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PREFACE 
 

The first idea for this book came to me some 30-odd years ago as a technical guide to 
jazz orchestration, which had developed not only differently from classical orchestration but 
also quite differently depending on who was doing it. I felt that then-modern-day jazz com-
posers, and composers who wished to write works of classical length and complexity based on 
jazz, were often missing the point by stubbornly returning to Western European classical 
models for their scoring. I still feel that way, but I’m glad I waited the 30 years for two rea-
sons: 1) there have been seismic changes in both jazz and jazz-classical hybrids since then 
that I wouldn’t have been able to foresee and therefore not incorporate in the book, and 2) 
time and perspective have provided me with much more material than I ever thought existed 
(thanks to both CD reissues and YouTube) and thus changed the focus of my book. It is now a 
treatise, so to speak, on the back-and-forth influence of jazz on classical music but even more 
so of classical influences in jazz. My growing knowledge of the two types of music led to the 
point where I had so much information in my head that I felt it was time to write it out before 
I shuffled off this mortal coil.  

I believe that this book, and especially the recordings of the music (most of which are, 
or were, available for free listening online), can and perhaps should provide the basis for a 
yearlong or two-year course. I believe that you gain a peculiarly complete perspective on the 
jazz-classical axis when you “hear it all,” in more or less chronological sequence. At least 
three things become apparent. Firstly, that the classical influence on jazz and the jazz influ-
ence on classical both predate Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue by many years; secondly, that 
although it is true that, in comparison to pop music of the day, jazz doesn’t “date” as badly, 
there are certainly techniques of playing instruments (the rhythm section, but particularly the 
bass and tuba, as well as saxophone technique) that improved dramatically in a mere 15 years 
between 1924 and 1939; and thirdly—perhaps most importantly—by hearing all of the musi-
cal innovators of each era all together, the mind begins to sort out who were the most ad-
vanced composers and arrangers of their time and understand how all of them tended to influ-
ence each other. In the course of researching this book online, I came across any number of 
theses written by graduate students claiming untold innovations and uniqueness for Eddie 
Sauter, George Handy, Duke Ellington and others, each one claiming that the topic of their 
dissertation was unjustly underappreciated. Well, now you yourself can hear who was un-
justly underappreciated and who wasn’t. 

Naturally, my choices of who and what to include were often subjective. I, too, had a 
few artists in mind who I felt had been overlooked by history whose work I put into the mix. I 
also included a small but noticeable amount of very popular recordings that I felt illustrated 
the principles I wished to discuss, but by “popular” I mean popular jazz-oriented perform-
ances. I am not of the opinion that because something sells a half-million copies or more and 
is widely known and admired automatically makes it bad music but, again, my choices are 
personal ones. After all, it’s my book. 

We begin with a paradox and an enigma—or, rather, several of each. The first paradox 
is that, although the music we call jazz was born of both classical principles and the African-
American’s love for freedom of expression, and for the most part has remained so throughout 
its turbulent history, it latched onto popular song forms for more than a half-century which 
identified it, in the eyes and ears of the über-establishment, as trashy music unworthy of lis-
tening let alone serious consideration. Another paradox is that, after it evolved post-1956 into 
more and more complex forms, it began to be taken more seriously by the arts community yet 
less and less appreciated by the public media. 1964 seems to have been the crisis year for the 
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music: the bottom fell out of the market as jazz forms became more and more complex, losing 
touch completely with popular music which, conversely, had become simpler and simpler. 
The third paradox is that, even from its crude beginnings, some serious classical composers 
saw its worth and began incorporating it into their extended works, yet those “classical” 
pieces based on jazz principles and the jazz idiom were more highly prized than the sources 
from which they came. 

The first enigma stems from these paradoxes, that although jazz musicians of every 
era were influenced by classical music—and some quite openly admitted their admiration for 
classical and the elements they derived from it—the inspiration to create extended forms us-
ing elements of both always seemed to be sporadic and usually unsuccessful. The second 
enigma is that, with the exception of a few iconoclastic individuals such as John Lewis and 
Gunther Schuller, there never seemed to be any curiosity or concerted effort to blend the two 
types of music (particularly in America, but even in Europe) to create a living tradition that 
could draw on both to make musical forms that could appeal to both sides. As we shall see, 
one of the reasons for this is cultural snobbism, the continued refusal to take anything a “jazz” 
musician does “really” seriously—not so much by the musicians as by the cultural establish-
ment. But another reason is the persistent thread through serious writing about jazz to segre-
gate it as solely an African-American experience and reject, minimize, or ignore the many and 
varied contributions to the form by Latinos, whites, French Creoles (adopted as black by the 
new establishment) and outside ethnic groups (including French, German, Lebanese, Polish 
and Japanese) who found in this music a sense of freedom, personal expression, and malle-
ability of form, and in so doing pulled together these diverse elements in a way that broke 
new ground despite being marginalized by jazz snobs. 

Although we may be getting ahead of ourselves by saying this now, there is no ques-
tion that both classical and jazz music have suffered irreparable damage in the minds of the 
public once they were gobbled up by academics, and by this I mean not only the arts of com-
position and improvisation which now demand degrees and pedigrees unthinkable in earlier 
times. Most of the writing about both kinds of music put it on the psychiatrist’s couch and 
analyze its creators, over-analyze every minute detail of a classical opus or a solo improvisa-
tion, revise history to give both types of music their own cultural spin, and worst of all, time-
line it, as if musical evolution and development conveniently divided itself into decades or 
quarter-centuries that can be labeled, filed, and related to extraneous historical or popular cul-
ture events. Yet although there always were breakthroughs that defined a new style and, 
sometimes, fixed dates when something radically different from what came before broke 
through the cultural glass ceiling, neither classical composers nor jazz musicians had such an 
easy time defining what they were doing and where they were going. Every period of musical 
development has multiple avenues of expression going on simultaneously; there’s a lot of 
overlap, cross-cultural influence, competing styles and little tributaries running off the main 
stream that never fit comfortably into anyone’s efforts at time-lining. Gunther Schuller him-
self found this out when, in 1969, he decided to write (in sequential volumes) the History of 
Jazz. His first book, Early Jazz, left out several styles and innovators. Even though its sequel, 
The Swing Era, was far more comprehensive, he still filtered much of what he wrote about 
mostly through the medium of commercially issued recordings, which marginalized the live 
performances that often augmented or contradicted what those musicians did in the studio. 
Moreover, it so exhausted his time and patience that the third volume (The Bebop Era) never 
appeared. Such is the fate of any writer who bites off more than he or she can chew. 

I did not try to write a jazz history in the formal sense. Many such attempts have been 
made at this before, and to be honest, it serves no purpose in the context of this particular 
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topic. Yet I did intend to discuss those musicians who leaned on classical forms—either in 
improvisation or in jazz composition. I also intend to delve into the uneasy relationship be-
tween musicians who feel that the spirit of jazz lies solely in improvisation and those who in-
sist that giving it form also gives it substance. Sometimes those who tried so hard to write ex-
tended works based on jazz principles failed, and failed miserably, and this covers both sides 
of the musical spectrum. Sometimes they succeeded only partially, but those partial suc-
cesses—many of them ignored by the historians—often led to successes by others later in 
time. And sometimes, as we shall see, musicians working within the popular field but relying 
on jazz principles were able to create interesting and evocative sound textures that could, and 
perhaps should, have been adopted by writers working out a method of combining jazz and 
classical. 

The question always was, and remains, however, “What classical music? Which 
form?” Ever since the older music began to be codified in the late 16th-early 17th centuries 
the forms have changed. At first it was just writing well-structured melodies with interesting 
or unusual chord structures, à la Gesualdo and Monteverdi; eventually the music became 
much more mathematically complex, with specific rules regarding thematic layout (often A-
B-A-C) and development; but then the structures themselves were blown wide open, with 
composers like Wagner, Debussy, Mahler and Scriabin pushing the envelope and basically 
rewriting the rules. Nowadays we have about as many ways of composing classical music as 
we have of jazz styles. This can be very confusing for the uninitiated listener, but I will try to 
keep the explanations fairly easy to comprehend. 

Still, one must realize that to this day the aesthetics of both types of music are a bit 
different. Classical composers and the universities that teach classical music thrive on length 
and complexity. The more convoluted a piece is, particularly its development section, the 
more thrilled they are with it. In jazz the development often comes fro the solos except in 
those pieces that are written as “jazz compositions,” i.e., where even the solos are either writ-
ten out or curtailed to fit into the fabric of the whole. The main difference is that, for the most 
part, jazz tries to provide some enjoyment to the listener. In most cases—and I love the music 
and listen to it often—classical pieces are about as enjoyable as having a root canal.  

My major point, which I have tried to prove through examples and comparisons, is 
that jazz never did bypass classical form but rather played with it, and although it would take 
decades for jazz composers to be able to expand the jazz form to encompass the kind of com-
plex and continuing development found in classical music, even the early decades (through 
the end of World War II, when jazz was still primarily a music for dancing) many musicians 
were “thinking” classically in the building and arranging of their performances. In fact, I will 
try to show that it was essentially those jazz musicians who were also composers and/or ar-
rangers who made the greatest impact on jazz. This runs counter to the general philosophy 
that too much arranging gets in the way of the improvisation, but this is exactly where I dis-
agree. The greatest jazz performances, in my view, are those in which the solos follow each 
other in a continuing development of the theme or, better yet, have a recognizable structure 
(and orchestration) within which the solos enhance the whole. This is, after all, what is done 
in classical composition, and to be honest, many classical composers over-write in an effort to 
show their listeners how clever they are. Jazz composers “get to the point” quicker and better. 

Consider this, then, more of a guidebook with signposts—a serving suggestion rather 
than a fixed menu. To my way of thinking, both classical and jazz music, as well as the fusion 
of both, should be an open smorgasbord from which one can pick and choose what one likes. 
All of the greatest innovations in both types of music came of just such a philosophy and not 
from what its creators learned in a classroom. 


