
What Did The Music Industry Call Recordings From The
1920's Until The Late 1940's That Were Made By
African

What Did The Music Industry Call Recordings From The 1920's Until The Late 1940's That Were Made By
Africans

The history of recorded music is rich and diverse, reflecting the cultural, social, and technological changes of
different eras. Among these, the period from the 1920s to the late 1940s stands out as a transformative era,
especially in relation to recordings made by African artists and musicians. During this time, the music industry
developed specific terms and classifications to describe these recordings, which not only highlighted their
origins but also played a role in shaping perceptions and marketing strategies. In this article, we explore what
the music industry called these recordings, the cultural significance behind them, and how they contributed to
the broader landscape of world music.

The Context of Music Recordings in the Early 20th Century

Before delving into the terminology, it's important to understand the context of the early 20th-century music
industry:

- Technological Advancements: The advent of electrical recording in the mid-1920s improved sound quality,
making recorded music more accessible and popular.
- Global Market Expansion: Record labels began exploring international markets, recording artists from
different regions, including Africa.
- Cultural Exchanges: The period saw increased interest in African music and rhythms, which influenced jazz,
blues, and later, popular music genres worldwide.
- Colonial and Post-Colonial Dynamics: Many African nations were under colonial rule, which influenced how
their music was recorded, marketed, and perceived internationally.

These factors set the stage for how recordings made by African artists were categorized, marketed, and
understood by the music industry and audiences.

Terminology Used by the Music Industry for Recordings Made by
Africans (1920s–1940s)

During this period, the music industry employed a variety of terms to classify recordings based on their
geographic origin, cultural context, or the ethnicity of the performers. The terminology was often influenced
by colonial attitudes, racial stereotypes, and marketing strategies. Some of the most common terms included:

1. "Ethnic Recordings"

- Definition: A broad category used by record companies to refer to recordings of music that originated outside
the Western European tradition.
- Usage: This term was often applied to recordings from Africa, Asia, and Indigenous cultures worldwide.
- Implication: The term "ethnic" was somewhat vague and could carry connotations of "exoticism," often
emphasizing differences rather than cultural significance.



2. "African Recordings" or "African Music"

- Definition: A straightforward term used to describe recordings made by African artists or featuring African
musical styles.
- Context: In catalogs and marketing materials, record companies sometimes labeled these recordings explicitly
as "African" to attract audiences interested in exotic or foreign sounds.
- Limitations: This terminology often homogenized diverse musical traditions across the continent, which
encompass a vast array of cultures, languages, and styles.

3. "Negro" or "Negro Music"

- Historical Usage: During the early to mid-20th century, terms like "Negro" were commonly used in the United
States and elsewhere to categorize music associated with African Americans and, by extension, some African
recordings.
- Connection: These terms sometimes overlapped with recordings from African artists, especially when music
was marketed as part of the "Negro music" genre or tradition.
- Current Perspective: Today, these terms are considered outdated and offensive but were prevalent in the
industry and society at the time.

4. "Cultural or Tribal Recordings"

- Description: Recordings labeled as "tribal" or "cultural" often referred to traditional music from specific
African ethnic groups.
- Purpose: These labels aimed to highlight the authenticity and cultural roots of the music, often used in
ethnographic or world music contexts.
- Critique: The term "tribal" can be problematic, as it sometimes exoticized or simplified complex cultural
identities.

5. "World Recordings" or "World Music"

- Emergence: While this terminology became popular much later, some early references to African recordings used
"world" to denote non-Western music.
- Use: It was a marketing term designed to appeal to audiences seeking global or exotic sounds.

Examples of Record Labels and Their Classification of African
Recordings

Understanding how record labels categorized these recordings provides insight into industry practices:

1. Okeh Records

- Known for recording early "race records" and ethnographic recordings.
- Used terms like "Negro" and "African" to identify their catalog entries.
- Notably recorded African jazz and traditional music, especially from West Africa.



2. Columbia Records

- Used classifications such as "Native Music" or "Cultural Recordings."
- Recorded various African artists, sometimes labeling them as "African" or "Indigenous."

3. Decca and HMV (His Master's Voice)

- Employed ethnographic terminology, emphasizing authenticity.
- Marketed recordings with titles that highlighted their geographic origin, e.g., "Zulu Music," "Mandingo
Drummers."

Impact of Terminology on Perception and Cultural Exchange

The terms used by the music industry had significant implications:

- Exoticism and Stereotyping: Labeling African recordings as "ethnic" or "tribal" often reinforced stereotypes,
portraying African cultures as primitive or exotic.
- Market Appeal: Using terms like "African" or "Negro" attracted Western audiences eager for "exotic"
experiences.
- Cultural Preservation: Some recordings served as ethnographic documents, preserving traditional music that
might have otherwise been lost.

The Legacy and Evolution of Terminology

Over time, the language surrounding African recordings has evolved:

- From "Ethnic" to "World Music": The term "world music" emerged in the late 20th century as a more
respectful and inclusive classification.
- Recognition of Diversity: Modern scholarship emphasizes the vast diversity of African musical traditions
rather than homogenizing them under broad labels.
- Cultural Respect: Today, labels aim to honor the cultural context and significance of the music, avoiding
stereotypes.

Conclusion: The Significance of Understanding Historical
Terminology

The terminology used by the music industry from the 1920s to the late 1940s reflects historical attitudes,
marketing strategies, and the global dynamics of cultural exchange. Recognizing what these recordings were
called—terms like "ethnic recordings," "African music," or "tribal recordings"—helps us understand how
African music was perceived, marketed, and preserved during this period. It also underscores the importance of
respectful and accurate representation in contemporary music categorization. As the world continues to
embrace diverse musical traditions, acknowledging this history allows for a more informed and respectful
appreciation of African music's rich legacy and its influence on global culture.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What term was commonly used to describe recordings made by African
artists from the 1920s to the late 1940s?

These recordings were often referred to as 'race records,' a term used by the music industry to categorize
recordings by African American artists during that era.

Why did the music industry use the term 'race records' for recordings by
African artists?

The term was used to target African American audiences and distinguish these recordings from mainstream or
'white' music, reflecting the racial segregation of the time.

What genres of music were primarily featured in these 'race records' from the
1920s to 1940s?

Genres such as blues, jazz, gospel, and rhythm and blues were predominantly featured in these recordings made by
African artists.

When did the term 'race records' start to fall out of use in the music
industry?

The term gradually fell out of favor in the late 1940s and early 1950s, replaced by more respectful
terminology like 'African American music' or simply 'specialty records.'

How did the recordings from the 1920s to 1940s influence modern music
genres?

These recordings laid the foundation for many contemporary genres, influencing the development of blues, jazz,
soul, and R&B, and helping to shape African American musical identity.

Are there any notable artists or recordings from this era that are still
celebrated today?

Yes, artists like Bessie Smith, Robert Johnson, and Mahalia Jackson made recordings during this period that
remain influential and celebrated in music history.

Additional Resources
Recordings From The 1920s Until The Late 1940s Made By African Americans: An Investigative Overview

The history of recorded music in the United States is inextricably linked with the African American experience,
especially from the 1920s through the late 1940s. During this period, a rich and diverse body of work emerged,
capturing the cultural, social, and musical innovations of Black artists. But what did the music industry call
these recordings? How were they categorized, marketed, and perceived within the broader commercial landscape?
This article seeks to explore the terminology and classifications used by the industry to refer to these



recordings, provide context for their significance, and analyze how their labels reflected societal attitudes
and industry practices of the time.

---

The Terminology of the Era: "Race Records" and Beyond

Origins and Definition of "Race Records"

In the early 20th century, the dominant music industry used specific labels to categorize recordings by race.
Among the most prominent was the term "race records". Coined in the early 1920s, "race records" referred to
recordings made by African American artists that were marketed primarily to Black audiences. The term was not
merely descriptive but also embedded within the commercial stratification and racial segregation of the period.

Origins of the Term:

- The label "race records" appeared prominently in the 1920s, often printed on record labels, advertising, and
industry publications.
- The term was created by white record companies seeking to identify and target a specific demographic.
- It aimed to segment the market, aligning with the broader racial segregation prevalent in American society.

Industry Usage:

- Major record companies such as Okeh, Paramount, Victor, and Columbia produced "race records."
- These recordings encompassed a wide variety of styles, including blues, jazz, gospel, and spirituals.
- The marketing emphasized the "racial" aspect, often implying that these recordings were for Black consumers,
but also contributing to stereotypes.

Cultural Implications:

- While "race records" provided a platform for Black artists to reach audiences, the term also reinforced
segregation and racial distinctions.
- It implicitly suggested that these recordings were "other," distinct from "mainstream" or "white" music.

The Evolution of Labels and Terminology

Over time, the industry’s terminology evolved, reflecting changing societal attitudes and industry practices.

Shift in Nomenclature:

- By the late 1940s and early 1950s, the term "race records" gradually fell out of favor.
- The industry began adopting terms like "Rhythm & Blues" and "Soul," which were seen as more marketable and
less racially charged.
- The transition marked a shift from racial categories to genre-based categories, though racial implications
persisted.

Other Terms in Use:

- "Hillbilly"—used for country or folk music, parallel to "race records" for Black music.
- "Ethnic recordings"—sometimes used for various non-white artists, though less common.
- "Specialized records"—a euphemism attempting to downplay racial distinctions.

---



Contextualizing the Industry's Racial Classifications

The Role of Segregation and Commercial Strategies

The classification of recordings by race was not merely descriptive but rooted in the social and economic
dynamics of the time.

Market Segmentation:

- Record companies recognized that Black consumers were a significant and lucrative market.
- By labeling records as "race records," companies could target advertising and distribution channels
effectively.
- These labels also delineated "appropriate" content for different audiences.

Racial Stereotyping and Exploitation:

- The industry often exploited racial stereotypes, marketing Black artists’ work as "primitive" or "authentic"
to appeal to both Black and white audiences.
- The terminology reinforced stereotypes, often limiting artists' creative expression and reinforcing societal
prejudices.

Impact on Black Artists:

- While "race records" provided opportunities for Black musicians to record and gain recognition, the labels
also confined them within racially defined categories.
- Many artists struggled against the constraints of these labels to gain broader recognition.

Notable Examples and Key Recordings

Some of the most influential recordings from this era include:

- Bessie Smith’s Blues: Often categorized under "race records," her powerful voice became a symbol of the
Chicago blues tradition.
- Jelly Roll Morton and Louis Armstrong: Jazz recordings labeled as "race records" that helped popularize jazz
among Black audiences.
- Gospel recordings by Sister Rosetta Tharpe: Marketed within the "race records" category, blending spirituals
with emerging gospel styles.

---

Transition to Genre-Based Nomenclature and Its Significance

The Rise of "Rhythm & Blues"

By the late 1940s, the industry started shifting away from racial labels toward genre-based descriptions,
most notably "Rhythm & Blues".

Origin and Adoption:



- The term "Rhythm & Blues" was coined by Billboard magazine in 1949.
- It was intended as a more inclusive and commercially appealing label for Black music that encompassed blues,
jazz, gospel, and emerging styles.

Implications of the Shift:

- The change reflected an attempt to commodify Black music for broader audiences beyond racial lines.
- It marked a move toward recognizing Black artists within a musical genre rather than segregated categories.

Impact on Artists and Record Labels:

- The genre-based classification facilitated crossover hits and increased mainstream acceptance.
- It helped Black artists gain visibility in a rapidly changing musical landscape.

The Persistence of Racial Labels and Their Legacy

Despite the move to "Rhythm & Blues," the legacy of "race records" persisted in various ways:

- Many early recordings are still historically categorized under "race records" in archives and discographies.
- The terminology remains a subject of debate among scholars, collectors, and historians, with some seeing it
as a reflection of historical context, others as problematic.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of Terminology in Music History

The labels used by the music industry from the 1920s to the late 1940s—primarily "race records"—serve as
a window into the racial dynamics, marketing strategies, and societal attitudes of the era. While these
recordings provided vital platforms for Black artists to share their music and influence American culture
profoundly, the terms also reinforced segregation and racial stereotypes.

Understanding this terminology is crucial for appreciating the historical context of Black musical innovation
and recognizing the progress—and ongoing challenges—in how music and race intersect. The transition from
"race records" to "Rhythm & Blues" reflects both industry evolution and societal change, marking a
significant chapter in the history of American music and racial relations.

In summary:

- The industry called recordings from the 1920s to the 1940s made by African Americans "race records."
- This label was used to categorize and market Black-created music within a racially segregated society.
- The terminology evolved, giving way to genre labels like "Rhythm & Blues," which aimed for broader appeal.
- Despite its problematic origins, the term "race records" remains a critical part of music history, highlighting
both opportunity and racial barriers faced by Black artists.

---
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---

This comprehensive review underscores the importance of understanding the terminology used to describe Black
recordings in the early 20th century, revealing much about societal structures and artistic resilience during a
pivotal era in American music history.
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