the
ultimate fate of their collections seriously discussed. Insofar as possible, they should
have a chance to be in contact with students and scholars who share their interests
and who seek the knowledge they possess.
All this talk about Great Divides and "tracking vernacular music" across them
brings to mind the most compelling few sentences on American culture that I have
encountered in recent years. The words are Ralph Ellison's, from a speech he gave
at West Point in 1969:
I felt that there was a great deal about the nature of American experience which
was not understood by most Americans. I felt also that the diversity of the total
experience rendered much of it mysterious. And I felt that becauseso much of it
which appeared unrelated was actually most intimately intertwined, it needed
exploring. In fact, I believed that unless we continually explored the network of
complex relationships which bind us together, we would continue being the victims
of various inadequate conceptions of ourselves, both as individuals and as citizens
of a nation of diverse peoples. 5

We can see American music as an ever-broadening field. Its historical study at
first centered solely on a consideration of our composers (Howard), then in addition on the place of distinctive vernacular expressions (Chase), and now, together
with those two concerns, on the role of the commercial marketplace (Hamm). We
will be able to use our historiographical "Great Divides" as vantage points for
spotting the connectedness that Ellison invites us to seek.

s Ralph Ellison, Going to the Territory(New York: Random
House, 1986), p. 42. Emphases added.
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