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GENERAL OVERVIEW
Scat singing is a less well known type of jazz music.  In scat singing, one uses one’s voice to simulate the sounds of instruments commonly used in jazz music (Bauer).  Although subject to debate, the practice of scat singing supposedly was created by accident by Louis Armstrong back in 1926.  While in the midst of recording the song “The Heebie Jeebies Dance” by Boyd Atkins, Armstrong dropped the sheet containing the lyrics for the song.  Not wanting to stop and interrupt the flow of the music, he began to fill in the words with what seemed like gibberish, but it kept with the flow and the feel of the music so much, that rather than throw the whole recording out like he thought they would, the studio in Chicago insisted on keeping it on as a part of the song (Edwards).  When the song became a hit for Armstrong, scat singing in jazz was born.

THE HISTORY OF SCAT


While scat is commonly attributed to Louis Armstrong in 1921, it can actually be traced back a little further than that, according to some sources.
Origins


 The origin of scat singing is generally attributed to Louis Armstrong back in 1921, with his song “The Heebie Jeebies Dance”, as mentioned above.  However, the practice predates even this more famous recording.  Jazz performers such as Gene Greene in his song, “The King of the Bungaloos”, and Al Jolsen in his 1911 recording of “That Haunting Melody”, had been doing scat style improvisations in their music as early back as 1911.  Jelly Roll Morton even claims to be the true originator of scat, citing its usage as far back as 1906 in his music as a novelty between himself and fellow performer Tony Jackson.  That being said, it was still Louis Armstrong and his recording that legitimized scat as a styling in jazz music.
Scat Catches On

After Louis Armstrong’s “Heebie Jeebies Dance” hit it big, the scat stylings used in the song caught on as well, and became the model that future scat performers would use to make their own scat music.  The first success story to spring directly from Louis Armstrong’s efforts was Cab Calloway, whose scat stylings in the 1930s even went so far as to inspire Gershwin to later include the song stylings in his musical, “Porgy and Bess” (Wikipedia).  In the 1940s, it was Dizzy Gillespie and Ella Fitzgerald who kept the scat torch running, and even inspired the entire bebop craze in music in the late 1940s (Bauer).  Ella Fitzgerald is widely regarded to be one of the biggest names in scat performing, and was mostly responsible for its mainstream popularity in the 1950s.  By the 1960s, however, mainstream jazz and scat fell way to the free jazz movement, which allowed for new sounds to be added to traditional jazz and scat, such as screaming, moaning, and laughter.  While enjoying somewhat of a revival in the 1970s, scat fell to the wayside a bit after that, but never died away completely.  A more modern singer, who did make liberal use of scat stylings in his music, was Iggy Pop, with his band, The Stooges.  While the Stooges were a punk band, they often descended into scat stylings midway through, or towards the end of several of their songs, and Iggy Pop himself often accentuated portions of songs with strange scat stylings as well as screams.  Even to the day, scat can be seen in the music of more modern performers such as Bobby McFerrin, Dave Matthews and Jack Black.
SCAT STYLINGS

The syntax of scat is very important to the overall sound of the music.  For example, Armstrong’s “Heebie Jeebies Dance” might have turned out very differently indeed if he had merely used a simple “La la la” to fill in the lack of words.  As can be seen in the following sheet music, it was Armstrong’s instinctual selection of “gibberish” words to use that added to the sound as much as anything.  The usage of “ee” sounding words for higher pitched tones, and “oo” for the lower pitched tones, helped to accentuate and enhance the music itself (Bauer).
[image: image1.png]Example 1: “Heebic Jeebies,” Louis Armstrong scat solo (February 26, 1926). Transcribed by

William R. Bauer.
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Even though Armstrong was playing it by ear here, the choice of syllables for use in scat is very important to the overall sound of the music itself.  While some overall sounds can be used to indicate changes in pitch, as indicated above, each scat singer usually brought their own vocal stylings and choice of scat syllables into their music as their own personal stamp and style.  Betty Carter, for example, favored a “louie-ooie-la-la-la” sound for her music, while Sarah Vaughan went with more of a “shoo-doo-shoo-bee-ooo-bee” sound to her music (Wikipedia).  These sounds also tended to show the style of music they both accompanied and the sounds of the time.  While the scat stylings of Ella Fitzgerald might resemble more of the swing style bands of her era, Sarah Vaughan had more of a bop-music sound to her scat stylings (Wikipedia).  
One important thing to note is that, much like other aspects of African American folklore, scat singing, at least in its earlier days, had a certain duality to it.  When scat singing and scat syllables were first introduced into jazz music, there was a deliberate attempt to conceal or exclude the true meaning between people listening to the same music (Leonard).  Much like earlier slave songs, where one man might hear nothing but gibberish, to the initiated, who understood where the syllables originated and what they were meant to represent, an entirely different world was open to the listener.

SCAT LEGENDS


While many artists over the years have used scat singing in one form or another in their music, there are a few artists that anyone talking about the history and formation of the scat style of jazz would be remiss in not mentioning in detail.  While we’ve already taken a look at Louis Armstrong’s influence to scat, there are a few other notable artist that influenced the genre heavily.

Ella Fitzgerald


Ella Fitzgerald got her start singing at the age of 17, at the famous Apollo Theater in Harlem, New York, where she quickly became a local favorite.  Ella was one of the first winners of the Apollo’s famous “Amateur Night” competitions, and won the opportunity to perform with Tiny Bradshaw at the Harlem Opera House in 1935.  From here, she met and started working for Chick Webb and his orchestra, taking over the band after Webb’s death in 1939.  It was during her time with the Webb Orchestra that she first met and worked with Dizzy Gillespie, whom was Ella’s inspiration into scat singing.  Listening to Dizzy and his friends after hours playing scat-style games with each other, she was eventually invited into their circle, where she picked up the stylings and later made them her own (Leonard). Ella’s 1945 scat rendition of “Flying Home” is considered to be “one of the most influential vocal jazz recordings of the decade”, according the New York Times (Wikipedia). 
Scatman Crothers

Of particular note to Terre Haute natives, Scatman Crothers is a scat performer from Terre Haute, IN, who achieved some fame in 1970s and 1980s.  The nickname “Scatman” was given to him in Dayton, OH, in 1932, at the WMSK radio station, when his real name, Benjamin, wasn’t considered catchy enough.  Crothers got his start in music at the age of 15, playing the drums in a speakeasy band in Terre Haute, IN.  He eventually formed his own band in the 1930s, and moved with the band to California in 1948.  A talented performer, who even later taught the style of scat to music students, Scatman Crothers main claim to fame comes from his performances in film and television rather than his music.  His first movie roll was in Meet Me at the Fair in 1953.  Good friends with Jack Nicholson, he appeared in four of Jack’s films; The King of Marvin Gardens (1972), The Fortune (1975), One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1975) and The Shining (1980).  Scatman Crothers was probably best remembered for his work on TV, however.  He appeared famously on an episode of Sanford and Son, where he and Red Foxx famously did a rendition of the song “All of Me”, and was a supporting character on the 1970s TV show, Chico and the Man.  Most people today, however, most likely know Scatman Crothers from his various voiceover rolls in the 1970s and 1980s.  Scatman Crothers provided the voices for cartoon characters such as Hong Kong Phooey, Jazz from The Transformers, and starred in the controversial animated movie by Ralph Bakshi, Coonskin in 1975.
CONCLUSION

The scat stylings and renditions of jazz music have had a subtle, but profound influence on American culture today.
