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VIII: Jazz Concertos, Cool Jazz and Modern (1954-1962) 
 

As the year of 1954 began, most people probably didn’t have a clue that this would 
become, in the long view of history, the demarcation line between the rock ‘n’ roll era and 
“everything else” in the history of popular and jazz music. The handwriting had been on the 
wall for some time anyway; with the exception of the Dorsey Brothers, who hated bop and 
refused to play it, nearly every other jazz musician of the time, even Count Basie and Benny 
Goodman, had a flirtation with it and some went into it full tilt. And then after bop came 
“modern jazz,” an umbrella term that seemed to cover everything from Monk, Mingus and the 
Brubeck Octet to Miles Davis, the MJQ and Sauter-Finegan. White middle-class America re-
treated into the easy-to-understand music of pop singers like Frank Sinatra, Nat Cole, Dinah 
Shore, Perry Como, Doris Day and Patti Page; black America gravitated towards R&B. For 
some there was also country and western, but with the exceptions of Hank Williams and Eddy 
Arnold, these performers seldom crossed over into the mainstream hit parade. 

But 1954 brought Bill Haley’s Rock Around the Clock, and even though it really didn’t 
become a huge hit until it was featured in the movie Blackboard Jungle the following year, it 
made a convenient demarcation line between older-styled pop music and the new breed. Of 
course there had to be a precedent that would allow a record like this to find its way into the 
pop market, and that pivotal disc was Billy Ward and the Dominoes’ Sixty Minute Man 
(1951), which not only made it to #1 on the R&B charts but, more surprisingly for a disc of 
such music at that time, made it to #17 on the Billboard Hot 100, normally the arbiter of white 
America’s music. A precedent had been set, however, and the trend was continued when 
white singer Johnny Ray began charting with a vocal style obviously based on African-
American models.  

Of course, jazz musicians paid this trend no heed. They had long since abandoned the 
goal of charting hits; their aim now was to produce the best jazz, regardless of whether or not 
it sold a lot of records. All of this was good for the art form, but bad for jazz’s financial 
health. The public gravitated towards any jazz that had some semblance of a melody they 
liked or a beat they could follow, which gave such artists as Errol Garner, George Shearing, 
the MJQ and the Dave Brubeck Quartet a leg up on their more innovative brethren. Former 
stars of the late swing era such as tenor saxists Zoot Sims and Stan Getz, trumpeter-
bandleader Shorty Rogers and even Duke Ellington suddenly found themselves fêted.  

By this time, too, jazz finally entered an American university. Marshall Stearns (1908-
1966), an English professor from Hunter College who had played drums while in his teens, 
offered Rutgers University the opportunity to access his huge collection of jazz recordings, 
books, magazines, sheet music and clip files, since there was nowhere else interested students 
or anyone else in America could do research about jazz. At first, then, the Institute of Jazz 
Studies was Stearns’ huge Manhattan apartment at 108 Waverly Place, but in the year he died 
Stearns negotiated to have the materials physically moved to the Rutgers campus to be 
housed. The first seminars on jazz were given at Rutgers in 1953 by a surprisingly large num-
ber of famous jazz musicians, including Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington, but for years it 
was not necessarily a place where playing jazz was taught. That was to come later. 

The end of the pre-rock era saw at least one complete loss to jazz. Pianist-composer 
Mel Powell (1923-1998), “fed up” with jazz, studied at Yale with Paul Hindemith from 1948 
to 1952. Except for a few recording sessions through 1955, he gave up jazz for classical com-
position but had little interest in fusing the two kinds of music. He was, rather, more inter-
ested in electronic and aleatoric compositions. One noted jazz critic, visiting Powell at his 
apartment around 1960, found him concentrating on the static patterns or “snow” that oc-
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curred on early TV when a station went off the air. Powell claimed to find a great fascination 
in the moving patterns of the “snow,” and wanted to apply them to his music. When the critic 
asked him if he would return to jazz, Powell said, sarcastically, “Jazz! Who needs it?” Powell 
did return briefly to jazz in 1987, playing on the cruise ship SS Norway with Benny Carter, 
Milt Hinton and Louis Bellson, but he was never involved in the quest to combine jazz and 
classical. The lone anomaly in his output was Bouquet (1954), something of a swan song for 
him, which he recorded with trumpeter Ruby Braff and drummer Bobby Donaldson. Boutique 
alternates between Third Stream music and jazz, its middle section swinging while its opening 
and close are much more formal. The performance gives us a little window on what may have 
transpired had Powell kept one foot in the jazz camp. 

One of the most remarkable—and least commented-on—events in music history took 
place at Lewisohn Stadium in New York on July 14, 1956. Louis Armstrong, a lifelong oppo-
nent of formal structure in jazz though he led a big swing band for a decade and greatly ad-
mired the bands of Ellington, Goodman, Basie and Miller, had apparently long harbored a de-
sire to play with a symphony orchestra. Not being versed in the classics and embarrassed at 
not being able to learn to play them, he had to wait until some enterprising soul could meet 
him halfway. That enterprising soul was Leonard Bernstein, who agreed to have a concert ar-
rangement made of W.C. Handy’s St. Louis Blues in which Armstrong could play a cadenza 
and a solo, followed by interchanges between the symphony orchestra and Armstrong’s sex-
tet, the All-Stars. 

Among the reasons why the event was underplayed were that this was not a classical 
piece—the “symphonic” arrangement of St. Louis Blues was even described by conductor 
Bernstein as an “overblown, artificial imitation” of what Armstrong did naturally—and be-
cause it was given at a pops concert. On the surface it would be easy to agree with these is-
sues and dismiss the performance as inconsequential. But listening to it reveals a number of 
trends that, though in nascent form, are quite interesting and applicable to possible future en-
deavors in a more developed vein. For one thing, arranger Alfredo Antonini’s writing for the 
orchestra, and particularly the strings, has them bending notes and playing in a remarkably 
jazzy style that no other symphony orchestra of the period came close to. For another, Arm-
strong’s cadenza, though somewhat tentative and simplistic, is more classical than jazz in 
form. And for another, the sections alternating the orchestra with the sextet really do swing, in 
a manner as natural as it is surprising. In short, it works, better than some of the hybrids that 
emerged during this era. 

Before getting into some of the more interesting and productive trends of this era, a 
few isolated successes must be commented upon. Gerry Mulligan who, as we noted in the last 
chapter, contributed some fine scores to the Thornhill band (as he later did for the Miles Davis 
nonet and Stan Kenton’s orchestra), recorded a marvelous piece in 1957 titled Revelation. 
Mulligan had been interested in jazz with structure for most of his career, had already written 
a little jazz fugue for his famous pianoless quartet titled Funhouse, but with Revelation he 
created a 12-bar tune structure that was not a blues, but rather a canon-like tune with a strange 
four-bar release in the center in contrasting rhythm. This tune then leads into a series of solos, 
beginning with Mulligan himself, which are true variations on the theme and thus create the 
feeling of a continuous piece. This is, in fact, reinforced by a variant of the opening melody 
which appears immediately after the alto sax solo, at 1:59 into the piece which, it turns out, is 
a chase chorus between the ensemble and the alto. Mulligan was to write many fine jazz 
pieces over the years, particularly Blue Port for his concert jazz band, but Funhouse and 
Revelation come closest to the genre we are exploring; and, apparently, just for fun, the penul-
timate chorus is a fugue. 



 168 

Much further out, however, are two scores written by Eddie Sauter after fleeing the 
collapsed Sauter-Finegan Orchestra for Germany in 1957. At the Donaueschingen Jazz Festi-
val that year, Sauter unveiled two superb pieces, Kinetic Energy and Tropic of Kommingen. 
The first of these is something of a fugue for rhythm section, particularly a bongo drum and 
tambourine, that grabs one’s attention as it becomes more and more complex towards the end, 
while Tropic of Kommingen sounds for all the world like a Sauter-Finegan score that RCA 
simply wouldn’t let them record. Like the pieces mentioned in the last chapter, it uses similar 
orchestration in addition to contrasting rhythms and harmonies to create tension, then releases 
that tension with a swinging trumpet interlude, followed by a development section played by 
xylophone with trumpets (both open and muted). Eventually the trumpets play against them-
selves in contrasting rhythms until the tempo decreases and the brass pounds the climax. 

Another piece played at this same Donaueschingen Festival was a 1953 composition 
by French composer and jazz critic André Hodeir (1921-2011), Paradoxe. Originally trained 
as a violinist, Hodeir also attended Olivier Messiaen’s composition classes at the Conserva-
toire de Paris. While a student he discovered jazz, and before long started writing his own 
jazz-influenced pieces under the pseudonym of “Claude Laurence.” Eventually he became a 
jazz critic and made it clear that he had an abhorrence of early jazz. Written in 1953, Para-
doxe was his attempt to reconcile serialism with jazz. The result, though more jazz than serial 
music, is nevertheless one of the most fascinating pieces of its time, clearly thought through 
from beginning to end and evolving naturally despite the evident work put into its construc-
tion. Ironically, Paradoxe has the feel of a Lennie Tristano composition scored for big band, 
although by this point Tristano himself only emerged occasionally to play or record. 

In addition to all of these, there is the mind-boggling 1959 arrangement of Harold 
Arlen’s Blues in the Night by Marty Paich, written for a recording session with vocalist Mel 
Tormé. Using a large, 17-piece orchestra rather than his usual “Dek-tette,” Paich pulled out all 
the stops in this baroque fantasia. Beginning with a cymbal wash and an out-of-tempo state-
ment of theme, including a half-tempo interlude by the flute, Paich initially sets up a jaunty 
6/8 arrangement of the old tune School Days in E-flat, yet when Tormé enters with the song 
melody he is in B-flat. The background then shifts to the brasses alternating D and E. Some-
how, Tormé is able to maintain this bitonal balancing act throughout the first chorus, after 
which there is a tuba solo that finally resolves the tonality as B-flat. In the bridge, the “train 
whistle” played by the orchestra is in two keys a half tone apart. More fractioning of tempo 
and more out-of-tonality touches continue throughout the arrangement, in addition to occa-
sional “shortening up” of meter by rushing certain notes within the melody. It is the only ren-
dition of this wonderful piece I’ve ever heard that was better than Billy May’s 1941 version. 

 
Jazz concertos ascendant 
Due to the fact that the symphonic musicians really swung, Antonini’s arrangement of 

St. Louis Blues worked better than the most celebrated formal piece of the era, Rolf Lieber-
mann’s Concerto for Jazz Band and Orchestra. Liebermann (1910-1999), an excellent musi-
cian, had studied both composition and conducting with Hermann Scherchen (1891-1966) and 
was really not prejudiced against jazz. On the contrary, his solution in the Concerto was more 
the result of the inability of trained musicians to swing than condescension. As an interlude to 
his 1954 opera Pénélope, Liebermann wrote a two-minute long boogie-woogie, yet though it 
was played by no less an orchestra than the Vienna Philharmonic, he was shocked that they 
couldn’t play the jazz rhythms correctly. His librettist, Heinrich Strobel, suggested that Lie-
bermann go to Baden-Baden and have the local orchestra (then directed by Kurt Edelhagen) 
record the piece. He did so, and the orchestra’s reaction to it was so enthusiastic that they 
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asked Liebermann to write a concerto for them and a jazz band. Liebermann completed the 
concerto that same year, and it was given its world premiere in Donaueschingen under the ba-
ton of Hans Rosbaud, with Edelhagen conducting the jazz band. Despite the strict, dense, 
atonal passages written for the symphonic forces, the contrasts in style and execution caught 
the public’s fancy and the concerto was soon exported. It received its American premiere, as-
tonishingly enough, with the Chicago Symphony under the direction of their fussy, clinical, 
perfectionist music director, Fritz Reiner, who had been one of Bartók’s staunchest champi-
ons both before and after the composer’s death. The jazz portion was played by the Sauter-
Finegan Orchestra. Since both were signed to RCA, they recorded the piece for that label.  

The Concerto opens with a quiet passage played by the piano, muted high strings, flute 
and oboe; lower winds, such as sub-contra clarinets and bassoon, peek in. There is no evi-
dence that this is going to be a jazz concerto for some time; even after a dramatic cymbal 
crash and trumpet outburst, it still sounds like a modern classical piece. The quiet, somber 
mood thus established is sustained for three minutes, until a sudden crescendo introduces the 
Sauter-Finegan band, playing swinging variations on this opening theme. The strings join 
them and, mercifully, Liebermann has written some extremely good, swinging passages for 
them. The music dangles precipitously between A-flat and D-flat, and is kept in a state of 
harmonic suspense because Liebermann never really establishes the tonic in this section. In-
terestingly, the piano soloist is the one connection between the “classical” and “jazz” portions 
of the score (the instrument is assigned an important solo connecting passage beginning at 
11:08 in the score), yet it is not labeled as a work for piano and jazz band. A thorny, modern-
classical development section then ensues, again remaining tonally ambiguous, with outbursts 
from the trumpet section of the jazz band. In this manner Liebermann continues along, chang-
ing tempo and mood (a relaxed, sensuous alto sax solo follows the orchestral outburst), occa-
sionally mixing in the sax section from the jazz band with the strings and winds of the sym-
phony orchestra. In short, it’s a fascinating, well-written piece that deserves more perform-
ances than it receives, but even today it’s difficult to find classical orchestra musicians who 
can swing well enough to cope with its many demands, thus it only appears occasionally on 
records. In addition to the original recording, there is an excellent performance of it by the 
Montpellier Symphony Orchestra conducted by René Bosc with the Big Band du J.A.M. 

Despite its formal structure, the concerto is not divided into the usual three (or four) 
movements but into nine consecutive sections, titled Introduction, Jump, Scherzo I, Blues, 
Scherzo II, Boogie-Woogie, Interludium, Presto and Mambo. In this respect, the piece owes 
something to Duke Ellington’s Harlem which was divided into similar sections. It was also 
very clever of Liebermann to write the “classical” portions in a rhythmic structure that could 
easily be loosened up by the jazz musicians, each side reflecting and commenting on the 
other. The Liebermann Concerto received a predictably cool reception from American critics, 
who were more than willing to allow Goodman, Ellington, Parker and Tristano to play at Car-
negie Hall as long as they didn’t think their music good enough or serious enough to be 
placed alongside “masters.” Contemporary reviews were condescending, rating the piece as 
neither fish nor fowl. Well, of course it wasn’t, and as I mentioned earlier, it has its weak 
points, but the overall effect and intent of the work is fascinating, and one shouldn’t discount 
the fact that no one else had attempted anything this extraordinary since Milhaud wrote La 
Création du Monde in 1922. 

Despite its mixed success, the good news was that the Liebermann concerto was not 
the last such work of its kind to appear during this decade. A year later (1955) a composer 
whose name had loomed large in the 1930s and early ‘40s, but was now almost forgotten, 
premiered a Jazz Concerto in D. This was none other than Dana Suesse, who after World War 
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II had studied for three years with Nadia Boulanger in Paris on the recommendation of her 
friend, Robert Russell Bennett (interestingly, Boulanger chose to teach Suesse privately in-
stead of including her in her studio to be taught by an assistant). The bad news, if it may be 
called such, was that the jazz style of this concerto was of an older type, reflecting the swing 
era rather than bop or post-bop, but Suesse had certainly not lost her touch. Indeed, I would 
go so far as to say that everything that one can find wrong in the Gershwin Piano Concerto 
goes wonderfully right in Suesse’s work. The jazz elements swing; both soloist and ensemble 
are involved in a dialogue; there is real development here, and even in the final section which, 
like the ending of Bernstein’s Prelude, Fugue & Riffs, is an uptempo rode-out, Suesse’s grasp 
of classical structure is sound and clear. Everything in this concerto works perfectly: the mu-
sical conception, the orchestral writing and the interplay of soloist with orchestra. The reason 
for this is that Suesse had learned that you shouldn’t really use popular song form in con-
structing a classical work, that for all its appeal to the masses such themes often fail to gel in 
an extended composition. I am at a loss to know why it is not more widely known, and en-
joyed, by audiences worldwide, except perhaps they tend to turn up their nose at Suesse be-
cause of the Jazz Sonata, Blue Moonlight and her pop-oriented Concerto in Three Rhythms 
(1932). In short, her later works were ignored because the earlier ones were not very good, 
which is a bit like ignoring Schubert’s last two symphonies because his first two were merely 
pretty and not particularly interesting. One small instance, among many, of the astonishing 
creativity in this new Jazz Concerto: the rhythmic figure starting in the cellos at 17:26, which 
are then joined by violas and finally the violins—all playing about a third apart—lead into the 
finale, in which the piano is interrupted by brass and percussion, after which the fast triplet 
motif plays itself through the orchestra in different permutations (not neglecting the snare 
drum) before the piano returns to finally lead the whole orchestra towards an explosive cli-
max. This is the work of a fine composer, if not necessarily a genius, and there is no reason 
why her Jazz Concerto is ignored in today’s concert halls. In its own genre, it is really a gem. 

Ironically, much more attention was paid to the male composers that year: Leonard 
Bernstein, who finally premiered his 1949 Prelude, Fugue & Riffs on television, and Morton 
Gould, whose Derivations for Solo Clarinet & Jazz Band was given its premiere the same 
year by Benny Goodman. Undoubtedly, the media-powerful names of Bernstein and Good-
man overshadowed that of Suesse. Nonetheless, Derivations is a well-written work and fun to 
listen to, probably more of a “fun” piece than the two concertos that preceded it. Gould plays 
with syncopated rhythms in a particularly relaxed and enjoyable manner; in fact, it is rhythm 
rather than melody or harmony that set this work aside from the previous two concertos. Even 
the development sections within each of its four movements are primarily rhythm-derived, 
creating a web of syncopations, which determine the music’s direction and focus. This is even 
true in the slow second movement, essentially a canon for clarinet, alto and tenor sax, joined 
eventually by the bass and then, finally, by baritone sax and trumpets. As seemed to be the 
case in nearly all such works, the final movement is a jazz ride-out, in this case reminiscent of 
the famed Goodman Sextet. 

And there was yet another jazz concerto that premiered in 1955, this one written by a 
bona-fide jazz musician, and it is considered one of his finest and most successful works. This 
was Duke Ellington’s Night Creature, commissioned by Don Gillis who, we may recall, was 
assistant conductor of the NBC Symphony under Toscanini, and the composer himself of the 
light-hearted Symphony 5 ½. Undoubtedly assisted by Strayhorn, Ellington’s Night Creature, 
in which both the symphonic and jazz band sections swing, Night Creature succeeded by tak-
ing jazz as the starting block on which he built an outstanding musical structure. Divided into 
three movements, each had a fanciful description in Ellington’s own words, but it was the use 
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of musical materials that made it a landmark of its time. The first movement, purportedly 
about a blind bug who comes out every night and does a dance, is an uptempo swinger whose 
theme is stated by the standard reeds and brass of the jazz orchestra with additional coloration 
from the classical winds and French horn. The middle section, played by the strings, is a 
waltz, but the waltz soon melds into the fabric of the swing theme as the movement develops 
musically. The second movement, which refers to a “boogie man” who “does the boogie-
woogie,” is really not a slow movement in the classic sense but a medium-slow piece that 
starts with Ellington playing the piano at its extreme outer ranges—the bass notes played in 
the contrabass register, the tinkling triplets played at the high end of the keyboard. This moves 
on, eventually, to a masterstroke, giving a solo to the only jazz violinist Ellington ever had in 
his band, the multi-talented Ray Nance, whose muted trumpet solo on Take the “A” Train 
became a classic. Nance’s very jazz-oriented violin solo (one of the finest of his career) then 
leads to the string section playing, of all things, a Jan Savitt-styled shuffle rhythm! In front of 
the shuffle rhythm we hear excellent solos by alto saxist Johnny Hodges, trombonist Law-
rence Brown and baritone saxist Harry Carney. At one point the strings swoop up into the 
stratosphere, hit a peak note, and tumble down with the orchestra, a more sophisticated use of 
the same technique that Strayhorn had used in the 1949 Sono. The movement ends with El-
lington again playing in the extreme outer ranges. 

Curiously, the third movement—described, tongue-in-cheek, by Ellington as repre-
senting “the queen, that dazzling woman who reigns over all night creatures”—begins in the 
same slower tempo as the second, but at roughly two minutes and 15 seconds into it, the 
tempo jumps up considerably to begin a rousing finale. Here, the string writing is both busy 
and thrilling, as both classical and jazz musicians blend in a thrilling climax of sound. The 
final capper is played, in the upper stratosphere, by Willie “Cat” Anderson, the highest high-
note trumpeter in the history of jazz. 

One of the more satisfying aspects of Night Creature is that Ellington eschewed the 
use of any growling or “freak” sounds from his musicians. With the possible exception of Cat 
Anderson’s finale, which I believe is even beyond the range of the most accomplished classi-
cal trumpeter (unless he or she were playing a piccolo trumpet, which wouldn’t have the same 
effect), there is really nothing in Night Creature that couldn’t be duplicated by any really 
first-rate jazz orchestra. The most distinctive sound heard here is Hodges’ pure, sensuous alto, 
and that sound has largely become a classic among jazz musicians. One wonders why Night 
Creature isn’t played more often than it is—except, of course, that many academics would 
probably not recognize its brilliance because the piece is just so much fun to listen to. 

Less fun, yet one of the more interesting and neglected pieces composed during this 
era, was the Improvisation for Jazz Band and Orchestra (1958) written collaboratively by 
Matyás Seiber and Johnny Dankworth. Seiber, of course, had a fair interest in jazz from much 
earlier on, in the 1920s, but to American audiences Dankworth (1927-2010) was just barely 
known in the U.S. until he was invited to the 1959 Newport Jazz Festival. That appearance 
made him something of a star in America; following it, he also played a gig at Birdland and 
several concerts with Duke Ellington’s orchestra. Yet this highly ambitious work, still barely 
known, was a more successful hybrid than Liebermann’s concerto because Dankworth and his 
band took each of the themes Seiber served up as a basis for swinging ensembles, and in turn 
of improvisation. Of course, what made it work was Seiber’s willingness to construct themes 
that had the potential for such improvisation, which was the one thing Liebermann did not do: 
his “classical episodes” were in contrast to the jazz sections, not used as the basis for the jazz 
as here. Moreover, Dankworth’s musicians set up their own dazzling variations, such as the 
fugue in the middle of the first section, which Seiber, in turn, wove back into the texture of 
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the music as a whole. Thus the “classical” and “jazz” elements ebb and flow in this piece, and 
in the end it is a highly satisfying piece because of this. The last section, for instance, al-
though clearly in an uptempo, is written in a much more complex manner—in both rhythm 
and tempo (there is a slow section in the middle)—which adds musical interest and diffuses 
the idea that this is just another ride-out. 

Yet another composer whose work is unjustly neglected was Leonard Salzedo (1921-
2000), a British composer of Spanish descent, who studied with Herbert Howells and is re-
membered primarily for his ballets The Witch Boy (1955), Agrionia (1954) and Hazard (1965) 
as well as his Second Symphony, but there were decided jazz elements in The Witch Boy, and 
in 1960 he, too, collaborated with Dankworth in composing the Rendezvous for Jazz Band 
and Orchestra (1960). This is an unusual piece in that it is not overtly serious, but rather play-
ful, using dance rhythms (strongly Latin in the first movement) to tie the written and impro-
vised portions together. You really get the impression that although Salzedo did not write a 
really “serious” piece in the sense of being thorough-composed, but rather a suite, that he had 
a lot of fun doing so. The music of Rendezvous, using techniques from pop and film music in 
addition to Latin dance and jazz, is surely the kind of piece one can call “orchestrated jazz” in 
the best sense without being too heavy for the listener. 

 
Tony Scott 
Anthony Joseph Sciacca, known professionally as Tony Scott (1921-2007), was the 

last great clarinetist in jazz and one of the most unorthodox musicians of his time. Born in 
Morristown, New Jersey, he attended Juilliard from 1940 to 1942, studied with Stefan Wolpe, 
then was drafted into the army. After the war he worked in a variety of jazz venues including 
sessions with Benny Carter, Ben Webster, Babs Gonzales, Sarah Vaughan, Earl Bostic and 
Billie Holiday, as well as a few records under his own name. Quickly realizing he didn’t have 
the spectacular technique of his chief competitor, Buddy de Franco, Scott began playing with 
a quirky, breathy tone and somewhat lunging style, obviously modeled after the iconoclastic 
early jazz clarinetist Pee Wee Russell (1906-1969). Russell himself actually grew as an artist, 
leaving Eddie Condon’s Chicago-styled jazz group after 1957 to pursue a more modern style, 
working with such musicians as Gerry Mulligan and Thelonious Monk, and his conception of 
the jazz solo—as opposed to his quirky, raspy style of playing—was always considered ahead 
of its time. Scott formed his own groups in the 1950s and recorded for several labels, particu-
larly Brunswick and RCA Victor. Around this time he also studied with Stefan Wolpe and 
became more fascinated with abstract structures and more modern harmonies. Scott won first 
place in an international critics’ jazz poll and was also selected by Down Beat in four years 
(1955 and 1957-59) as best jazz clarinetist, but since the clarinet was on the way out as a jazz 
instrument, Scott found it harder and harder to get high-profile and good-paying gigs. 

Known for his volatile personality and his proclivity to hog solo space, Scott didn’t 
make many friends within the jazz community, but he was a dedicated and serious musician. 
In addition to writing several swinging jazz tunes (Squaw With No Reservation, Friday the 
13th, Fingerpoppin’ and Sunday Scene), Scott also wrote and/or arranged several “third 
stream” pieces. Among the best of his arrangements were the ones (for RCA) of John Lewis’s 
Vendôme, George Shearing’s Lullaby of Birdland and Arthur Hamilton’s Cry Me a River. In 
each of these he transformed the tunes using a variety of classical devices: mirror writing, 
fugues, canons, and, in the case of the last-named piece, a string of solos at an extremely slow 
tempo that gave the music the impact of a funeral march. Even more interesting, however, 
were his original pieces, such as Abstraction No. 1, Requiem for Hot Lips Page, Three Short 
Dances for Solo Clarinet, Lament to Manolete, Counterpoint Pleasant and For Stefan Wolpe 
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in which he created unique works in various forms and styles. Abstraction No. 1, for instance, 
is an atonal piece with no connection to jazz in its first half other than its use of traditional 
jazz instrumentation, the second half featuring occasional passages that are swung a bit more 
than usual in such works. Requiem for Lips, recorded with both a small band and as a trio, 
works best in the original setting, its slow, moody tune floating on the surface of the subcon-
scious with only a few chord changes here and there—almost a modal piece, ahead of its time. 
Neither the Three Short Dances for Solo Clarinet nor For Stefan Wolpe sound jazz-connected, 
certainly not in terms of rhythm: these are almost pure modern classical works, their only jazz 
connotation the quirky, breathy tone quality that Scott imparted to his instrument. The latter 
piece, performed by Scott with pianist Bill Evans, plays with rhythm in a way similar to the 
music of the German composer, yet once again it swings in places without sacrificing its 
structural integrity. Counterpoint Pleasant, though set to a swinging jazz beat, is really just a 
melodic fragment thrown into a tape loop where the brief melody bounces off itself until Scott 
takes off on a brilliant solo flight which puts a string of brilliantly improvised choruses to-
gether to form a complete musical thought. 

Listening to these works, it is obvious that Scott had a superior musical mind and was 
onto something all his own. Sadly, he gave up trying to make a living in America and left to 
tour South, East, and Southeast Asia, where he developed an appreciation of Eastern music. In 
addition to playing in a Hindu temple he spent time in Japan, then recorded the landmark New 
Age album, Music for Zen Meditation, in 1964. This was followed by Tony Scott: Homage to 
Lord Krishna in 1967. After that, he settled in Italy during the 1970s and returned to jazz. He 
also made one or two returns to New York City, but found that he was forgotten. Nonetheless, 
his 1950s experiments in Third Stream music should not be overlooked. It may or may not be 
coincidence, but by the time Scott left America in 1959 the clarinet was already on the wane 
as a jazz instrument. Aside from some of the West Coast “cool” bands, the only major musi-
cian to continue using the instrument on a regular basis was Duke Ellington. 

 
Jazz film scores 
Aside from movies made specifically about jazz, which includes the “big band” films 

of the 1930s and ‘40s, the jazz content of most film scores prior to the 1950s was very slim. I 
have indeed seen a book claiming all sorts of jazz scores in films going back to the beginning 
of soundies, but when you actually go back and watch these things you are inevitably disap-
pointed. Even the insertion of, say, Louis Armstrong or the Don Redman band playing Chant 
of the Weed into early-1930s cartoons extend solely to the performances of these specific mu-
sicians. As soon as they disappear from the screen, the jazz content of the score evaporates 
into nothingness. And, as in the case of so much of the music that Europeans thought to be 
“jazz” in the 1920s, what passed for “jazz” in these film scores is nothing of the sort. 

But the 1950s saw a surprising amount of jazz music used in films. This was almost 
certain to be taken up by the French, who as we know had long appreciated and understood 
the art form better than most Americans, but it was also healthy to see it creeping into Holly-
wood films as well. You had minimal jazz content in the early Marlon Brando films A Street-
car Named Desire (1951) and The Wild One (1953), yet oddly enough it was a pair of “B” 
films in 1954 that saw the biggest breakthroughs. Ironically, this was because the plots of 
these films were about “seedy” night life people, borderline criminals, which is how post-bop 
America had come to see most jazz through the media lens prior to its revival on college cam-
puses by Dave Brubeck and the MJQ. Nevertheless, one must give high praise to the compos-
ers of this music, who paid little attention to the seedy aspects of the plot but, rather, allowed 
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their imaginations free rein in the creation of brilliant music that retains its value as a pure lis-
tening experience, completely divorced from the onscreen images it accompanied. 

First, and most stunning, was the brilliant score created by composer Leith Stevens 
(1909-1970), a child prodigy who had been the accompanist for the great German contralto 
Ernestine Schumann-Heink, for the 1954 film Private Hell 36. Stevens, like many of his gen-
eration such as Meredith Willson, gravitated to radio work, where he wrote and conducted 
music for Arch Oboler’s gothic horror show Lights Out, the Academy Awards Theater, Es-
cape, Suspense, Abbott and Costello and, more interestingly for our purposes, a once-highly-
popular CBS program called Saturday Night Swing Club. Thus Stevens, like Willson, was by 
no means a music snob but well versed in an extraordinarily wide range of styles. He had, in 
fact, written the score for The Wild One, but understandably that music had been more frag-
mented, reflecting the quick-cut action of the movie itself, and based on early prototypical 
rock and roll music which suited the character played by Brando. Private Hell 36 is an en-
tirely different animal. Writing music that, as he put it, “came out the sets and situations 
within the film,” Stevens let his imagination run wild, producing such brilliant music that it 
can still be listened to and enjoyed as a sort of jazz suite. The various titles of the pieces, such 
as Havana Interlude, Easy Mood, Daddy Long Legs etc., are relatively meaningless as such, 
except perhaps to give a mental image to the listener. Yet these are real compositions, not just 
jam tunes and not just background music. Leaning heavily on the same kind of deep sound 
qualities employed by Isham Jones, Sy Oliver and Stan Kenton, Stevens used this sound pal-
ette to create opaque blends in which brass and reeds worked together, only occasionally pit-
ted against each other as in the old swing school model, and the spot solos of a talented group 
of musicians culled from the West Coast jazz scene gave the music an authentic sound in ad-
dition to compositional interest. Even when Stevens uses Latin rhythms, he does so in a way 
that undulates beneath the excellent melodic lines and their various permutations. In my opin-
ion, Stevens’ work on Private Hell 36 is a bona-fide jazz suite and, as such, it should be 
played in jazz concerts—or just plain concerts in general. 

Yet perhaps the biggest surprise success in film music came from the pen of Franz 
Waxman (1906-1967), who began his studies at the Dresden Music Academy at age 16. De-
spite serious intentions (he later wrote a serious oratorio, Joshua, as well as The Song of 
Terezin), Waxman also worked in the early German sound film industry, orchestrating Frie-
drich Hollander’s score for Marlene Dietrich’s big hit The Blue Angel (1930) and writing his 
own score for Lillom (1934). Fearful of Nazi persecution (Waxman was Jewish), he fled to 
America where he found work almost immediately in Hollywood, writing scores for The 
Bride of Frankenstein (1935), Rebecca (1940), Sunset Boulevard (1950), A Place in the Sun 
(1951) and Rear Window (1954). Considering his bonafides, it’s a little surprising that he was 
asked to write a score for the exploitation film Crime in the Streets (1956), but this he did. 
One might expect something a bit stiff and unswinging, but such is not the case. On the con-
trary, Waxman’s music here seethes with an undercurrent of modern classical harmonies, on 
top of which the “Los Angeles Music Festival Jazz Orchestra” swings like mad.  and there is 
one piece from this score—a 13-minute sequence titled The Crime—that is one of the finest 
fusions of jazz and classical scoring of its time. Incredibly subtle, this Waxman piece wends 
its way sinuously around muted trumpet and trombone, bass clarinet, and a forlorn-sounding 
alto sax, while other, more “legitimate” instruments (strings and winds) create an ambient 
mood around them. More interestingly, this is a real composition, holding together brilliantly 
and developing musically as it wends its way along. At about the 10-minute mark, the under-
current of the music turns even more menacing, yet this, too, is handled with subtlety and 
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taste; only in the last minute does the music burst open, the trumpets and clarinets wailing 
menacingly and cutting like a knife blade.  

Particularly interesting is Waxman’s use of discords in the orchestration, i.e., chording 
the muted trumpets very close together in half-tones, that lend some of this score its stunning 
ambience and feeling of menace even at soft volume levels. This is truly brilliant music, and I 
strongly recommend its being studied by any modern composer, particularly American, who 
is interested in composing a “jazz symphony.” The fusion of jazz and classical elements here 
is smooth and flawless; it doesn’t even have the quirky and obvious “joins” that one hears in 
Matyás Seiber’s Improvisation for Jazz Band and Symphony Orchestra. Sadly the last track 
here, titled “The Celebration,” resorts to the kind of “movie rock ‘n’ roll” style that adults 
thought the kids listened to, and the kids thought sounded corny and square. Although I also 
admire Waxman’s scores for Rebecca and Sunset Boulevard, and although suites from them 
stand on their own as fine music, neither one comes close to this brilliant yet macabre score, 
yet on Waxman’s Wikpedia page this film isn’t even mentioned.  

There were certainly other films of the era with jazz-tinged scores, among them The 
Man With the Golden Arm (1955), Sweet Smell of Success (1957) and Touch of Evil (1958), 
but “jazz-tinged” doesn’t mean that it had real jazz episodes or a fusion of jazz with musical 
structure. After Crime in the Streets the next American film of real note was Anatomy of a 
Murder (1959). For this score, director Otto Preminger wanted something that was both hip 
and gritty. With an all-star cast that included Jimmy Stewart, Lee Remick, Ben Gazzara, Eve 
Arden, George C. Scott and Kathryn Grant, it was one of the very first films of this genre to 
go “mainstream,” i.e., be released as an “A” film with the attendant publicity and marketing. 
Preminger hired Ellington to write the score, and the music that resulted—with the finger-
prints of Strayhorn also on it—is one of the finest things Duke and Billy ever wrote.  

This, however, hasn’t stopped the jazz critics from demoting it. Mark Stryker, writing 
in the Detroit Free Press of the late-1990s CD release, deemed that “the score is too sketchy 
to rank in the top echelon among Ellington-Strayhorn masterpiece suites,”1 yet re-listening to 
it, you realize that it isn’t a “suite” unless you choose to address it as one. What it is is a suc-
cession of individually self-contained and brilliant pieces that not only reflect the mood of 
what transpired onscreen but also brings these emotions powerfully to the listener without 
even knowing the images they were meant to accompany. The reason I refute the label of 
“suite” is that these pieces can be played out of order, and not even complete as a set, yet still 
impress the listener with their combined compositional and improvisational brilliance. Unlike 
any other work I can recall in Ellington’s entire oeuvre, the music for Anatomy fractions 
rhythm and plays with harmony in an entirely modern way, completely different from his 
suite Such Sweet Thunder and even, in my mind, more brilliantly than even in his superb Far 
East Suite of 1966. Wynton Marsalis is quoted in the booklet of the Moochin’ About 5-CD 
set, Film Noir (MOOCHIN01), saying that it is “an incredible work of art, one of the most 
important ever in jazz.” Jazz lovers, and this includes Stryker, always gravitate towards the 
seductive-sounding Flirtibird, a vehicle for alto saxist Johnny Hodges, Ellington on piano, 
and colored with muted brass, yet although this is an excellent piece—and a real composition, 
not just a “tune”—it is not as sophisticated a piece of music as Way Early Subtone, which fol-
lows the same general pattern but is more harmonically interesting, and neither of these are 
quite as good as the main title music, or Hero to Zero, or the exotic Low Key Lightly, or even 
the deceptively swinging Happy Anatomy, let alone the subtly eerie Almost Cried, the subtle 

                                                
1 Stryker, Mark, “Ellington’s score still celebrated,” Detroit Free Press (January 20, 2009). 
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Sunswept Sunday or the sinister-sounding baritone and tenor sax figures, playing against the 
brass, in Upper and Outest. 

Although there are, naturally, swing elements in the music (since it’s Ellington, how 
could there not be?), its construction, and the way Ellington sets off soloists and rhythm sec-
tion against off-rhythm figures by the sax section (particularly in the opening number) are 
pretty advanced for him. Naturally, the famed ooh-wah brass that Ellington pioneered back in 
the early 1930s is also heard from time to time, as are the composer’s piano solos and, per-
haps because this was a film score, Ellington slips in occasional subtle rhythmic references to 
rock music (even more sophisticated than Mancini, however). It should be pointed out that 
this release also includes at least one studio-recorded track, Almost Cried, and a second ver-
sion of Happy Anatomy played by the full band as an alternative to the one by the “P.I. Five.” 
One of the more interesting aspects of this music is Ellington’s use of “space” between the 
notes, generally a feature of his ballads (think of Isfahan) but also evident here in slow-tempo 
swingers like Way Early Subtone. I’m thinking that perhaps he did this to not make the music 
too obvious when it was used as background to a scene in the film, but it also works well from 
a musical standpoint. Low Key Lightly is a feature for Ray Nance’s jazz violin, an instrument 
that he always played with a muted, dark-sounding tone, quite different from the normal 
bright sound purveyed by Joe Venuti, Eddie South, Stéphane Grappelli, Carroll Hubbard or 
Jean-Luc Ponty. After the R&B-tinged Happy Anatomy, we hear Strayhorn on celesta and 
Harry Carney on bass clarinet limning the delicate traceries of Midnight Indigo, a much more 
modern and sophisticated sequel to Mood Indigo and one deserving of wider recognition. 

Yet ironically, as good as this Ellington-Strayhorn score is, it is almost dwarfed by the 
stunningly sophisticated music created by John Lewis for Robert Wise’s Odds Against To-
morrow, which came out the same year. Here the sound of the Modern Jazz Quartet features 
legendary pianist Bill Evans in place of Lewis. We also hear a large orchestra including Gun-
ther Schuller as one of four French horns, Harvey Phillips on tuba, a harp, and two cellos 
amidst the normal jazz band configuration. This almost looks like a Gil Evans or Charles 
Mingus-type of lineup. Typically of his contemporary work with the MJQ, Lewis’s music 
seeks to blend jazz and classical in an almost undivided style, generally laying a classical-
sounding upper line (with harmony) against a lightly played jazz rhythm. Using such a large 
palette may seem difficult to manage, but Lewis’s instrumental voicings are subtle and sparse, 
reminding one of the kind of music being played around that time by the Gerry Mulligan big 
band as well as the much lesser-known work of Alonzo Levister. Much of the music almost 
seems to exist just below the level of recognition, i.e., one senses a continuity of musical 
thought but it is so subtle that at times the connection between themes almost sounds tenuous. 
Is this really (or still) jazz? Sometimes it’s hard to tell. Bits of it reminded me of the music of 
Marius Constant. It’s also interesting to hear Bill Evans playing piano in Lewis’s style with 
very light, single-note runs.  

Once past the title music, which he called Prelude, nothing in this score is predictable 
and, for the soundtrack to a film noir, it is surprisingly sophisticated in both construction and 
scoring. Every instrument or combination of instruments seems to rise out of the musical ma-
terial, just as the musical material is generated by the onscreen action. The more one listens, 
the more one hears, and to be honest, Lewis’s orchestration resembles no one else’s, not even 
Waxman’s. It almost sounds as if Lewis had been working with strings and a full band all his 
life, so fluidly does the music emerge and so beautifully is it interwoven. Most of the pieces 
are very brief, coming in at a little over a minute in length, yet they are all complete musical 
statements. There are no, so to speak, dangling participles in this music. It has its say and then 
stops. Even pieces with specifically descriptive titles, such as The Carousel Incident or Skat-
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ing in Central Park, are self-contained musical units, brilliant in themselves and not needing 
visual imagery to be appreciated. More often than not, he uses Percy Heath’s bass played 
bowed rather than plucked in accepted jazz style, and this creates a sustained undercurrent of 
tension in the score. No matter where one turns in this remarkable piece of music—and yes, to 
my mind, this is a suite—one is continually fascinated by Lewis’s ability to keep one’s inter-
est without ever resorting to typical film-score tricks such as pop tune quotes or rhythms and 
syrupy “love” music. 

 
Two individualists: Alonzo Levister and Herbie Nichols 
Two of the least well known and misunderstood musicians of the 1950s, though poles 

apart in methodology, were Alonzo Levister (1925 - ) and Herbie Nichols (1919-1963). Both 
had completely individual views of jazz and how it should be combined with classical form; 
both were brilliant; and both struggled for recognition and, to a certain extent, still do. 

In addition to their styles being different, their windows of recognition also date from 
different periods. Levister was much in vogue during the 1950s, but in the 1960s his star set-
tled a bit and he went into commercial and Broadway work. Nichols, on the other hand, was 
given the chance to record his own music himself, but only in a piano trio setting which was 
not the way he conceived it. Most critics of the time were baffled by his tunes, which seemed 
to have a note here or there missing from the melodic structure. They also failed to hear in 
their mind’s ear what Nichols had in mind, so that by the time of his early death in 1963 only 
a handful of musicians really understood what he was going after. His music, however, has 
had a Renaissance in the 1990s and beyond, and although it is far from being part of the jazz 
mainstream there are certainly more people who know Nichols’ name today than ever did 
when he was alive. 

Levister, born in Greenwich, Connecticut but raised in Harlem, began his musical 
studies at age 21 at the Boston Conservatory, but three years later went to Paris and was ac-
cepted by Nadia Boulanger as a private pupil. Following this stint, he returned to New York 
and studied at Juilliard in 1951. During his Juilliard period he showed his piano sonata to 
Leonard Bernstein who, after looking it over, said it was well written but could have been 
done “by any one of hundreds of conservatory students.”2 It was at this time that Levister de-
cided to create his own personal style. 

He came to Charles Mingus’ attention via his gorgeous trumpet-with-strings arrange-
ment of Mingus’ Portrait (a.k.a. God’s Portrait). Mingus was so taken by it that he issued it 
on his Debut label and also signed Levister to make an album of his own. The result was 
Manhattan Monodrama (Debut Records, now out of print) which included five original pieces 
on the first side and a jazz ballet of that title on the other. The music he created was indeed 
personal, in fact unlike anyone else’s music in the world. In these works of his early prime 
Levister wrote scores using melodic cells to be strung together, moving both melody and the 
harmony in simple gestures. In this way he was able to create, as an amoeba splits its cells, 
structures of elegant simplicity that could go on for as short or as long as he liked. The music 
feels organic in the sense that everything seems to evolve from the initial melodic-rhythmic-
harmonic gesture, and within each piece are moments of great interest and/or great beauty. 
Like Mingus, Levister generally favored low sonorities: cellos, saxophones, and other instru-
ments such as trumpet and piano playing in their mid or lower registers. Yet like so many 
third stream composers of this era, he struggled for recognition. Miles Davis asked him to 
write a piece for an upcoming album. Levister complied with Black Swan. Davis’ retort was, 
                                                
2 From the liner notes to Manhattan Monodrama (Debut 125). 
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“You sure are thorough wit’ your shit, ain’t you?,”3 since Levister had given him a thorough-
composed piece with no room for improvisation. Davis never recorded Black Swan, but it did 
appear on Manhattan Monodrama. Listening to it shows how well Levister tailored the music 
to Davis’ style. A long line in C with occasional outbursts, Black Swan settles into a sort of 
calypso rhythm, the trumpet riding lyrically above a plucked cello while the clarinet plays a 
rhythmic figure above it. Then the clarinet takes over playing a variant on the original mel-
ody, with the trumpet weaving around it. A rhythmic figure rises to a climax and falls back 
from it. The tempo increases, the key changes from C to D-flat, and there is an odd out-of-
tempo break before we return to lyricism and, eventually, C again. 

Leap Frog begins with an open fifth in C, which then extends to the ninth, the melody 
of Leap Frog is an ambiguous but rhythmic piece built around one of his melodic cells. In his 
own recording, muted trumpet, timpani, celesta and alto saxophone weave in and out of the 
texture, the piano being the one omnipresent feature. Eventually the piano comes to the fore, 
the other instruments playing around it, and there is an unusual coda at the end. Written in the 
mid-1950s, it is one of the earliest of thorough-composed jazz pieces for a small group. Sugar 
Hill Strut, after two staccato piano chords in F (though with the emphasis on G), a jagged lick 
on clarinet is mirrored by piano, then we find ourselves plunged into a sort of limping jazz 
waltz in which the trumpet, and then the piano, play quirky variants. Halfway through, the 
tempo picks up to an almost racing beat and becomes very funky. 

Yet the gem of the first side of Levister’s LP was Slow Dance, a hypnotic, trance-like 
tune played by the clarinet (the excellent John La Porta, who had also played clarinet on some 
of Charles Mingus’ recordings), followed by Teddy Charles’ vibes and Louis Mucci’s trum-
pet. Ironically, this was the one piece from the album that was recorded by someone else, in 
this case John Coltrane, who fell in love with the tune and made his own version with Red 
Garland on piano and Paul Chambers on bass in August 1957.  

As for Manhattan Monodrama, it is a highly personal and unusual work written for a 
ballet by Donald McKayle. As Levister explained in the liner notes, because the ballet had 
already been laid out and choreographed, he had to write in a specific number of measures to 
meet the specific moods of the work. In the first section, some teenagers outside a candy store 
drop a coin in the jukebox which then plays modern jazz. (These were, apparently, very hip 
teenagers.) A growling trumpet is heard within the context of some very complex music, fol-
lowed by a section in which one teen grabs another and plays him like a bass. What amazes 
the listener, all these years after it was recorded, is the remarkable range of color Levister was 
able to elicit from a band of only six instruments. In the second section, “two lonely people in 
a bar looking for company” eventually embrace, then go their separate ways. The man is rep-
resented by the cello, the woman by the trumpet. They begin at opposite ends of the bar, ap-
parently talking but not necessarily to each other. Strange, harmonically and melodically am-
biguous music then ensues, including the alto sax and xylophone along with the cello and 
trumpet. Up to this point, the piano is conspicuously absent here, except for one or two stac-
cato chords at telling moments, but then it comes in as a rhythm-changer behind the cello 
playing very high in the upper register. This is the moment when they two lonely souls em-
brace. Following this one moment of happiness, they go their separate ways to their own pri-
vate loneliness. 

The third and final section represents a crippled janitor who is grabbed by an angry 
mob because a young girl mistakenly points him out as the person who attacked her. The jani-
tor dies beneath the pummeling of the mob, who then regret their actions and go back to the 
                                                
3 From an e-mail sent to the author by Levister on March 9, 2014. 
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bar. This brutal scene is accompanied by uncharacteristically brutal music by Levister, the 
irregular meter emphasized by asymmetric whacks of the timpani as the trumpet and clarinet 
chatter angrily above it. After the janitor’s death, the music relaxes into a deeply mournful 
and elegiac tune played by the cello, with muted trumpet in the background and the piano and 
tambourine underscoring it. 

Also in the late 1950s, Levister wrote two “pocket operas,” as he called them, the first 
a lighthearted piece in light classical style titled The Happy Hypocrite and the other a jazz op-
era, Blues in the Subway. Both were performed sporadically but never commercially recorded. 
Since Levister was kind enough to send me recorded excerpts I can only speak for them and 
not for the work as a whole, but what I have heard is impressive. The short Prelude is a jazzy 
tune, written in 4 but with the piano playing eighth notes beneath the saxophone, skipping the 
first eighth note of every bar. Each piece I’ve heard is a little gem, and Levister seems to have 
solved the problem of combining true jazz rhythms, a parlando style of speech-sing, and le-
gitimate classical singing (the female lead) in a way that makes musical sense. He creates a 
fugue in “U.S. to lend India,” and in “As long as there is love” he creates a lovely ballad that 
still has a jazz inflection. And, as usual for him, his ability to weave what sound like impro-
vised passages in and out of the musical flow is exemplary. 

In 1961 Levister went into commercial work, writing a jingle for Prell shampoo that 
won a Clio award and arranging the score of the musical Kicks and Co. Two years later, Can-
nonball Adderly commissioned him to write music for him. Levister responded with The Bed-
rock Suite, a three-part gem that Adderly neither played nor recorded once he received the 
music. Frustrated, Levister cut his own demo of the music, using alto saxist Jerry Dodgion, 
guitarist Joe Puma, himself on piano and J.C. Moses on drums. Once again, Levister found his 
muse in slow-moving, bluesy melodies that were brilliantly constructed yet sounded casual. In 
the first movement, the piano plays a continual chord pattern in F minor while the alto and 
guitar weave an ambiguous melody line above it. In the second, set to a walking bass line 
played by bass and piano, it’s the guitarist who sets the pace, playing what sound like impro-
vised licks above the rhythm section which shifts from a slow boogie to stop-time chords. A 
lyrical, out-of-tempo episode for the alto sax leads back to the original rhythm; the music be-
comes more agitated, leading to a double-time passage for guitar. The third section, played 
uptempo, is set around a bass drone as the alto and guitarist play a variant of the first move-
ment melody above it. Then come a series of stop-time breaks, followed in turn by another 
build-up of tension as guitar and alto play a sort of round while the drummer fragments the 
rhythm. The tempo slows down and three dramatic chords bring the piece to its conclusion. 

In the years that followed, Levister became involved in other projects. He spent some 
time as arranger-producer of Jobete, the music publishing company of Motown Records, and 
wrote music for Verve Records. Then, as he put it on his website, “After 20 years of writing 
every kind of music, including symphonic, opera, musicals, jazz & commercial jingles, on the 
verge of success, something inside me said run like hell – the other way! I did. I became an 
expat in Tahiti. While living there teaching and writing, I was inspired to write ‘Tahiti Girl,’ 
recorded by the amazing pianist Roy Meriwether (available on CD Baby ‘Xtension’). Addi-
tionally, I worked on an opera ‘Slave Song’ (originally written with libretto by the late Oscar 
Brown Jr. and performed at Howard University in the early 70s).”4 A bit closer in style to a 
musical show than opera, the music of Slave Song is indeed fascinating, particularly the Prel-
ude and first scene are extremely well written and fine examples of his mature style. In 1968, 
while working on the musical New Faces of 1968, he met his future wife Gloria Bleezarde 
                                                
4 http://www.jazznopera.com/ 
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who was in the cast. The couple now lives in Nazaré, Portugal. 
By contrast to Levister, Herbie Nichols’ life reads like a tragedy. Born in San Juan 

Hill, Manhattan to a couple from Trinidad, Nichols also grew up in Harlem. He began playing 
professionally around 1937 and was one of the musicians experimenting with new jazz forms 
at Minton’s Playhouse in 1940, but the witty, relaxed, easygoing Nichols did not find the cut-
throat atmosphere at Minton’s conducive to his creativity. Ironically, the one Minton’s musi-
cian he became friendly with was Thelonious Monk, who also struggled for acceptance and 
recognition but at least found it during his lifetime. When Monk was signed to Blue Note re-
cords in 1947 Nichols tried to persuade label owner Alfred Lion to record him, too, but with-
out success until Mingus heard him playing his own music in the mid-1950s and urged Lion 
to do so. Nichols was forced to play Dixieland jazz for a living throughout most of his career, 
but was finally able to record his own tunes for the Blue Note and, later, Bethlehem labels. 
Nichols always envisioned his music being played by a small group of horns and strings (one 
violin and one cello, at least), but due to economic circumstances both Blue Note and Bethle-
hem only recorded Nichols playing his own tunes in a piano trio setting. These albums sold 
very poorly and, in fact, some tracks were not released until the 1980s. Returning to the ob-
scurity from which he had briefly emerged, Nichols continued to plod along in life until he 
died of leukemia in New York at age 44. A biography of Nichols, A Jazzist’s Life, was written 
by Mark Miller and published in 2009. 

There were two problems audiences had (and, to a certain extent, musicians as well) in 
appreciating Nichols’ music. The first was that the form of the music was generally too quirky 
to grasp and, in a sense, the piano trio versions that Nichols himself recorded were essentially 
skeletons. The effect was very similar, on a smaller scale, to hearing chamber music and or-
chestral works by Bartók (who he greatly admired) or Stravinsky only played by a solo piano. 
Without the added dimension of the other “voices,” you only get a faint idea of what is really 
supposed to be going on. The second problem was their musical form. Nichols’ music was a 
witty combination of Dixieland rhythms with a quirky melodic structure that seemed to be 
moving sideways rather than straight ahead. Not just the harmonic changes, but also the 
melodies, often lacked transitions, but rather jumped ahead or even backwards, repeating licks 
and motifs already played before suddenly jumping ahead to a new theme or variations on a 
theme. Thus the less attentive listeners of his time (and beyond) couldn’t really “hear” what 
Nichols was doing because the regular 4/4 beat of most of his pieces misled their ears, and the 
skeletal nature of the piano trio recordings did not fill out the texture. 

Yet even in some of his own recordings, Nichols’ musical mind could be followed if 
one listened closely enough. In a piece like The Third World, for instance, after a brief intro-
duction, Nichols plays a coruscating melody, essentially the same two-beat pattern repeated 
three times, each one beginning a full step down, then followed by a series of chords held for 
two beats apiece. The chords are then altered in position, creating a strange harmonic tension; 
when the quirky melody is repeated, however, Nichols shortens it to six bars instead of the 
usual eight, thus removing at least one “signpost” from the music, before launching into his 
improvisation, full of whole tone scales and upper harmonics, almost never again touching the 
home key of C major. And, even here, Nichols occasionally shortens the beat-count, occa-
sionally extends it, but almost never plays a completely even rhythmic pattern. This is what I 
mean when I say that his music moves “sideways.” On the surface, it sounds like a typical 
bop-styled swinger, but there is so much going on underneath that if you don’t pay close at-
tention, you’re lost—and I mean completely lost. By the end of the recording, if you haven’t 
listened attentively, you’d think Nichols was out on a limb somewhere, the little coda (a re-
peat of the intro) being a mere convenience used to bring closure to the music. 
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Double Exposure isn’t quite as complex as its title suggests—he’s not playing two 
completely different tunes against each other—but it does, again, shortchange the casual lis-
tener by removing bars, or notes from bars, from the musical progression. One mustn’t think, 
however, that everything Nichols did was completely “serious.” His friends knew him as a 
particularly happy man with a good sense of humor, convinced that his time would come be-
cause his music was good. What he couldn’t have known was how little time he had left. In 
fact, when he died his friends tried to locate all his scores, but many were accidentally de-
stroyed by weather, water, whatever. In this particular piece, the “double exposure” comes 
from his overlaying the typically quirky little melody with crushed chords that in this case do 
not evolve organically from the composition but, rather, are splashed on top of it. And, as I 
say, a lot of this was meant to be witty. In Shuffle Montgomery he created one of his happiest 
tunes, one that almost sounds as if it came out of vaudeville or Dixieland jazz—except that he 
plays it two octaves apart, and with certain “leading” notes in the bass pulling in the opposite 
direction from the treble. The resolution of the first half-chorus is a “shuffle” tune that as-
cends for two bars; at the end of the chorus, it ascends for two bars, then descends for two. 
Repeat the descending figure for six more bars. Again: the music is moving sideways. And the 
development section combines these two opposing thematic motifs, adding some quirky 
rhythmic shifts and still bringing in that ascending-descending motif now and again—not as a 
signpost to be followed, but almost to completely undermine the tune’s structure. Nichols is 
indeed “shuffling” the music here. 

But as I said, the full impact of Nichols’ compositions can only be ascertained from 
band arrangements. The first of these emerged from Europe, where pianist Misha Mengelberg 
and soprano saxist Steve Lacy played a set of Nichols pieces with the ICP (Instant Compos-
ers’ Pool) Orchestra in May 1984. They were fortunate to have something of the kind of in-
strumental mixture that Nichols himself wanted, that is, reeds, brass and strings, although 
there was only one viola present and the cellist (Ernst Reijseger) generally assumed the role of 
bassist. Yet the arrangements were extremely colorful and fleshed out Nichols’ unusual com-
positions beautifully, i.e. in his own Hangover Triangle, a performance that one can contrast 
with Nichols’ own trio recording, and the even more surreal Houseparty Starting. Aside from 
the opening tune statements, where Nichols’ own piano trio versions are voiced by him on the 
keyboard similar to the quintet versions, one can clearly discern how the compositions pull 
together by listening to solo instruments playing against the piano as well as how the single-
voiced solo instruments interact with the ensemble. The entire piece opens up with the expan-
sion of the chords “through” the voices of the orchestral members, and the extremely high 
quality of the soloists, who seemed to intuitively grasp that these were compositions and not 
just tunes to jam on, molded their solo statements to complement the whole, not just be a “jam 
session” or a cutting contest. 

Yet the most successful arrangements of Nichols pieces to date were created by classi-
cal and jazz bassist-cellist Buell Neidlinger (1936 - ) in 1995 on the album Blue Chopsticks 
(K2B2 3169). Finally using the kind of mixed group that Nichols, who had been his friend, 
stipulated for playing his music, Neidlinger combined a violin, viola and cello with a trumpet 
and a reed player to create fascinating textures and a multi-linear approach to Nichols’ music. 
In nearly every instance, Neidlinger’s scores create more depth to the music, pulling different 
threads of the music against one another in his multi-layered performances. The sole problem 
in the performances is the occasionally infirm trumpet playing of Hugh Schick, which lends a 
feeling of sloppiness to a project that is otherwise quite tight in its grasp of the music and its 
colors. Suddenly, in such pieces as Blue Chopsticks, Portrait of Ucha, Love Gloom Cash 
Love, Cro-Magnon Nights and Nick at T’s, Nichols’ musical vision comes alive as in 3-D, and 
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one of the more interesting aspects of these performances is the playing of violinist Richard 
Greene: much more like a country fiddler than like Joe Venuti or Stephane Grappelli. It’s a 
fascinating choice of style, and somehow it suits Nichols’ ironic, quirky music better. This is 
particularly true of the solo violin introduction to Cro-Magnon Nights, after which a dramatic 
pause is followed by an almost manic reading of the melody, with Neidlinger playing “walk-
ing cello” as a sort of cantus firmus underneath the group and then the soloists. Trumpeter 
Schick’s solo is off-rhythm; the alto saxist doubles the rhythm in his solo. 

Trombonist Roswell Rudd, who played with Nichols in the early 1960s, recorded The 
Unheard Herbie Nichols in 1996, but this was merely a trio (trombone, guitar, drums). The 
last and most visible of the groups that have played Nichols’ music in a multilinear style is the 
Herbie Nichols Project, founded in 1994 by pianist Frank Kimbrough and bassist Ben Allison 
as part of the Jazz Composers Collective in New York. Once again the strings were removed 
from the ensemble mix, and to a certain extent the Herbie Nichols Project does not play his 
compositions exactly as written, sometimes omitting introductions nr expanding solo cho-
ruses. This can be a bit of a danger, as it moves Nichols’ pieces away from the genre of jazz-
classical fusion by removing some of the original structure and replacing it with more im-
provisation, but for the most part the Project has recorded tasteful and enlightening perform-
ances of Nichols’ work. These also include several compositions that Nichols himself did not 
live to record, such as Bartók, Dr. Cyclops’ Dream, Riff Primitif and Strange City. Certainly 
in some of their performances, particularly that of Dr. Cyclops’ Dream and Strange City, the 
Nichols Project manages to create effective moods that bring the quirkiness and modernity of 
these half-century-or-more-old scores to life.  

I have spent much more time than usual describing these two composers’ music for 
two reasons. First, they are far less known to the jazz world at large than their more famous 
contemporaries Monk, Brubeck or Mingus, and second because their music exhibits an ex-
tremely high level of creativity as well as an unwillingness to compromise with commercial 
interests. Alonzo Levister fled from commercial success, Herbie Nichols would probably not 
have enjoyed it if he got it. Both were purists at heart, and this is why their music speaks to us 
so eloquently. They were constitutionally incapable of selling out. 

 
Earl Hines, freed at last 
In December 1956, a few months after the death of his idol, Art Tatum, Earl Hines 

was invited to record a solo piano album for Prestige. It was a signal honor, but also a some-
what risky one for the label. Hines had, for the most part, hidden his brilliance as an impro-
viser behind his big band from 1929 through 1948, with only a few solo recordings in all that 
time to suggest that he may have more to offer in terms of improvisation. He then spent a few 
years playing Dixieland piano behind his former Chicago cohort, Louis Armstrong, in his All- 
Stars; and then, after leaving Armstrong, spent a few more years playing Dixieland in Cali-
fornia. Thus Hines’ stock as a jazz soloist was quite low when this album was made. 

Yet ironically for posterity, this was the beginning of his exposure to the wider jazz 
public of his incredible talents as a soloist. Without a big band or even a bass and guitar to 
support him, Hines showed everyone that he was clearly capable of constructing Baroque fan-
tasias out of the simplest and least promising of pop or blues themes. Unlike Tatum, he didn’t 
indulge in out-of-tempo passages, sudden harmonic veerings off into no-man’s land or flashy 
full-keyboard runs or glissandos. On the contrary, Hines’ method was to play the theme or a 
variant thereof, then run off chorus after chorus after chorus of brilliant variations, each one 
building on the one before and some so innovative that even such modern pianists as Tristano 
and Evans were in awe of his ability. It was almost as if Hines had never played with his big 
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band or the Armstrong group at all, but simply went from being the best and most modern 
jazz pianist in Chicago to being the best jazz pianist in the world, period.  

But of course, that wasn’t his career path, and although Hines often said that he loved 
being a band pianist (and the recordings show that he did enjoy that position very much) it 
was surely his fear of competition from Tatum that held him back for all those years. Possi-
bly, too, the freedom allowed him by the LP was what he needed to stretch out and feel com-
fortable. Prior to this recording session, the only time Hines was able to stretch out was on his 
1939 Blue Note session, which produced two four-minute-plus performances. Although his 
playing on this session was merely a foretaste of greater things to come, Hines reeled off 
some dazzling variations on Everything Depends on You, Ann, RR Blues and There’ll Be 
Some Changes Made, each chorus more startling and inventive than the one preceding, yet the 
prize of this session was his original Blues for Tatum, a real composition built around a theme 
made up of bits and pieces of fragmented melodies and riffs, tied together by his walking bass 
and his inner sense of logic in construction. What is even more interesting about this piece is 
that his variations are built around more or less the same rhythmic fragments that made up the 
theme: somehow or other, Hines was able to keep that pattern in mind as the performance 
progressed. Only with the chorus beginning at 2:16 does he suddenly cut loose from this pat-
tern, and in doing so he constructs almost a new theme in the process, which he then impro-
vises on in the last chorus.  

Hines’ rhythmic propulsion and fine sense of structure also transform the simple tune 
Ann to a new level, playing counterpoint in the left hand from the start, dissecting its melody 
in the second chorus, then playing a delicate filigree around it in the third (throwing in some 
whole-tone chords in the break just for color). A sudden glissando down the keyboard to the 
center brings us up short for the final chorus, in which the theme is fragmented before being 
put back together. In There’ll Be Some Changes Made, Hines takes the opposite approach, 
deconstructing the tune in the first chorus, then playing it relatively straight but with so much 
filigree that it sounds as if he has three hands. The melody is then thrown over a series of two-
handed chords, after which left-hand chords constantly interrupt the melodic flow of the right 
hand. A series of downward arpeggio rolls make up the last full chorus, then an extra half-
chorus just to make sure he’s done all he could to the tune. 

Hines would become even more ornate and inventive in the decades to come, but this 
was his “coming out” party. 

 
The Allyn Ferguson Sextet 
Allyn Ferguson (1924-2010) was a child prodigy, learning to play the trumpet at age 

four and the piano at seven. He studied music at San Jose State University, in Paris with 
Nadia Boulanger, and at Tanglewood with Aaron Copland. In 1956 he formed the Chamber 
Jazz Sextet in California with trumpeter-percussionist Robert Wilson, alto saxist and bass 
clarinetist Frank Leal, clarinetist and tenor saxist Modesto Briseno (a brilliant musician who 
died tragically young in an auto crash), bass saxist and bassoonist Fred Dutton, and drummer-
timpanist Tom Reynolds. Somewhere along the line Ferguson also learned the French horn, 
because he plays that instrument and piano on the sessions. In the liner notes to his first al-
bum, Ferguson said that he hoped “to catalyze this inevitable fusion of jazz and classical atti-
tudes,” asserting that his musicians “are making use of their every available musical knowl-
edge in attempting to render music both meaningful and legitimate for the listener.”5 The mu-
sic is indeed innovative, sounding very much like the old Dave Brubeck Octet except with a 
                                                
5 From the liner notes to Borderland: Allyn Ferguson’s Chamber Jazz Sextet, Cadence Records CLP-1020 (LP). 
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more swinging beat. And like the Brubeck Octet, they struggled and starved. They were for-
tunate that, somehow, they came to the attention of Archie Bleyer, founder and owner of Ca-
dence Records, who decided to record them in 1957. The two albums they made for Cadence 
were Borderland (all instrumentals) and Kenneth Patchen Reads His Poetry with the Cham-
ber Jazz Sextet, in which they accompanied the furthest-out of San Francisco beat poets. Nei-
ther disc sold well, so Bleyer declined to pick up their option for a third LP. After leaving Ca-
dence they recorded Poetry and Jazz at the Blackhawk for Fantasy with Kenneth Rexroth. In 
this last album they simplified and straightened their complex style, but to no avail. All three 
records sold poorly, though the Patchen album is now considered a cult classic.  

One way in which Ferguson’s music differed from Brubeck’s was that his music 
swung more. Ferguson, like Brubeck, set up either quirky melodic lines (Borderland) or 
greatly altered existing melodies (Cole Porter’s In the Still of the Night), takes them into odd 
and foreign harmonic territory and adding improvisations to the mix, but he did not use the 
same stiffish beat that Brubeck’s group did, emulating Milhaud and Stravinsky. Rather, Fer-
guson sounded like a cross between Brubeck and Monk, working his harmonic changes into 
the evolving pattern of each piece. In Borderland, he purposely keeps the balance between a 
jazz and a “classical” feeling up in the air, constantly vacillating in feeling, mood and struc-
ture, while Canon for Funkies is a medium-slow tempo swinger in which the harmonic 
changes are much more subtle as the group effortlessly glides through this jazz canon (with an 
excellent piano solo by Ferguson himself).  

The Suite for Contemporaries is undoubtedly the most formal piece of all, divided into 
three movement with Italian tempo titles like any classical piece (I: Adagio – Moderato; II: 
Lento; III: Vivace) and using a number of traditional classical devices such as theme inver-
sion and development, yet it, too, swings in places, giving the casual listener the illusion, at 
least, that he or she is simply hearing modern jazz. What I found particularly interesting about 
the work was the way in which the themes of the second and third movements seem to have 
grown out of the first: a way of tying together the movements via similar but not identical ma-
terial. In the second movement, there is a solo played on an instrument that sounds like an 
electric piano, or clavichord, which forms the basis for a fugue in which the keyboard is 
joined by muted trumpet, alto sax and bass clarinet. Eventually the bass joins the electric pi-
ano and the other instruments, and the drums sneak in behind them for the ride-out, so to 
speak. The final movement, like so many such pieces in similar works (see: Bernstein, Suesse 
and Gould), takes the form of a ride-out in a fast tempo, but here, too, keeping to Ferguson’s 
fascination with fugues. In his work, it almost always sounds as if every solo is pre-written; 
certainly, it’s extremely difficult to believe that they are improvised, since the note-choices 
fall in so perfectly with the surrounding material. In the Still of the Night begins almost por-
tentously, like the opening of a film score, and even when one begins to recognize the familiar 
tune it keeps up this haunting, dramatic quality, the timpani playing in the background con-
stantly and the instrumentation limited to trumpet (open), clarinet and trombone. Once the 
rhythm loosens up, alto sax also comes into the picture, and one can hear the bass clarinet 
grounding the orchestral texture. The uptempo section does not provide release, but rather 
keeps up the tension. The finale reverts to the initial tempo, and rides out over the timpani.  

In 1962 jazz flautist Paul Horn commissioned Ferguson to rewrite Mussorgsky’s Pic-
tures at an Exhibition: Framed in Jazz. Although the recording was made, it wasn’t issued for 
27 years. Eventually tired of struggling to fuse classical and jazz, Ferguson began writing 
commercial film and TV music. Among other projects, his Wikipedia biography credits him 
with the theme songs for TV shows Barney Miller and Charlie’s Angels and Emmy-
nominated scores for April Morning, Ivanhoe, The Last Days of Patton, Master of the Game 
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and Pancho Barnes, winning in 1985 for his work on Camille. It’s easy to understand why 
Ferguson went into this work—many jazz musicians of the 1950s did so, including Quincy 
Jones and Shorty Rogers—but it’s sad that he never returned to writing advanced jazz-
classical works in his later years. 

 
Fred Katz with Chico Hamilton, Paul Horn, etc. 
One of the most arresting and creative minds in the blending of jazz and classical mu-

sic was that of cellist-pianist Fred Katz (1919-2013). A pupil of Pablo (Pau) Casals, Katz had 
pursued a strictly classical career until he wrote a few songs for singer Frankie Laine and ac-
companied another singer, Lena Horne, in live performances as a pianist. Chico Hamilton 
(1921-2013), who began playing fairly early in life and in fact appeared briefly in the 1941 
Fred Astaire film You’ll Never Get Rich, was Horne’s drummer and invited Katz to join his 
soon-to-be-formed quintet. Katz later said that although he was a decent improviser on the 
piano, at first “he couldn’t think like a jazz man on the cello.”6 That all changed one night on 
the bandstand when Katz, who would practice his cello on the edge of the bandstand between 
sets, got stranded there as the rest of the band took their places, so he had to wing it on the 
string instrument and a new sound was born. The other original members of the group were 
flautist-clarinetist-saxist Buddy Collette (1921-2010), a lifelong friend and early bandmate of 
Charles Mingus in his mid-1940s “Stars of Swing” band, guitarist Jim Hall, and bassist Car-
son Smith. Two things happened: Katz suddenly became one of the greatest improvising cel-
lists in the history of jazz and simultaneously blossomed as a composer of unusual style and 
skill. Before long, it became obvious that despite the great talents of the others Katz was the 
most important member of the band. In addition, Hamilton and Collette did not just tolerate 
this infusion of classical form and ideas into jazz but actually embraced them. Like his close 
friend Mingus, Collette was always drawn towards jazz-classical fusion, and so with his natu-
ral proclivity towards composition and his newfound skills as a jazz improviser, Katz became 
a valuable (some would say the most valuable) member of the quintet.  

Among the unusual and beautiful works he created for this early version of the Hamil-
ton group were The Sage, Blue Sands and Free Form, each of which has a strong sense of 
structure in which the solos almost sound premeditated and the harmonic construction leans 
towards a strong Eastern style. Moreover, these pieces, and the many which followed, almost 
seem premeditated in construction, as if Katz conceived them in a single flash of inspiration 
encompassing the entire work from first note to last. Possibly the most unusual of these (for 
Katz, that is) was Blue Sands, which combined an almost Latin beat reminiscent of the popu-
lar tune Tequila with a more peculiar “rolling rhythm” using an eighth note pattern on the tom 
tom. Overlaid on this rhythm was a series of unusually constructed melodic figures, with an 
emphasis on laying back of the rhythm, and what sound like traditional Eastern modes. 

The question then arises how an American classical cellist came upon such exotic 
sounds—certainly, music that his teacher (Casals) probably never heard or, if he heard them, 
never played them. It turned out that Katz had also been a student of anthropology, which led 
him to discover quite a bit of early music (including the Dolphic hymn of ancient Greek 
modes) as well as a participant in several Jewish liturgical services. All of these influences 
went into his “jazzical” compositions and improvisations.7  

                                                
6 See The Far-Out Music of Fred Katz by Jon Kalish (www.npr.org/2007/12/13/17211431/the-far-out-music-of-
fred-katz), December 13, 2007. 
7 In fact, later in life Katz was a professor of ethnic music in the Anthropology Department at California State 
University, Fullerton (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fred_Katz_%28cellist%29). 
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One can view a little window into the creative process that the Hamilton quintet went 
through in a video on You Tube made during a reunion of Hamilton, Katz and Collette on 
September 4, 1975. Sitting at the piano, Katz talks to Collette about the piece they are about 
to play in which he combined jazz and classical. After talking about these early pieces he 
wrote for the quintet and lamenting about some of their critics—“They said it didn’t swing, 
but what they forgot was that we were playing music, not just jazz alone”—he discusses the 
piece with Collette, who asks him if there is any specific way he wants him to play it. “No,” 
Katz says, “just play it your own way, but if you feel like speeding up some sections go right 
ahead and I’ll follow you.”8 The musical empathy between the two musicians is evident, as 
much in 1975 as 20 years earlier, and although it was a bit of a shame that Collette left the 
quintet sometime between February and October of 1956 for the greater security of studio 
work, his replacement, the extraordinarily gifted Paul Horn (1930-2014) was, if anything, 
even more extraordinary and more in tune with the kind of music Katz enjoyed writing. 

Hall and Smith were also replaced by John Pisano and Hal Gaylor, but there is a fasci-
nating recording session led by Katz for Pacific Jazz in November 1956, when Collette and 
Hall had already left but Smith was still on bass. The music they created in those November 
sessions was wholly unique and almost indescribable. In such pieces as Lord Randall, Classi-
cal Katz, Loma, Montuna and the excellent Suite for Horn, its three movements titled Allegro, 
Zen, and Science-Fiction, Katz created music that was halfway between the spacier experi-
ments of the Sauter-Finegan Orchestra and what would later be termed “new age” music, yet 
always bringing it into a jazz sphere. Using not only rootless chords but also blending modern 
classical techniques with Eastern-sounding harmonies and melodic contours, Katz was operat-
ing on an exceptionally high plane. It was almost like an expanded form of chamber music 
using jazz rhythms along with more exotic sounds.  

Sometimes it was only Katz’s cello that moved the harmony around, at other times the 
cello rooted the harmony while the other instruments would shift tones and colors around it. It 
was not particularly difficult for the ear to follow, provided that one had a relatively sophisti-
cated ear to begin with, but it is extremely difficult to describe in words without writing out 
the entire charts and analyzing them bar-by-bar. Montuna, for instance, opens with drums 
playing an irregular figure while the cello plays soft, buzzing figures around both it and the 
bass; the drumming becomes busier, then the cello goes into a rhythmic tune that sounds for 
all the world like sinister whirling dervish music. The rhythm becomes ever more frantic, with 
Katz playing rapid bowed figures on the cello, until it finally breaks out into a steady but ir-
regular rhythm, Katz’s cello flying up and down its range. Loma, more pensive in mood, 
likewise explores a classical vein while allowing some freedom of improvisation to Horn’s 
flute in the introduction, though its central theme is quite obviously scored and allows no such 
freedom. Then he switches gears completely in his three-part Suite for Horn, in which he 
drops guitarist Pisano and supplements the sound with three trombonists (Dick Noel, Herbie 
Harper and Joe Howard) and a quartet of wind players: flautist Harry Klee, clarinetist Wilbur 
Schwartz (who, you may recall, played the lead in the famous Glenn Miller reed sound), obo-
ist Jules Jacobs and bassoonist Marty Berman. The first part, titled Allegro, has a structure 
and feeling to it that sounds a great deal like something that Alec Wilder would have written 
if Wilder had a greater talent for composition and less of a proclivity towards cutesiness. The 
second movement, titled Zen, creates a floating sound with only the slightest nudge towards a 
regular 4/4 rhythm from Katz’s cello: here is a piece that clearly predates Horn’s affection for 

                                                
8 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9zw7wPczyBg 
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Eastern meditation music by at least a decade. The third movement, Science-Fiction, has the 
strongest jazz beat yet features the most extended and unusual harmonies. 

What makes Katz’s work so fascinating is its sheer variety. He could, and did, write 
purely swinging numbers like Chanel No. 5, yet even within that apparently narrow style his 
range of ideas and the way he could forge the group together is astonishing. Indeed, as one 
listens to such later (1957) Katz creations such as A Soldier’s Dream, Siddartha, To a Little 
Boy, A Parable and The Golden Princess, what impresses the listener most is its variety. None 
of these pieces really sound like any of the others; in addition to different styles of melodic 
contour, the pieces themselves shift and morph as they go along, which evades predictability, 
and when one finally reaches the end it seems as if one has been on a real journey, not just 
listening to “tunes” as such. That he was able to produce this kind of music even without the 
quintet is shown by an unusual trio recording he made with guitarist Pisano and bassist Gaylor 
in 1958 which he titled Four Five Six after the number of strings each instrument possessed. 
What could have been merely a romp played by the trio manifests itself in the odd construc-
tion, starting pizzicato and then turning into a jazz waltz. The melody, first played straight by 
Katz, is lyrical and simple, but again the development section is quite unusual, moving into 
and out of unusual harmonic positions; and as Katz himself plays a variant on the theme, blue 
notes are thrown in as well. During these years, ideas practically flowed from Katz like a 
fountain; everything he did was interesting and most of it had the stamp of genius. 

One of the Hamilton quintet’s more interesting gigs during this time was to play on the 
soundtrack of the 1957 film Sweet Smell of Success. Here they worked with veteran film score 
writer Elmer Bernstein, who wrote nice, pleasant, pop-styled tunes. But nice, pleasant, MOR 
music wasn’t the Hamilton Quintet’s thing, so they concocted some interesting jazz tunes that 
got chopped down in size and inserted here and there in the film. But Katz was undaunted, 
and after the film was edited and released he composed a Concerto of Jazz Themes from 
“Sweet Smell of Success.” I daresay that no other composer of his time, except perhaps Min-
gus (if he had a proclivity to write such a thing) of John Lewis, could have succeeded as bril-
liantly as Katz. Indeed, one of the concerto’s greatest strengths is that you don’t even need to 
know the original “jazz themes” used in its construction, as he knitted them together flaw-
lessly. The concerto was completely modern in both its harmonic and melodic structure, 
sounding somewhat like a cross between Stravinsky and Bartók, and wonder of wonders, he 
uses a completely jazz sense of orchestration to match its construction. I would go so far as to 
say that this is probably the first truly jazz concerto ever written; and more than that, I hear 
several things in that orchestration that owe at least a little bit to the pioneering work of Stan 
Kenton, despite the very different results in terms of swing and lightness of touch.  

One should not overlook Hamilton’s exquisite sensitivity as a jazz drummer. In all of 
these works, but most especially in the concerto (a single movement work despite its being 
broken up into sections of contrasting moods), Hamilton’s drums range from a powerful yet 
pulsating rather than a “hammering” sort of beat to a delicacy rarely encountered in the work 
of jazz drummers in general. I never had the opportunity to see Hamilton perform live, but of 
those I saw I would say that his drumming closest resembled that of Joe Morello and Elvin 
Jones, who I happen to think were the greatest jazz drummers I saw in person. All three knew 
how to “work” their drum kits in a way that produced colors, not just beats.  

And Katz’s talents didn’t stop there. He and the Hamilton Quintet (with Chico billed 
as Forest Horn due to contractual reasons—the drummer’s real first name was Forestorn) 
made a series of Word Jazz albums with the brilliant, iconoclastic Ken Nordine (1920 - ). Al-
though Katz had to tailor his music to match Nordine’s delivery, and therefore could not 
stretch time or change tempo and harmony unless it matched the mood of Nordine’s stream-
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of-consciousness prose, Katz considered this music very important as it gave listeners a 
chance to appreciate both the narrator and the music from a dual perspective. Sixty years later, 
the Nordine-Katz collaborations remain some of the best weddings of spoken word with mu-
sic, particularly in such pieces as What Time is It?, Miss Cone, Down the Drain and Hunger is 
From, where Katz did an almost miraculous job matching music to words.  

When Horn left the quintet in early 1958, his replacement was another legendary 
reedman, Eric Dolphy (1928-1964). For a while, it was business as usual, with Katz lining 
Dolphy’s alto sax and bass clarinet playing like silver around a priceless jewel, as in their ex-
quisite reworking of Ellington’s In a Sentimental Mood, but after a while Dolphy’s proclivity 
towards a bluesier style began to permeate the Hamilton Quintet’s own: it was the musical 
mood of the time. Eventually, by the early 1960s, Katz was also gone, replaced by a trom-
bone, and the quintet’s style became more conventional and less “jazzical.”  

Perhaps due to all his brilliant work, however, Katz came to the attention of independ-
ent filmmaker Roger Corman, who commissioned him to write the scores for three of his 
films: A Bucket of Blood, The Wasp Woman and Corman’s best-remembered cult classic, The 
Little Shop of Horrors. What makes these scores interesting is that Katz, like Franz Waxman 
before him, compromised very little in creating the music, thus much of it can stand on its 
own. The first-named film, in fact, starts with an anonymous poet reciting one of his works 
aloud in a coffeehouse/bistro while Paul Horn plays alto sax beside him to Katz’s music. It is 
a far more realistic and natural image of the Beat Era than almost anything else Hollywood 
ever did, in part because the poem is as interesting as the music and vice-versa.  

Nor was that all. In sessions under his own name, Katz recorded three excellent origi-
nal works, Satori, Lament of the Oracles and Circus with an expanded version of the Hamil-
ton quintet, adding harpist Ann Stockton on one session and reedman Collette (a rare example 
of Collette and Horn playing together) with flautists Bill Green and Harry Klee on the other. 
Also in 1958, he supervised an album of American, Jewish and African folk songs entitled 
Folk Songs for Far-Out Folk. Katz was very proud of this album since he considered it the 
apex of his work as an arranger. Over the course of three sessions, he expanded his palette 
from a quintet on the first (a hornless one which recorded his tempo-varying version of Old 
Paint and the remarkable Been in the Pen So Long, which Katz virtually re-wrote) to a sextet 
on the second with five reedmen (Collette and Horn again with clarinetist George Smith, Jules 
Jacobs on oboe and clarinet, and Justin Gordon on bassoon and bass clarinet) and rhythm, 
then finally a session with full orchestra: three trumpets, three trombones, and no fewer than 
five percussionists including bongos. This latter band recorded an astonishing version of the 
African folk song Mate’ka. And Katz achieved all of this between the ages of 36 and 40!  

 
Cecil Taylor: The beginning of change 
Three years before the Ornette Coleman Quartet moved into the Five Spot in New 

York and turned the jazz world on its ear, pianist Cecil Taylor (1929 - ) made his first album, 
Jazz Advance, for the tiny Transition label. Although only three of the seven numbers on the 
disc were original compositions, Taylor’s odd and unusual approach to jazz piano, which in-
cluded rapid-fire atonal arpeggios, tone clusters and intricate polyrhythms, was already appar-
ent, the result of his classical training at the New York College of Music and the New Eng-
land Conservatory. The dazzling speed and atonality of Taylor’s playing should have heralded 
plaudits and support from the jazz community, but in fact it drew constant fire. The reason is 
that, even more so than Coleman who followed him as King of the Avant-Garde, Taylor’s 
playing is virtually incomprehensible to most listeners—and this even includes most of those 
who support him. 
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Having listened to and through Taylor’s performances on and off for most of my life, I 
think I can give a general impression of what he is doing and why he is disliked. The problem 
with Taylor is not that he is playing “free jazz”—Lennie Tristano did that seven years ear-
lier—but that he is essentially presenting the listener with a rapidly-constructed skeleton of a 
skyscraper, with walls and floors missing. The best analogy I can think of is someone who 
creates a jigsaw puzzle in which more than half the pieces are missing, just enough that you 
can never quite make out what the picture is supposed to be. Does Taylor himself know what 
he’s doing? Yes. Can Taylor mentally fill in the missing walls and floors? Yes. Can most lis-
teners fill in the missing pieces? No. I’ve read the reviews of several Taylor supporters, and 
almost invariably, what they respond to is his “passion,” never to the actual substance of his 
work. And that is why his music can accurately be termed the work of genius but, in my per-
sonal view, misplaced genius.  

I claim that Taylor knows exactly what he’s doing because he can, and occasionally 
does, play the actual tune he is improvising on with all the pieces intact, and in fact when he 
plays like this he is immensely enjoyable. From his debut disc I have chosen Thelonious 
Monk’s Bemsha Swing as a prime example of his work. From the beginning of the piece until 
about 1:56 his playing is fine, even with the tone clusters thrown in at about 1:31; in fact, he 
shows himself here as one of the very few pianists of his time who really understands Monk’s 
quirky and irregular finger pressure (which in turn led to his varied stress beats), but at 1:56 
he turns completely away from even Monk’s quirky extended chords and turns the music 
atonal. Well, this could be accepted, too, because for a little while he is still making some mu-
sical sense, but not for long. At 2:18 he’s in an entirely different harmonic realm from his 
bassist, Buell Neidlinger (also classically trained), though he does pull back a bit at 2:36. By 
3:20, however, he is already constructing wall-less and floorless skyscrapers at the keyboard, 
and from this point on chaos replaces order. 

And this, I submit to most of you reading this volume, is the problem with a lot 
(though not all) of the “free jazz” that came about during the 1960s and ‘70s. It’s one thing to 
have a clear concept of where you’re going, and even if you are exploring aleatoric or 12-tone 
music, what you do should make some kind of sense, but to just launch yourself into har-
monic outer space, which has no relationship to anything else around it, is not “music” be-
cause music means “ordered tones.” Tones without order, no matter how compelling emo-
tionally, are just – not – music. 

 
Hal McKusick and Cool Chamber Jazz 
Perhaps because he was overshadowed by so many others in his time, Hal McKusick 

(1924-2012) was often overlooked when critics surveyed the best alto saxists of the 1940s and 
‘50s. Hodges, Parker, Lee Konitz, Sonny Stitt (who also played tenor), Paul Desmond—all 
seemed to come in for more praise than McKusick, yet he was, and remained, one of the most 
musically curious and imaginative musicians of his day. A quick survey of recordings from 
the 1940s, even among those included for this survey, will show that he was a steadfast mem-
ber of the Boyd Raeburn band during their best years and participated in George Handy’s re-
cording of The Bloos. In the mid-1950s McKusick led two very imaginative recording ses-
sions for RCA Victor that produced some of the finest chamber jazz of his time. 

The first of these came in September 1955, when he made an album titled In a Twenti-
eth Century Drawing Room. This was an ingenious twist on the problem of recording a jazz 
soloist or band with strings, which had certainly deteriorated from the experiments of Charlie 
Parker to become an industry cliché: soft violins playing nondescript background chords 
while (fill in the blank) soloed in the foreground. Various arrangers were used, including Al 
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Cohn (Theme) and Bobby Scott (Immortal), but for the most part the album was the work of 
Manny Albam (1922-2001), an oft-overlooked musician whose natural modesty led him to fly 
under the radar. Initially just a jazz musician who played baritone sax, Albam slowly but 
surely got into arranging, and by the time this McKusick LP was made he came up with some 
very imaginative ideas. Two years later he scored all of the music for Leonard Bernstein’s 
Broadway show West Side Story, a fact that is too little recognized, and thereafter became 
more and more involved with straight classical music. This nice little session, however, found 
him in a particularly imaginative frame of mind, since McKusick hit on the original idea of 
using five cellos rather than violins. The lower, richer sound of a cello section worked particu-
larly well with the cool jazz that McKusick chose for this session, and it is a wonder that no 
one else seems to have picked up on it. The best compositions and arrangements for our pur-
poses here are Scott’s Immortal, Albam’s Alto Stratus and Gift of the Magi, and Osie John-
son’s Minor Seventh Heaven. The classical influence may seem at first to be strictly confined 
to the use of cellos, since all of these pieces go into a fairly conventional 4/4 and include 
plenty of solo space, but careful listening reveals the clever way in which these writers and 
arrangers managed to put the pieces of their musical puzzles together. 

Immortal, for instance, begins with a plaintive cello theme played solo by one of the 
musicians while the other three play interesting chords beneath him with guitar, bass and 
drum accompaniment; then, at the one-minute mark, they fall away and McKusick takes over, 
playing his Paul Desmond-like alto with particular care in his note-choices, trying to enhance 
the melody without obscuring it, so that when the cellos return at around 1:38 they can play 
their pre-written score without sounding out of place. The listener is able to discern its struc-
ture and enjoy the unusual ending on an extended chord. Alto Stratus also begins softly, but 
McKusick is there after just two bars of introduction, interacting with the cellos and guitar 
solo to produce a touching if ambiguous melody. His alto eventually becomes a bit louder and 
takes the lead, yet again he never quite moves too far away from the piece’s structure. Barry 
Galbraith’s guitar also plays a wonderful little figure underneath that fits in nicely, then the 
tempo picks up around 1:45 for some fairly straightahead jazz (though still developing from 
the opening tune). It cannot be said that the cellos play particularly challenging music, but it is 
still far better integrated both sonically and thematically into the music than in albums with 
violins by other artists.  

Gift of the Magi involves the cellos in a lightly swinging beat from the outset, and here 
alto and guitar play the theme in unison. To a certain extent this is more of a “tune” than the 
others selected, yet even so notice the interesting figures that Albam has written for the cellos 
after the one-minute mark, including pizzicato effects and double-time playing (they even 
have four bars of pizzicato all to themselves). Minor Seventh Heaven begins pizzicato, with 
McKusick again jumping in relatively quickly. The tune sounds like a permutation (or con-
trafact) on Ellington’s Satin Doll, except that a minor seventh keeps rolling around in each 
eight-bar phrase to twist things around. Osie Johnson was more of a swing and bop-oriented 
drummer, and not so much into jazz-classical fusion, yet he fit in well with McKusick’s con-
cept and manages to write interesting music for the strings that do not sound trite or dull. This 
is, certainly, one of the most overlooked recording sessions in jazz history. 

 
Miles Davis and Gil Evans: experiments in big bands 
It almost boggles the mind to consider that Gil Evans struggled for work between the 

demise of the Miles Davis Nonet in 1950 and 1956, when McKusick was given a chance to 
make a follow-up album to Twentieth Century Drawing Room with arrangers of his own 
choosing. This came about thank to Jack Lewis, a passionate jazz fan who had also signed 
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Shorty Rogers and his Giants to record for RCA. Rogers’ LPs made some money, so RCA 
allowed him to initiate a series of “Jazz Workshop” LPs in the mid-‘50s. His most famous al-
bums were the ones he produced for McKusick, John Carisi and George Russell, all of which 
bombed financially despite raves from jazz critics. This led to Lewis being fired by RCA, and 
although he later found work with the fledgling Colpix label his influence was never as strong 
in the record business again. He died, broke, in a nursing home in early January of 2011. 

The McKusick album was an almost perfect introduction to the kind of jazz that Lewis 
adored: structured, creative, and bursting with excellent ideas in both the writing and the so-
los. The LP included scores by Johnny Mandel (Tommy Hawk), Jimmy Giuffre (Just Leave it 
Alone, One Score and Eight Horns Ago and The Blues Train), Al Cohn (Ain’t Nothin’ But a 
Memory Now), Manny Albam (Alto Cumulus), Russell and Evans. We will examine the Rus-
sell scores—all of them interesting and among his best early work—in the chapter devoted to 
him, but this is the perfect opportunity to re-introduce Gil Evans’ work. The two scores he 
wrote for this session were Blues for Pablo, which he would re-use a year later in the first of 
his three albums with Miles Davis, and Jambangle, which he also recycled for the first album 
made under his own name, Big Stuff! Gil Evans + 10 (originally issued on the Esquire label, 
later acquired by Fantasy). I find these original versions more interesting than the remakes 
because they show how Evans was able to write for a group that included only four horns—
trumpet (Art Farmer), trombone (Jimmy Cleveland), alto sax (McKusick) and tuba (Bill Bar-
ber)—which is one less than he had with the Davis band. The sonorities here tend to be 
brighter than we are used to from a Gil Evans score, yet he still pitches the trumpet down in 
its range and places the instruments as close together in their middle range as he can, produc-
ing a fairly rich blend for such a relatively small group. In other words, he is still thinking or-
chestrally even with a small band, and his trademark composition style can be heard in the 
easy-to-follow yet somehow elusive melodic structure, replete with unusual and unexpected 
chord changes. It is a prime example for a budding arranger as to how to score a chamber 
work for winds with a jazz accent, something that 99.9% of composers who write such works 
don’t even bother with. In Jambangle, the slightly faster tempo and almost shuffle-boogie 
beat produce an odd effect against a series of descending chromatics within the tune’s struc-
ture, particularly at the break where the harmony veers sharply from the base of C major to B 
major, then slyly descending through A (using B� as a “lead” note), but then instead of going 
to A� major, when the instruments reach that note we are in E major! Two chords later we’re 
in E�, but Evans miraculously transfers us back into C major within two bars. The rhythm 
then changes to a regular 4/4 swing beat for McKusick’s solo, which is almost entirely in 
double time, again with a chord change in a much shorter break, after which comes a guitar 
solo, then a return to the shuffle/boogie beat for the ride-out. 

One of the highlights of Evans’ Big Stuff! album was the title track, a relatively ob-
scure composition by Leonard Bernstein. Here Evans had almost his full contingent (and 
range) of instruments to work with, including French horn, bassoon and bass trombone in ad-
dition to a surprise appearance by young Steve Lacy on soprano sax. In this arrangement, Ev-
ans himself plays piano, and the focus is squarely on the composition rather than on any par-
ticular soloist (although Lacy, almost unrecognizable in his lyrical, straight forward solo, 
makes an appearance on one of the themes), giving the variations to the ensemble the way 
Jelly Roll Morton did in 1928. Louis Mucci, almost an unsung hero in the cool jazz era with 
his rich, mellow midrange playing, has a theme of his own behind Cleveland’s trombone solo. 
Though the piece is in B�, Evans’ final chord is G major, making Cleveland’s D the fifth of 
the new tonic rather than the third of B�. 
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Whether or not this album reached the ears of Teo Macero, the gifted baritone saxist 
who had been hired by Columbia Records to be their jazz A&R man starting in the mid-to-
late 1950s, it certainly reached that of his friend Davis. In addition to many other achieve-
ments, Macero was responsible for signing three of the finest jazz musicians of his day—
Davis, pianist-composer Thelonious Monk and bassist-composer-leader Charles Mingus—to 
the label, and each turned out great albums for them. Davis’ watershed album for the label is 
rightly considered to be Kind of Blue, yet although the pieces performed on this disc had un-
usual forms for their time and Bill Evans was the pianist, they are essentially jazz works. On 
the other hand, for our purposes attention is drawn to the three albums he made with arrange-
ments and musical direction by his close friend Gil Evans, Miles Ahead (1957), Porgy and 
Bess (1959) and Sketches of Spain (1960). All three display exquisitely subtle arrangements 
and an ear-ravishing orchestral sound within a Third Stream concept, yet by comparison with 
the first two Sketches of Spain is the least continuous musical statement of the three. In fact, 
except for two weak moments (speaking structurally, not in terms of performance quality), 
Miles Ahead is nearly the equal of Porgy and Bess, but not quite. Consisting of ten selections, 
only one of which was actually based on a classical piece (Delibes’ Les filles de Cadix), Ev-
ans and Davis sifted through the musical material for Miles Ahead and chose the pieces they 
wanted to arrange and play. Played in a continuous fashion and not separated by a break—
except, on the original LP issue, the inevitable side break—Miles Ahead presents something 
more than a suite and less than a symphony or concerto. Each number on the album is, with 
two exceptions, a musical gem, polished and re-set in platinum via Evans’ tasteful arrange-
ments (even with Thornhill, Evans’ work was never quite this flawless or organic) and high-
lighted by the minimal, sensitive solos by Davis on the flugelhorn. The choice of instrument 
was felicitous, as it has a mellower timbre than the trumpet, even when played in the same 
range, and ironically it helped to mask the break that one always heard in Davis’s trumpet 
playing. The ten selections chosen were John Carisi’s Springsville, Delibes’ The Maids of 
Cadiz, Dave Brubeck’s The Duke, Kurt Weill’s My Ship, the Davis-Evans original Miles 
Ahead, Gil Evans’ Blues for Pablo, Ahmad Jamal’s New Rhumba, Bobby Troup’s The Mean-
ing of the Blues, J.J. Johnson’s Lament and a pop tune by Jack Elliott, I Don’t Wanna Be 
Kissed (By Anyone But You). On the surface of it, it would seem that only the Elliott tune 
would be a weak link, but in fact Jamal’s New Rhumba upsets the balance too. It’s not a bad 
piece, mind you, but its construction is simply wrong for this particular album, not really fit-
ting the surrounding material.  

Without going into detail on each piece, what strikes the listener most about Miles 
Ahead is its complete integration of soloist and background. It is like looking at an abstract 
painting with several lines in different colors interweaving with one another, one strand in a 
slightly bright orange separating itself from the other lines from time to time. Yet as fine as 
this disc is, their rewritten Porgy and Bess is even finer. This was an album I avoided listen-
ing to for 45 years until I began researching material for this book, simply because of my life-
long revulsion of the original work.  

The problem was Gershwin’s: his original tunes are simply too banal in every respect, 
melody, harmony and rhythm. They appeal to the lowest form of popular taste, reflecting 
Gershwin’s own error of judgment when he said he wanted to write a “folk opera.” No matter 
how much you may want to appeal to a middlebrow audience, if you’re really writing an op-
era and not a Broadway show you really should aim for something more continuous in musi-
cal thought and slightly more complex in overall design than what Gershwin gave us in Porgy 
and Bess. Moreover, Evans’ work is even better than other jazz treatments of the score, for 
instance Mel Tormé’s album of selections from it. Evans took 13 selections from Porgy, put 
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them in a different order and rewrote them in theme, harmony and especially orchestration. 
The result was that the Evans-Davis duo actually improved on Gershwin, so much so that they 
made the music great. Even in the very first selection, the little-known Buzzard Song, Evans 
does more with the theme, and its variants, and its melodic-harmonic movement, than 
Gershwin did. The music is thus transformed from something teetering between pop and light 
classical into true art. 

One of the more fascinating aspects of this performance is the particular manner in 
which Evans set the score. For one thing, he chose only a few selections that are well known 
to most casual listeners, such as “Bess, you is my woman now,” “Summertime,” “My man’s 
gone now,” “It ain’t necessarily so,” “I loves you, Porgy” and “There’s a boat that’s leaving 
soon for New York.” The others are much more unusual tunes, starting off his suite with “The 
buzzard song,” and also including “Gone,” “Gone, gone, gone” (two different tunes), “Prayer 
(Oh, Doctor Jesus),” “Fishermen, strawberries and devil crab” and “Here comes de honey 
man.” The second innovation was in having Davis, either intentionally or by nature of his 
natural proclivities, keep his improvisations minimal, essentially filling in the orchestral tex-
ture. What one hears in track after track are essentially rhythmic variations on the music’s 
themes, displacing beats or shortening the time just a shade as he plays them. In fact, if any-
thing Davis’ solos in Porgy and Bess are even less adventurous than those in Miles Ahead, but 
they don’t have to be because the recomposed music is adventurous. I don’t really know why 
the Evans-Davis Porgy and Bess is not performed often in concert; perhaps the arrangements 
are a bit too tricky for most orchestras to play, or soloists want to avoid an inevitable com-
parison with Davis. Nevertheless, Evans’ reimagining of the opera is quite simply a master-
piece, far greater than Robert Russell Bennett’s 1942 Porgy and Bess: A Symphonic Picture. 

The last of the three Davis-Evans albums, Sketches of Spain, has somehow become the 
most iconic of the three, possibly due to Evans’ brilliant rewriting of the second movement of 
Joaquin Rodrigo’s justly famous Concierto de Aranjuez. Originally written for guitar and or-
chestra in 1939, there is nothing specifically jazzy about the work. It was, rather, an almost 
straight reading of the second movement, albeit expanded to allow for some improvisation 
within its structure; yet as in the case of so many of the best such examples in the past, Davis 
was able to tailor his style to the natural contours and harmonic underpinning of Rodrigo’s 
music. One of the more fascinating aspects of Gil Evans’ score is that he transcribed the 
original orchestration as closely as he could considering the forces he had to work with, which 
caused problems during rehearsal. The jazz musicians hired to play on the date were not fa-
miliar with or comfortable playing music of such textural density.9 Their goal was artistic 
quality, not a shortcut to a jam session on a classical tune. Here, Evans and Davis evidently 
recognized this, and it is fascinating to hear how they handled the assignment. Equally fine 
from the same album was Manuel de Falla’s Will o’ the Wisp. Considering the almost miracu-
lous musical synthesis that trumpeter and arranger achieved in this period of time, it’s almost 
incredible to think that they never attempted anything of this scope again. 

 
Dave Brubeck’s Jazz Impressions of Eurasia 
Following the collapse of the musically complex and often confusing Dave Brubeck 

Octet, the Quartet quickly rose to prominence within the jazz world. By 1953 Brubeck and 
Duke Ellington were chosen by Down Beat as the most exciting jazz musicians of the year; 

                                                
9 Interestingly, Evans later said he transcribed the music by ear from “the only album in existence with that 
piece” at the time because “there was no score” available (Crease, Stephanie Stein, Gil Evans: Out of the Cool: 
His Life and Music, Chicago Review Press (2003), p. 207. 
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that was also the same period during which Brubeck appeared on the cover of Time magazine, 
ironically beating Ellington to that honor. Yet although the Brubeck Quartet was (and re-
mains) one of the most popular jazz groups of all time, and is in fact one of my own personal 
favorites, from the standpoint of classical construction and/or the presentation of pieces that 
fit that profile their output is meager.  

They did, however, produce one suite that really does impress the listener as a series 
of composed works in which the solos enhance the whole rather than being just a nice jam 
session, and that was Jazz Impressions of Eurasia. Written while on the road in Poland, Tur-
key, Iran, Iraq, India, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Ceylon (now known as Sri Lanka), Brubeck 
composed and compiled his themes from the singing of the indigenous residents and music 
heard “in the air” in each of those countries and also England, where the tour began. The six 
pieces recorded almost immediately upon his return were Nomad, Brandenburg Gate, The 
Golden Horn, Dziekuje (Thank You), Marble Arch and Calcutta Blues. The seventh piece 
written during the trip, which ironically became one of his biggest hits and best-remembered 
works, was Blue Rondo à la Turk which was not recorded until a year later, when it was is-
sued as part of the famous Time Out album that also included the equally famous Take Five. 

Taken as a group of seven pieces, however, this Eurasian suite (so I have dubbed it) 
represents one of Brubeck’s pinnacles as a composer, and not just as a jazz composer. He 
managed to create well-planned structures within which the two principal soloists (himself 
and alto saxist Paul Desmond) moved in and out of the picture, contributing to the evolving 
soundscape. The only weaknesses in the performances of these works, oddly enough, come 
from those rare moments when Brubeck seems unsure of how he wants to proceed with his 
solo, which creates awkward moments of comping. Otherwise, these are excellent pieces that 
deserve further analysis and study. As Brubeck himself said about them—in his typically 
modest way—was that “The student who plays these pieces will be at home no matter what 
his background. He will be playing music which, like his own musical heritage, is a mixture 
of African, European and Asian influences—all of which have been translated into the 
American tradition of jazz….Calcutta Blues is based upon an Indian raga-like theme within 
the blues form. The modal approach of Turkish music was employed in The Golden Horn. 
Brandenburg Gate is reminiscent of the contrapuntal writing of Bach. Nomad is akin to the 
polyrhythms of Middle Eastern music. Marble Arch is based on the smooth flowing harmo-
nies of the English folk song.”10 

More to the point for the purposes of this study, however, is their tight and logical 
construction. Nomad, for instance, is scarcely a complex tune—in fact, its melodic structure is 
rather simplistic—but the way it is played and rhythmically structured, with a double beat 
(eighth notes) on the second of each bar, plus the rhythmic accents that alto saxist Paul Des-
mond gives to this “simple” melody—syncopating what appears to be a completely straight-
forward 4/4 in the score—lends both an exotic quality and structure to the piece, particularly 
when Desmond then takes off in his improvised solo, with Brubeck comping behind him. By 
the second improvised chorus, Desmond is really in a fine groove, and adding variants on top 
of his previous variants. Brubeck was indeed fortunate to have such a gifted improviser, who 
could think ahead in such a fashion, in his quartet for such an extended period of time. In Jack 
Reilly’s book on Brubeck’s music (see footnote below), he breaks down the structure as four 
phrases of four bars each (16 bars), six phrases (the A1 theme) divided as 4, 4, 4, 2, 2, 4 (16 
bars), thus “ten phrases/two sentences” totaling 32 bars. Brubeck’s own solo is the counter-

                                                
10 From notes written by Brubeck in 1960 and reprinted in Jack Reilly’s book, The Harmony of Dave Brubeck 
(Hal Leonard, 2014), p. 66. 
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balance to Desmond’s lyricism, a punchy, rhythmic interlude in which he eventually plays 
“back beats,” pushing the rhythm (more or less) against itself. Brandenburg Gate almost im-
mediately impresses the listener with its Bach-like thematic construction, yet in the listening 
process there always seems to be one beat “missing” in each phrase. This is an illusion if you 
look at the score, but it is created by Brubeck’s and Desmond’s clever redistribution of the 
beats within the melodic contours. There are similar subtleties strewn throughout these pieces, 
ear-catching and sometimes defying (as they should) verbal analysis because their purpose is 
to catch the ear, and this was something Brubeck was great at throughout his career. 

 
Gunther Schuller’s Third Stream experiments 
Although the Rutgers Institute of Jazz Studies was fairly well established by the late 

1950s, jazz at most American conservatories and universities was still something of a prob-
lem. True, the Brubeck Quartet and the MJQ, with their “quiet” jazz, were welcome guests for 
giving concerts on campus, but that wasn’t the same as a full jazz studies department. One of 
the major steps towards this were the much-ballyhooed “Third Stream” concerts given at 
Brandeis University in Waltham, Massachusetts on June 10, 18 and 20, 1957. Several decades 
later the concerts’ organizer and conductor, Gunther Schuller (1925-2015), said that the idea 
of calling the concept “Third Stream” was a way for him to legitimize the idea of presenting 
extended jazz works in a university concert setting, and part of the strategy was to also com-
mission works by “legitimate” classical composers working in a semi-jazz concept. The “con-
cert” or classical works presented were Harold Shapero’s On Green Mountain, Milton Bab-
bitt’s All Set and Schuller’s own Transformation, the latter a concert work with strong jazz 
elements. The “extended jazz” works commissioned for the concert were George Russell’s All 
About Rosie, Jimmy Giuffre’s Suspensions and Charles Mingus’s Revelations, announced at 
the time as the first movement of a jazz symphony that was never completed, although John 
Lewis’s Three Little Feelings, Giuffre’s Pharaoh and J.J. Johnson’s Poem for Brass were also 
performed. At different times, all of these works have been issued on both LP and CD, but 
except for Schuller—whose work at this time leaned (perhaps a bit too much) towards the 
formal or classical side and not enough towards jazz—the other composers, Shapero and 
Babbitt, had no feeling or sympathy for jazz and in fact never considered the works they 
wrote for this concert to be anything like jazz. Babbitt, in fact, wrote in the program notes: 

Whether All Set is “really” jazz I leave to the judgment of those who are con-
cerned to determine what things “really” are, and if such probably superficial as-
pects of the work as its very instrumentation, its use of the “rhythm section,” the 
instrumentally delineated sections which may appear analogous to successive in-
strumental “choruses” and even specific thematic or motivic materials, may jus-
tify that aspect of the title which suggest the spirit of a “jazz instrumental,” then 
the surface and the deeper structure of the work surely reflect those senses of the 
title, the letter of which brings the work closer to my other compositions, which 
“really” are not jazz. 

 
Whether or not one finds this admission disappointing, and I for one do not, it is at 

least honest, and it immediately tells us that we should not consider All Set to be jazz but 
rather another Milton Babbitt piece (which is to say, 12-tone and modernistic) with no preten-
sions towards jazz in any of its manifestations. Would that all such composers were as honest 
as he. In the course of my research for this book, I found a listing on Wikipedia of supposed 
jazz-influenced classical works, but when I actually listened to them it turned out that they 
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were nothing of the sort—at least, not in feeling or the use of improvisation. Before we exam-
ine some of the contents of the Brandeis concert, this is as good a time as any to address this 
subject. Among the works claimed to be jazz-influenced were: 

 
�� Frank Martin: Ballade for Trombone & Piano (1940) – not jazz but a good piece. 
�� Etudes for String Orchestra (“Pour le pizzicato”) 1956 – same thing. 
�� Shostakovich: Suite for Jazz Orchestra (1934) and Suite No. 2 for Jazz Orchestra 

(1938) – neither one is even close to jazz. 
�� Elie Siegmeister: Clarinet Concerto (1956) – no trace of jazz to me. 
�� Michael Tippett: Symphony No. 3 (1970-72) – An outstanding piece of music, one of 

his greatest compositions, but zero jazz content. 
�� Malcolm Arnold: Concerto for Harmonica & Orchestra (1954) and Concerto for Gui-

tar & Orchestra (1959) – nothing jazz about them. 
 

Thus you can see just how unsuccessful many such works were. By comparison to any 
of the pieces above, Ravel’s Bolero is practically a jazz riot. But to return to this Brandeis 
concert in general and Schuller’s work in particular, it strikes me (and perhaps only me) that 
Giuffre’s and Johnson’s work, though good, is more jazz than classical in orientation while 
Schuller’s is very strongly classical in a strictly formal German tradition. This was not neces-
sarily a bad thing for 1957, when blending classical and jazz was still very much up in the air 
(note that none of the jazz concertos already discussed, in this chapter or previously, became 
repertoire pieces anywhere in the world) although, ironically, the Donaueschingen Jazz Festi-
val of the same year presented jazz-classical hybrids (see earlier in this chapter) that were 
much more enthusiastically received and more intelligently dissected by critics than almost 
any of the music presented at Brandeis. The national home of jazz has always viewed the mu-
sic as inferior because it is much less intellectually argued, rigorously developed or strongly 
constructed as formal music, thus what Schuller did was probably not merely acceptable but 
absolutely necessary. Note that the marvelous music of the Dave Brubeck Octet and Stan 
Kenton’s Innovation Orchestra were barely noted in this country, though they proved highly 
influential in the jazz centers of Europe, and it was in fact during the 1950s that Theodor 
Adorno wrote his last and most bitter polemic against jazz.11 

Perhaps due to the gravity of the occasion, Lewis’s Three Little Feelings emerged as 
one of his most staid and uninteresting pieces; it not only lacks the great imagination of his 
score for Odds Against Tomorrow, but also the verve and brilliant fusion of jazz and classical 
elements of Three Windows, written the same year (1957) as well as two works he wrote for 
his later album Third Stream Music, Sketch and Exposure. In these later pieces, Lewis allowed 
his musical imagination freer rein, and the performances—despite including legitimate classi-
cal musicians such as the Beaux Arts Quartet in Sketch and a quintet of bassoon, flute, clari-
net, French horn and harp—sound far less constrained than this orchestral work. Not only the 
themes, but also their development and resolution, sound formulaic, predictable, and worst of 
all for a jazz-based work, boring. Thus I beg the listener’s indulgence in temporarily switch-
ing away from the Brandeis work and instead investigating these other three Lewis works. In 
Three Windows, written as part of the score for the film No Sun in Venice, it is the group’s 
ability to take an ambiguous if somewhat attractive theme (which, oddly, resembles the open-
                                                
11 For follow-up reading on Adorno and his stubborn, lifelong misconceptions of jazz, I recommend Dustin 
Bradley Garlitz’s excellent graduate thesis, Philosophy of new jazz: Reconstructing Adorno (University of South 
Florida, 2007) at http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3182&context=etd.  
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ing melody of Mozart’s Symphony No. 40) and work it polyphonically as well as contrapun-
tally, and they manage to do this with a true sense of continuous evolution. Moreover, this is 
even truer of the superb 1987 remake in which Lewis blended the MJQ with the New York 
Chamber Symphony, a performance that I consider one of the high water marks in the quar-
tet’s history. In Sketch, Lewis cleverly avoids the heaviness or lethargy of much jazz-based 
music with strings, writing a classical-styled theme for them to play, into which Milt Jack-
son’s vibes comes in to interact with them, after which the tempo doubles for a typically 
lovely yet understated Lewis chorus on piano. In this solo, Lewis explores his own theme in 
both harmonic and rhythmic variants; in the second chorus, the quartet’s cello plays pizzicato 
at first, then bowed as the quartet comes in for some fills. Truly, this is the finest jazz-
classical piece involving strings written up to that time. I cannot say enough good things 
about it. If anything, however, Exposure is more tightly structured, in fact sounding at first 
almost (but not quite) like a Schuller composition. I was particularly impressed by the way 
Percy Heath’s bass interacts with the wind quartet and harp, and Lewis is particularly careful, 
even delicate, in the way he uses the winds throughout this piece, often just one or two at a 
time for color rather than as a group; and in fact at one point he writes passages for the flute 
that are “answered” by the French horn, and when Jackson’s vibes enter his solo is brief, to 
the point, and does not disrupt the flow or steal any thunder from the evolving structure.  

Johnson’s Poem for Brass starts out in a similarly pompous manner, but becomes 
more interesting as it goes along thanks to the composer’s more adventurous use of jazz 
rhythm underneath the brass fanfares. Eventually a jazz rhythm breaks out, and an Art Farmer 
trumpet solo improvises above a series of interesting mid-range horn chords. It sounds, in 
fact, a lot like some of Gil Evans’ work, only a bit brighter in timbre. One wonders if Miles 
Davis knew how good an orchestrator Johnson was, or if he did know, would have used him 
in place of Evans. The second section, titled “Ballad for Joe,” is comparatively uninteresting, 
but the third section (“Meter and Metal”) shows promise if not great fulfillment. In the last 
section, however, titled simply Finale, Johnson comes up with some excellent musical ideas 
and manages to integrate them into a nicely swinging ensemble. This section was praised by 
George Russell, who Johnson admired, which may have led to his taking two years off from 
performing to write his jazz suite Perceptions. 

Although I will be discussing Russell and Mingus in their own separate chapters, in 
the context of this specific concert and the re-emergence of “third stream” music in general it 
makes sense to discuss the former’s All About Rosie and the latter’s Revelations here. They 
were clearly the highlights of the festival, possibly because both men had built up to this point 
in their careers doing exactly this—blending classical techniques with jazz—and thus were 
supremely confident. In other words, it was probably easier for Russell and Mingus to excel in 
this context because it was the field they were working in anyway. In reviews of the concert, 
jazz critics focused in on the exceptional piano solo played by Bill Evans (1929-1980) in All 
About Rosie as a major highlight, but in relistening to the piece the whole thing is very im-
pressive. Evans’ relaxed brilliance possibly came from the fact that he had already worked 
with Russell in his “Jazz Workshop” album for RCA Victor in 1956 (to be discussed in the 
chapter on Russell). What makes the piece so much fun to listen to is the way Russell used a 
short motif—really just a riff—in various shapes and variants, then develops it in a way that is 
simply brilliant. At the 1:22 mark we are in the midst of a multi-voiced jazz fugue, which 
builds to a great climax and then—stops dead. After a moment of silence, Hal McKusick’s 
tenor sax solo enters at a relaxed pace, with piano, vibes, bass and drums underpinning him in 
what sounds like a purely jazz setting. But Russell is not finished surprising us, not by a long 
shot; a written passage played by mid-range instruments (flugelhorn, tenor sax, trombone and 
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Louis Mucci playing his trumpet in the lower range), with Art Farmer’s brighter trumpet 
eventually riding on top, leads to another fast-paced ensemble. Then Evans enters on piano, 
playing single-note style, continuing the musical thought of the previous ensemble before then 
digging deep into the chord changes in his soon-to-be-famous method of improvising. Yes, 
it’s a great solo, but it’s also a great piece. Evans’ solo is followed by a two-voiced fugue 
(tenor and trombone), this time very brief, out of which McKusick, Farmer and Teddy Charles 
on vibes emerge in solos. No matter how you wish to describe it, All About Rosie is a killer 
piece, one of the finest gems in Russell’s entire catalog, and it deserves to be played in con-
certs far more than it is. 

If All About Rosie sounds like an advanced and extended version of Ezz-thetics, Min-
gus’ Revelations sounds like nothing else in the composer’s oeuvre. Not that the opening sec-
tion, with its brooding mood, was something beyond Mingus in terms of writing for his own 
instrument, the bass, but in terms of how well it is both orchestrated and wedded to the ensu-
ing material it is unique. In a sense, All About Rosie sounds like an outstanding piece of its 
era, but Revelations sounds like something from the distant future somehow pulled back in 
time to 1957. Every section builds on the one previous, and there is not so much a feeling of 
development as of an consistently evolving structure. It is not, then, surprising that Mingus 
couldn’t find the time or think of follow-up movements; he, too, would have probably have 
had to take a year off from his very busy career to equal this movement in brilliance. The sec-
ond half, after the composer’s shout of “Oh, yes, my Lord!”, moves in and out of jazz rhythm, 
but more often out of it as the music continues to develop. And here, as was common in many 
of his later works, Mingus eschews the use of strings in the upper range to offset the bass in 
lieu of high winds (flute and clarinet) along with harp. Other writers have suggested different 
Mingus compositions from his later years that could be used as second and third movements 
for Revelations; my suggestion would be Myself When I am Real for the second movement 
and Far Wells, Mill Valley for the third, yet even they pale in overall construction and bril-
liance to Revelations. The music here eventually moves into a brilliant uptempo ensemble jam 
before falling back to its initial pensive mood and pace. 

As opposed to the over-seriousness of Lewis’ Three Little Feelings, the problem with 
Jimmy Giuffre’s Suspensions is that it is too brief and doesn’t really develop. Giuffre (1921-
2008), a brilliant clarinetist and saxophonist, graduated from the University of North Texas 
College of Music and provided some excellent charts for the second Woody Herman herd, 
particularly the famous Four Brothers, but despite his formal training (including a stint with 
Stefan Wolpe) Giuffre remained essentially a jazz composer and arranger (in fact, much of his 
later work was in free jazz). Ironically, Pharaoh is the finer piece of the two, riding an osti-
nato rhythm in medium tempo through various melodic and harmonic permutations. Although 
it sounds to my ears more like a combination of themes than true development, the various 
themes hold together better and make more musical sense.12 

As already mentioned, Schuller’s writing is so locked into the accepted modern classi-
cal style that it is difficult to tell it apart from other formal composers; if anything, Milton 
Babbitt’s All Set sounds loose and relaxed compared to the Symphony for Brass and Percus-
sion. In fact, as one listens to it again, one wonders where the jazz element or influence is; 
although their styles are much different, it is a lot like the Shostakovich “jazz” pieces. It 

                                                
12 Giuffre made perhaps his greatest contribution to jazz in his recordings with guitarist Jim Hall and bassists 
Ralph Peña and Bob Brookmeyer as The Jimmy Giuffre 3 in 1957-58. In 1961-62, he recorded three albums of 
“free jazz” with pianist Paul Bley and bassist Steve Swallow, but truth to tell he sounds like a fish out of water. 
Bley knew what he was doing in a free jazz environment; Giuffre plays as if he was lost. 
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doesn’t swing, there is no improvisation, and both the harmonic setting and formal develop-
ment are strictly classical. (Interestingly, this was the only work presented at the festival that 
was conducted by someone other than Schuller, in fact by the brilliant Greek-born conductor 
Dimitri Mitropoulos.) It is the kind of work that could easily win a composition contest at any 
university, but only because of its great craft, not due to any communication or originality. In 
the much shorter Transformation, however, Schuller lets his hair down, morphing from the 
modern-classical opening to a swinging jazz piece beginning at about 1:52. This piece is 
among his most original and enjoyable works, in fact an unacknowledged highlight of the fes-
tival, and it gets a splendid performance here. 

Before we leave this section, I would also like to draw your attention to a superb “third 
stream” work written and recorded that year by Johnny Richards, The Ballad of Tappan Zee. 
This is a remarkable piece, starting with portentous trumpet-and-drum outbursts with plaintive 
interludes from the alto sax; after a build-up and an extended alto statement, a moody lyrical 
theme is reached, the harmony shifts from D minor 9th to E� to F major. Although much of 
the main melody sounds something like a conventional jazz tune, the continuing evolution of 
the music develops in a classical fashion. A completely different theme—and more harmonic 
changes—enter at the three-minute mark; by 3:10, the tempo has switched way up and the 
piece is really swinging. There are rhythmic pauses with an undercurrent by the timpani, then 
the alto becomes ever busier and more agitated; the tempo pauses, then comes a dramatic 
coda. All in all, this is an impressive piece, often overlooked, by a master of orchestration. 
 

Jacques Loussier’s “Play Bach” trio 
At about this same time in France, a young pianist who had been obsessed with the 

music of Bach since he was a child came up with his own take on fusing his music with jazz. 
Jacques Loussier (1934 - ), who moved to Paris at the age of 16 to study classical piano with 
Yves Nat, also began composing music at the Conservatoire National de Musique. After six 
years’ study he traveled the world, where he the music of the Middle East, Latin America and 
Cuba, but Bach remained his favorite. In 1959 he formed his first “Play Bach” trio with 
bassist Pierre Michelot and percussionist Christian Garros, using Bach’s keyboard works as a 
basis for jazz improvisations. Unlike many such attempts at a classical-jazz fusion, which 
only seemed to appeal to musicians and critics, Loussier’s trio took off in the popular culture 
as well. Tours, concerts and recordings followed in quick succession, and over a 15-year span 
they sold an incredible six million albums. What makes Loussier’s story so unique is that their 
music does not pander to popular tastes, as for instance Sergio Mendez’s jazz-tinged Brazilian 
music or the Swingle Singers. The Loussier group only played Bach-jazz music, nothing else, 
they played it exceptionally well, and yet defied the odds in a rare merger of quality music 
with popular tastes.  

In his first Play Bach album, one can immediately hear what made Loussier’s ap-
proach so good. His version of the Partita No. 1 expands each of the six pieces (the 
Praeludium is fused into the Allemande) within it to lengths never dreamed of by its com-
poser, yet this was exactly the chance that Loussier and his musicians took every time they 
played. Moreover, although Loussier had an excellent technique, his jazz expansion of each 
piece almost always necessitated a somewhat slower approach to the music, in order to allow 
not only for myriad rhythmic-melodic variations but also to allow his group to swing. In the 
Allemande, for instance, he begins in a slower tempo than Bach’s, improvises on it until he 
suddenly shifts gears to a true Allemande rhythm, but this doesn’t last long; as soon as the 
drums increase their volume and break up the beat, Loussier shifts gears again, first to a shuf-
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fle rhythm and then to a more conventionally loping 4/4…and all the time, he is working on 
Bach’s theme, alternating a bar or two played “straight” with jazz variations. And this, re-
member, is just the first piece. If anything, Loussier fragments and shifts the rhythm in the 
Courante even more than in the first two sections, and throughout the suite there are any 
number of little surprises for the attentive listener.  

Loussier took the same general approach to each piece he and his trio played. Regard-
less of whether the piece in question was a small Prelude from the Well-Tempered Clavier or 
a large structure such as the famous Toccata and Fugue in d minor, his Zen-like attention to 
detail was near perfect. By focusing on each Bach piece in little “cells” of, say, four or eight 
bars at a time, Loussier could work through the music using all of his musical resources. As a 
classical musician, he knew where the music was heading and how it should be played if one 
were giving a formal recital, but within the context of what he was trying to do this was not 
necessarily ideal. The marvelous thing is that even the knowledgeable classical listener could 
indeed “hear” the whole piece in his or her mind’s ear, yet still enjoy Loussier’s proclivity to, 
metaphorically speaking, stop and smell the roses as he worked his way through swinging im-
provisations on each section. Perhaps the rhythmic shifts could seem disconcerting to the 
classical listener, not comfortable with suddenly taking the fugue of the Toccata and Fugue 
and splitting it into cells with differing rhythms and differing tempos, yet when the perform-
ance was finished it was “all there,” not only Bach’s ideas but Loussier’s as well.  

But what could, or should, Loussier do with the Goldberg Variations, since except for 
the lack of jazz swing are among Bach’s greatest creations? Loussier partially solved this 
problem by assigning the bass lines in several of the variations to bassist Benoit Dunoyer de 
Segonzac (this was recorded by his later Play Bach Trio from 1999), which freed up the re-
mainder of the music for improvisation and permitted wonderful interplay between the two 
instruments. This was exactly the kind of thing that did not endear Loussier to the academic 
snobs, whose view (and I have seen this more than once, believe me) is that Bach’s music is 
somehow sacred and should never be tampered with. Yet as I say, Loussier wasn’t setting 
himself up as a competitor, merely as an interpreter of themes, and so was able to approach 
these variants as independent works with a similar harmonic base: one might say, contrafacts 
from the 18th century. Enjoyment was a much a goal of the pianist as musical enlightenment. 
After all, one could always go to hear any number of pianists play the Goldberg Variations 
“straight.” No one is stopping you. But only Jacques Loussier could play the music in this 
fashion, which is the reason his Play Bach Trio survived for several decades. The music he 
used as a basis for his work was timeless, but his approach to improvising on it was always 
fresh and new. Difficult as it is to believe, Loussier never played any of his Bach improvisa-
tions the same way twice—in fact, some of the major pieces even went through different ap-
proaches over the years, with some sections previously fragmented in rhythm held together in 
a steadier tempo and vice-versa—which has kept his audience always coming back for more. 
Would that all jazz musicians could be so consistently interesting when playing the repertoire 
of a single composer. 

 
Thelonious Monk Big Band 
Thelonious Monk appeared in concert twice with a big band, at Town Hall on Febru-

ary 28, 1959 and at Philharmonic Hall on December 30, 1963. In both cases Monk’s music 
was arranged and conducted by Hall Overton (1920-1972), a remarkable and semi-forgotten 
figure in jazz. Coming from a working class family, Overton was lucky to have a high school 
music teacher who recognized his great talent and got him to enroll at the Chicago Musical 
College, which he attended from 1940 to 1942. During his three years’ service in the Army 
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during World War II, Overton learned how to play jazz, yet upon his discharge he enrolled in 
the Juilliard School where he studied composition with Vincent Persichetti. Upon his gradua-
tion in 1951, Overton became a member of the faculty. He received awards from both the 
Koussevitzky and Guggenheim Foundations, and later in life taught at the Yale School of Mu-
sic and the New School of Social Research. All the while he wrote classical pieces, Overton 
remained connected to jazz, opening his huge loft apartment on Sixth Avenue in New York to 
musicians in much the same way that musicians came and went to Gil Evans’ little basement 
apartment in the 1940s. Overton’s loft gave musicians, including the top professionals in the 
city, a place to practice, and Overton even made recordings with such stars as Stan Getz, 
Duke Jordan, Jimmy Raney and Teddy Charles. 

Thus when Monk went to Overton to help him prepare these charts for performance, 
he had a first-class collaborator with a sharp musical mind that could work across the musical 
spectrum. Since Overton both transcribed Monk’s piano works and orchestrated them, we 
must assume that it was he who chose the specific instrumentation. Not too surprisingly, the 
result was somewhat of a hybrid between the big bands of two cutting-edge jazz orchestras of 
the late 1940s, Claude Thornhill (who Monk greatly admired) and Elliott Lawrence. Knowing 
that Monk was funding this initial concert himself, and had limited funds to do so, Overton 
pared the group down to 10 pieces, three rhythm and six horns. Only one trumpet (Donald 
Byrd) and one trombone (Eddie Bert) were used, but following the lead of Thornhill and Law-
rence, Overton filled in the brass sound with a French horn (Robert Northern) and tuba (Jay 
McAllister). The only reeds in the band were Charlie Rouse, one of Monk’s favorite musi-
cians, on tenor sax and Phil Woods on alto, yet the incredibly sophisticated and lovely blends 
that Overton created cradled the offbeat melodic-harmonic contours of Monk’s music per-
fectly. The Monk big band had an edge to it, but also soft contours that borrowed from classi-
cal orchestration. For once, a classical composer and arranger with a “legitimate” background 
actually used jazz voicings to create the proper sounds.  

Pianist Dick Hyman is one of those who thinks very highly of Monk as a composer. 
So too was jazz critic Ralph Berton, who called him “the Stravinsky of jazz” for his use of 
advanced harmonies and quirky melodies set against an ostinato background. Of course, 
Monk could also write melodies that were quite lyrical, as he did in Monk’s Mood, and in this 
chart Overton allowed the pianist to make the theme statement before coming in on the sec-
ond chorus. The orchestra plays it rather straight, which adds to the sense of structure, while 
Monk adds little fills on piano; in the following chorus, Overton shifts the orchestration 
around, ending it with a medium-high note on the trumpet which then leads directly into a 
solo by Rouse. One immediately recognizes the quality of Rouse’s musical mind, which was 
able to improvise in such a way that it always enhanced the ongoing musical discourse and 
never disrupted it; following his solo is another by Monk, this time doubling the time in cer-
tain bars and creating variations on the theme. The final chorus, which alters the melody 
slightly, also alters the orchestral balance, which produces an interesting effect in the conclud-
ing passages. Inner voices (one of them Rouse’s tenor sax) play descending figures as the 
original melody rises, creating a sort of countermelody in slow motion.  

Little Rootie Tootie, one of Monk’s quirky riff tunes, was more difficult to bring off. 
Here, Overton was challenged by the repetitive nature of the riff, which he solved by orches-
trating it differently almost every time it appeared. In his skilled hands, however, the theme 
(such as it is) is used more or less as connective tissue between the solos, which carry the real 
meat of the piece. In this manner, Overton turned the “tune” of Little Rootie Tootie into a fan-
fare, which he could then use underneath or between solos as he chose, sometimes in a some-
what truncated form which makes it sound even more like connective tissue than the entirely 
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of the piece. Sometimes it’s played by the lower instruments, sometimes just by alto and tenor 
sax, sometimes with tuba doubling the line down below and sometimes with the trumpet fill-
ing up top. The variety Overton used in creating the orchestration also helped turn this piece 
into a mini-concerto grosso, a modern version of Duke Ellington’s Blue Feeling. 

Overton worked similar magic on Off Minor, which through his brilliant arranging 
skills he was able to expand to eight minutes, and none of it sounds formulaic or wears on the 
listener. In this piece, too, trumpeter Byrd gets the chance to solo, and just when you think he 
is finished the ensemble comes in under him, then moves out of the way, but then comes back 
again for fills, alternating that role with Monk’s piano. The last selection I have chosen to 
analyze is one of those rare jazz compositions where the piece itself is a jazz tune and doesn’t 
need very much in the way of improvisation, Crepuscule With Nellie. Written by Monk for his 
wife, it is one of the most unusual ballads ever penned, and both the composer at the piano 
and Overton through his arrangement bring out its full richness in a way that a mere quartet 
could never have achieved. 

Monk was only to enjoy another 13 years of musical activity before mental illness 
clouded his mind and shut him off from the world. His muse was already leaving him—he 
was to compose very few new pieces in the years to come—but this very touching and richly-
scored concert remains a high water mark in his intersection with form and structure.  

Before leaving this section, we should examine one of Gunther Schuller’s greatest and 
most attractive works, Variants on a Theme of John Lewis (Django). Possibly because he was 
working here with a jazz group and not a full orchestra, Schuller was able to think in a more 
authentic jazz manner, thus even the development here is closer to real jazz in both feel and 
structure than his more formal writing. A dead stop in the middle of the piece, just after the 
string quartet enters, does introduce a much more formal section (it seems as if Schuller could 
only think like a classical composer when dealing with classical instruments), and although it 
is extremely interesting in and of itself, the piece only comes to life again once the strings 
stop and Jim Hall’s guitar comes in over George Duvivier’s walking bass, followed by a dia-
logue between Hall and Eric Dolphy on flute. At this point, the members of the Contemporary 
String Quartet enter individually and swinging. If their parts are written out, at least they fit 
the music, and the final section is indeed interesting, slowing down the jazz, bringing the 
quartet back in playing whole chords, then allowing Hall and Duvivier to play the final bars, 
quietly ending with the quartet and a celesta behind them. 

 
John Coltrane and Nicolas Slonimsky’s Thesaurus of Scales 
When discussing musicians and theories of music that incorporated a wide range of 

explorative possibilities, one must focus on two names that on the surface seem to be incom-
patible, tenor and soprano saxophonist John Coltrane (1926-1967) and conductor-composer-
theorist Nicolas Slonimsky (1894-1995). Slonimsky is moderately well known in classical 
circles, though not as much as he should be; Coltrane, of course, is a jazz legend. Slonimsky 
studied conducting with Albert Coates and Eugene Goossens, taught theory at the Boston and 
Malkin Conservatories, and championed the music of Charles Ives, Henry Cowell, Carl Rug-
gles and Edgard Varèse. Slonimsky wrote extensively on music for most of his life. In 1947 
he produced his Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns, which garnered praise from com-
posers Arnold Schoenberg and Virgil Thomson, but it would not be until Coltrane came 
across it that it had a practical application on the performance of music. 

In essence, Slonimsky’s book is a near-complete series of exercises on scales and pat-
terns that can be used to inspire composition and improvisation. Its 33 sections, each of them 
quite lengthy and as complete as he could make them, are divided as follows: 
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Tritone Progression 
Ditone Progression 
Sesquitone Progression 
Whole-Tone Progression 
Semitone Progression 
Quadritone Progression 
Sesquiquadritone Progression – Equal division of three octaves into four parts 
Quinquetone Progression – Equal division of five octaves into six parts 
Diatessaron Progression – Equal division of five octaves into 12 parts 
Septitione Progression – Equal division of seven octaves into 6 parts 
Diapente Progression – Equal division of seven octaves into 12 parts 
Sesquiquinquetone Progression – Equal division of 11 octaves into 12 parts 
Pentatonic Scales 
Bitonal Arpeggios 
12-Tone Patterns 
Crossing Intervals 
Division of 12 Tones into four Mutually Exclusive Triads 
Quadritonal Arpeggios 
Invertible Dodecaphonic Progression 
Intervallic Series – Increasing and diminishing intervals 
Mirror Interval Progressions 
Complementary Scales 
Permutations 
Pandiatonic Progressions – Pandiatonic is a term invented by Slonimsky in 1938 to 

describe the use of the pentatonic (five-note) scale without limiting it to “regu-
lar” tonality.  

Double Notes 
Plural Scales and Arpeggios 
Polytonal Scales 
Polyrhythmic Scales 
Polytonal Polyrhythmic Scales 
Palindromic Canons 
Autochordal Harmonization  
Harmonization in Major Triads and Seventh Chords 
Synopsis of Chords 

 

Slonimsky’s etudes are modal music; none of them are in Western classical “keys” but 
rather wander around in one or another of the various modes (Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian or 
Mixolydian). Pianist-educator Dick Hyman, in his DVD of hands-on lessons within his Cen-
tury of Jazz Piano (Arbors Records, 2009), refers to it as spiritual, “altered state” or “trance” 
music. This is achieved by not modulating at all, but rather by staying within the mode and 
constantly rearranging the note sequences being played. The so-called “washes” of notes thus 
created were transformed by Coltrane into what his fans referred to as “sheets of sound,” a 
description not too far off from what he was doing or trying to do. This was, however, at odds 
with the dominant classical musical culture of his time, which was more into serial music, and 
most avant-garde or “free” jazz of his time, which was much more into constantly shifting 
harmonies which always suggested a feeling of movement. 
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What is interesting about Slonimsky’s theoretical etudes is that although he meant 
them to inspire composition and improvisation, he did not necessarily intend them to be used 
verbatim by musicians, but that is exactly what Coltrane did. The saxist had been inspired to 
investigate classical music theory by playing with a harp and being able to play chords of 
myriad positions and combinations. Fascinated by this, he then discovered Slonimsky’s book 
and began playing through it. What was meant to simply be theoretical became, for Coltrane, 
an almost mystical revelation, a way of playing constantly around a single chord in a way that 
did indeed incorporate “all the changes” without following George Russell’s Lydian concept. 
In time, Slonimsky’s theory also influenced pianists McCoy Tyner and Chick Corea as well as 
rock musician Frank Zappa.  

One can hear the explorative Coltrane already seeking new avenues of expression not 
previously tapped by others in his December 1958 recording of Brazilian composer Ary Bar-
roso’s Bahia. Already we hear a different Coltrane from the one who played just the year be-
fore on Davis’s Kind of Blue album; he is already running through rapid, repeated figures on 
the tenor sax, borrowed from Slonimsky’s book, which were soon to become known as his 
“sheets of sound.” The improvisation is still within the parameters of well-constructed music, 
however, and show how concise Coltrane’s musical thinking was at this time. He instinctively 
knew, or at least felt, how far he should or could go in terms of these figures’ use. In short, he 
was still, at this point, able to edit his musical thoughts as they came through his horn. 

Yet the tune Coltrane used to best explore “all the changes” via Slonimsky’s theory 
was Rodgers and Hammerstein’s My Favorite Things, a song that stayed largely in one key, 
and a minor key at that, except for four bars in the midst of the chorus. Even the song’s bridge 
stays mostly in the same minor key. Coltrane’s recording of it on October 21, 1960, which ran 
over 13 minutes, was too long to be released as a single (and Coltrane would never have 
agreed to its being chopped down to a three-minute length); yet it became a hit on the LP, 
which went gold. To my knowledge, this was the first jazz “hit” record that was never a sin-
gle. The constantly churning and hypnotic chromatic runs that Coltrane played on soprano 
saxophone created a sensation. Happily, Coltrane was never commercially motivated so he 
never recorded a sequel, but he liked My Favorite Things well enough that he continued to 
play it in concert for several years. 

Aside from this, Coltrane’s closest brush with classical form and structure was a pair 
of marathon recording sessions in late May and early June 1961 using a large orchestra. Now 
known as the “Africa/Brass Sessions,” these recordings featured charts written out by Col-
trane but orchestrated by Eric Dolphy, the lone exception being The Damned Don’t Cry which 
was arranged and orchestrated by the tune’s composer, Calvin Massey. There were only five 
selections recorded: The Damned Don’t Cry, the traditional folk tunes Greensleeves and Song 
of the Underground Railroad, and two tunes by Coltrane, Blues Minor and Africa. Two takes 
were made of Greensleeves, three of Africa, and one each of the remaining three tunes, but 
numbers themselves don’t tell the whole story, particularly because Africa is Coltrane’s mag-
num opus as a writer. Running 14 minutes in the first take and over 16 minutes in the last two, 
Africa was almost completely rewritten between the first and second sessions, thus it almost 
sounds like two completely different pieces. This comes not just from a different routining of 
ensembles and solos but from a reorganization of the thematic material and its distribution 
within and around the solos. As the liner notes by David A. Wild pointed out, the original ver-
sion featured “richer, more complex chords but subordinated the orchestra more to the solo-
ists. In the June 7 arrangement, however, the French horn parts are more pronounced and the 
arrangement is more adventurous. Dolphy added whoops and shouts, mostly heard from the 
French horns, substituted his alto saxophone for the flute heard prominently in the earlier ver-
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sion, and generally revoiced the parts to more closely echo Tyner’s piano figures.”13 
As in most cases, however, the proof is in the hearing. No words can describe the sear-

ing beauty of Coltrane’s solos throughout these sessions or the richness of Dolphy’s charts. 
Greensleeves, with its barely changing harmonies and jazz-waltz tempo, is a perfect sequel to 
My Favorite Things, though Coltrane didn’t really plan it that way. Indeed, in a way one can 
hear it as a very different approach, as the saxist does not run the same chromatic exercises 
over and over again as in the earlier tune, but rather explores what can be termed exotic or 
Eastern harmonies in his solo. Coltrane seems less interested in steamrolling the listener with 
dazzling atonal triplets, but rather plays in a lighter, more lilting and almost charming style, 
well suited to the old folk tune yet without becoming mawkish or sentimental. In this chart, 
the orchestration is quite minimal, only providing touches of color here and there as the string 
quartet did in Schuller’s Variants on a Theme of John Lewis. Coltrane clearly wanted to pro-
ject the quartet’s identity over that of the orchestra, and this is what we get, yet the whole per-
formance has a well-thought-out structure that communicates as it engages the mind. Interest-
ingly, Tyner’s piano solo moves from busy eighth notes to rich block chords to a single-note 
playing of the melody: a process of simplification prior to Coltrane’s re-entry rather than a 
complication of materials. 

Jazz critics, including David Wild who wrote the notes for the CD reissue of these ses-
sions, generally dislike The Damned Don’t Cry. Wild calls it “the weakest performance of the 
two sessions,” yet although the orchestration here is considerably different from Dolphy’s 
rich-sounding charts and Coltrane was unable to rehearse it more thoroughly before recording, 
as a fully structured work with an outstanding Trane solo leaning towards his “sheets of 
sound” it is a remarkable and well-organized structure. Wild claims that “producer Creed 
Taylor couldn’t afford to spend much time with the complex chart,”14 but this seems a bizarre 
statement to make in light of the fact that when the group returned to the studios about two 
weeks later, they were willing to spend close to an hour to get a satisfactory take of Africa. 
Had Coltrane—a notorious perfectionist if there ever was one—had been dissatisfied with this 
one and only take, I’m sure he would have insisted on a remake. It really isn’t that bad; one or 
two tiny flubs, one from trumpeter Booker Little, the rest of the haunting chart played quite 
well and incorporating some of Coltrane’s most perfervid playing. 

But then we come to Africa, and there is no question that this piece is the crown jewel 
of the sessions. Coltrane didn’t really base the piece on any actual African tunes but used the 
general contours of African music as its basis. He wanted the orchestra audible but ambient, a 
sound in the background that is felt as much as it is heard, and he used two basses, one to play 
a drone underneath and the other to play figures around the improvisations higher up in its 
range. Despite its not using any African tunes directly, Coltrane listened to many recordings 
of African music prior to writing the piece. The main thing, he told original annotator Dom 
Cerulli, was that he wanted a specific “sound I wanted to hear…I wanted the band to have a 
drone.” The powerful, churning rhythmic drive of the piece is remarkable and unique: it is 
half-African and half-jazz, a perfect hybrid never equaled to my knowledge. Although three 
takes were made over the two sessions and all three are excellent, I prefer the third, “finished” 
take to the second, rougher one if only because the conception of the work as a composition is 
stronger in the last one. The difference in orchestration, and its ambient effect on the listener, 
is apparent even from the start, and when Coltrane enters Dolphy has reorchestrated the piece 
to provide “elephant whoops” in the trombones and trumpets. A bit of pseudo-exotica, per-

                                                
13 Liner notes to The Complete Africa/Brass Sessions, Impulse! IMPD-2-168. 
14 ibid. 
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haps, but far more effective and more sincere, I think, than the kind of audio junk cranked out 
by the likes of Martin Denny and his cohorts. If anything, Coltrane sounds even more inspired 
on this last take, taking more chances yet still tailoring his solo (as he would until 1965) to 
match the structure of the music. The result is a monumental set-piece that could be played in 
concerts if we had a tenor soloist as powerful and inventive as Coltrane to pull the various 
strands of the music together. Sadly, we haven’t heard his like since. 

 
J.J. Johnson’s Perceptions 
Bop trombonist J.J. Johnson (1924-2001), whose real name was James Louis Johnson, 

began to get involved in Third Stream music from the late 1950s on. After taking two years 
off from playing, he finished his six-part suite Perceptions which was written for Dizzy Gil-
lespie. In terms of orchestration and general musical concept, even a cursory listen will tell 
you that Johnson was greatly indebted to Gil Evans: the opening piece, Sword of Orion, 
sounds very much like an Evans-Miles Davis piece, except that Gillespie’s trumpet tone is 
brighter and more piercing than Davis’. There is little of portent in this first movement, how-
ever; Johnson apparently had the idea that this first portion of the suite would be in the form 
of introductory music, and so it is. The second piece, Jubelo, builds gradually from a quiet 
opening in D minor and a free-floating sense of rhythm to a second half that gradually in-
creases in volume. The tonality shifts from D minor to C major, smoothly and almost imper-
ceptibly; the trumpets move the key around a bit as Gillespie’s trumpet puts a mute on and 
becomes more of an embellishing instrument. Yet it is with the third piece, Blue Mist, that 
Johnson finally begins to achieve true classical balance, the soft bass-and-trumpet opening 
leading to an ambiguous tune for soft brass (open trombones and French horn, then muted 
trumpets) over an irregular pulse. The meter is in 4/4, but the bass breaks the rhythm up oddly 
with syncopated figures. When Gillespie enters here, he is playing a written melody that fits 
over the chords; he quickly leaves, to be replaced by the soft brass again, then after a drum 
break the rhythm shifts and Gillespie plays an improvised solo over the chart. Fantasia, the 
next piece, has a free-floating sense of pulse, Gillespie’s bright, open tone riding confidently 
above quiet, muted French horns. After an extended (written) harp solo Gillespie, muted, 
plays softly, followed by the French horns who then provide a cushion for him. The free-
floating sense of “no pulse” continues until the open trumpets and bass come in, but even then 
the tempo is ambiguous and somewhat free. It is at this point that one realizes that this is 
something different from a Gil Evans score, reaching territory that Evans sought but did not 
always achieve. The last 2:10 of this movement is played at a loud volume, suddenly opening 
up in sound though still not establishing a firm tempo. Johnson makes the most of his orches-
tration, building rich, full sounds from which he then recedes, eventually pitting the high 
trumpets (a sonority that Evans almost never used) against the horns and tuba—a cool jazz 
version of Sy Oliver’s or Charles Mingus’s orchestration techniques.  

Horn of Plenty, the next section, has a firmer sense of rhythm, starting out with a fan-
fare-like introduction before Gillespie and the rhythm section come charging in, yet still re-
taining a firm hand on the developing structure of the piece. A swinging up tempo is estab-
lished, and here the music bears some resemblance to the swinging but inventive charts of the 
Swing Era, except that Gillespie’s trumpet retains its bop sense of rhythm. The entire middle 
section of this piece is just Gillespie over bass and drums; then the trumpets, trombones and 
horns re-enter, a climax is built, then it sinks into a quieter and slower mood, with Gillespie, 
harp and brasses eventually riding it out via a mysterious coda that just stops. The last section, 
Ballade, is pretty much what one might expect, a jazz ballad, albeit one well put together and 
very richly scored. Here, Johnson employs some very close harmonies in the brass chords at 
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times, and again the pulse resists regularity at times, occasionally coming to a dead stop or—
in the trumpet “break” at around 2:25 through 2:40, another stretch where the tempo simply 
floats, followed by a much slower passage, Gillespie above the massed brasses as the piece—
and the suite—end on a 9th chord. 

Perceptions, then, is not as strong a piece from start to finish as the Gil Evans orches-
tral suites, and certain not as strong as the music of Mingus or Russell, but it is an unjustly 
neglected score that deserves wider study. 

 
Ornette Coleman: The Change of the Century 
Undoubtedly, the most eccentric, unusual and controversial jazz musician of this pe-

riod was Randolph Denard Ornette Coleman (1930-2015), born in Fort Worth, Texas and 
raised in the rhythm-and-blues tradition. Originally a tenor sax player, Coleman moved from 
job to job, seldom fitting in as he heard music differently from its more conventional sense of 
tonal progression. This is what eventually marked his music as unique but, at the same time, 
drew fire from a large number of musicians raised in the more conventional system of West-
ern tonality. Even from the start, then, Coleman preferred to base solos on what he heard in 
his mind, not in the tonality of the tune’s chords. Eventually, this led to an almost atonal sys-
tem of improvisation in which the chords followed the soloist, not the other way around. This, 
in turn, led to Coleman calling his unorthodox style of composing and improvising as “har-
molodics.” In a sense, Coleman was hearing music that cut across all known systems of har-
mony, yet being based in the Texas R&B tradition, had a strong sense of rhythm, almost per-
cussive in nature. His theory baffled musicians for most of his life for the simple reason that 
Coleman is more of a music man than a word man. He often announced that he was working 
on a guide to harmolodics, but such a book never materialized, and when questioned about it 
his answers tended to be vague and inconclusive. Herewith are some excerpts from an inter-
view with Coleman on YouTube in which he tries to explain his aesthetic:15 
 

Making music is like a form of religion for me because it soothes the heart and in-
creases the pleasure of the brain and most of all it’s very enjoyable to express 
something that you can hear and can’t see… I think improvising is even freer be-
cause everyone gets a different feeling from improvising.  It’s not different where 
everyone’s hearing the same movements, you know, because in the music I do I 
write out the music but I write everyone a different part so they can make a con-
tribution to the whole. For me I mean it’s, I don’t call it composing, I’ve been 
calling it sound grammar and for a better technical part I call it Harmolodics. 
Imagine how many different words that have a different meaning for the same 
sound in the form of human you know I don’t know how many languages human 
on the planet speak but it must go up at least into the thousands right? And it’s 
nothing but sound making a relationship to meaning for your brain and who you 
are in relationship to what your environment and what your race is. 
 

This is how Coleman normally talks about Harmolodics, in a philosophical sense, his 
words as cryptic as the method, but in a few interviews he was surprisingly more specific. 
One of these came very early in his career, an interview with Gunther Schuller in February 7, 
1960 on the WBAI radio program The Scope of Jazz. Perhaps because he was being inter-
viewed by a musician, and one sympathetic to his cause, Coleman was much more forthright 

                                                
15 “An Interview with Ornette Coleman –Bonnaroo Music and Arts Festival 2007.” Youtube. October 29, 2009. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8CoPGDfMWFc. 
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in his statements: 
 

The music is only complicated from the point of trying to figure out every detail 
that we are doing, but as far as playing it, it’s very easy to play…I have tried my 
best to become, maybe you could use the word free, but I call it complete, and just 
thinking of any interval or any way of expression in music, as you would say, 
changes or harmony, well…I try to conceive maybe one interval that will have 
harmony, changes, everything in it. I would like to say this about changes and 
harmony: changes and harmony usually follow a certain direction, but when you 
get free of that direction the only thing you have left are the true elements of mu-
sic, which, to me, is why you have changes and harmony, you know? I’m trying to 
get back to where everybody started.16 

 

And this statement, made in a 2008 interview with Ron Wynn on the American Song-
writer website: 

 

Look at it this way. You take the basic notes and instead of approaching them in a 
restrictive manner and saying that you can’t take that step if you play this note, 
start thinking about sound and what you can do with sound. That’s really all I’m 
doing with harmolodics—thinking differently about melody, rhythm and har-
mony. It’s more based on listening and responding, on sound and reaction, than 
any type of set pattern I could write out for you. Music has nothing to do with a 
lot of the things that people like to think it does [emphasis mine]. It has nothing to 
do with race, for example. It does have something to do with culture, background 
and environment, but the style of bebop and the people who played it…anyone 
with an open mind and heart can also play that music. They won’t play it the way 
Charlie Parker played it, but they bring their own experiences to it. So to get back 
to your question, I’m really writing music that doesn’t necessarily adhere to the 
conventional or the expected, but does have its own system and language. It’s just 
one based more on sound and freedom than anything else. 

 

If you have the key of C on a piano, then—if you have even a little musical train-
ing—you know what will happen if you go in either direction. The same is true 
for the treble or bass clef, so anyone who plays an instrument knows the language 
of music. What’s more important to me is taking that language and then shaping it 
to say something positive and instructive…that’s the spiritual side of music. 
Sometimes that involves taking a note that some think should be sharp and, in-
stead, making it flat or playing it natural. If you hear it in an unusual, or what 
some might think is an unusual structure, then you might say that doesn’t sound 
right. I think that’s what the people who didn’t like what I was doing in the be-
ginning were doing. They were listening to my music with their expectations that 
it was supposed to sound a certain way based on their interpretation of music. But 
I’ve studied music all my life, and I know all the conventional things you’re sup-
posed to do in writing songs. It wasn’t so much that I wasn’t interested in doing 
that, although I guess I wasn’t, but that I wanted to write and play music that I felt 
would speak to people in a different way.17 
 

                                                
16 http://dothemath.typepad.com/dtm/forms-and-sounds.html 
17 http://www.americansongwriter.com/2008/01/ornette-coleman-the-language-of-sound/ 
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One could quote further but, truthfully, these quotes—taken together—make up the 
sum total of Harmolodics as a musical theory. What one can determine from the concept is 
that the harmony and melody of a piece move at the same time in the same direction, but the 
top or lead line always determines the direction of the harmony rather than vice-versa, and in 
a multi-layered work Coleman writes in a different key for each instrument, or group of in-
struments. Of course this is going to confuse many listeners; there is nothing easy about hear-
ing music in three or four keys simultaneously; but again, note that Coleman’s dictum is that 
the music “feels good,” i.e., he’s not expecting you (or anyone else, certainly not music crit-
ics) to sit there and analyze the music while listening, although that is partially possible. He 
just wants you to sit back and soak it all in. 

I should also point out (although it may seem obvious) that because of the harmonic 
density of his compositions, Coleman’s orchestration can never be consonant. It exists in a 
continual sea of harmonic clashes, therefore all chords are compound, complex, and some-
times outright tone clusters, yet unlike many of the others who followed in his footsteps (who 
we will examine in the next chapter), Coleman’s music does not continually dwell in tone 
clusters, but merely brings them up here and there.  

Although Coleman came to major attention in 1959 when his small band was hired to 
play regularly at the Five Spot in New York, he made several recordings for the Contempo-
rary label the year before. These came about while Coleman, unable to find work as a musi-
cian, was working as an elevator operator in Los Angeles. Young trumpeter Don Cherry 
(1936-1995), deeply impressed by Coleman, raved about him to famous jazz bassist Red 
Mitchell; after Mitchell heard him, he prodded Lester Koenig, owner of Contemporary, to re-
cord him. For these sessions, Coleman alternated between a more conventional bebop quintet 
with piano and a pianoless quartet, which is what he eventually brought to New York. As 
those familiar with his work know, Coleman wrote nearly all of his own material but made a 
distinction between his jazz tunes and what he felt were formal or legitimate compositions. 
Thus the majority of his jazz work for Contemporary and, later, Atlantic Records was strictly 
jazz and only has a connection to classical form via Coleman’s atonal improvisations, but one 
of those tunes—Compassion—had a particularly unusual and unorthodox structure: asymmet-
ric rhythms and phrases that abut each other without really blending, Compassion only 
straightens out its rhythm once Coleman begins his alto solo, but that is where the tonality 
keeps shifting between D major, B�, F and E�, and only the most discerning ear can catch the 
little harmonic “traps” Coleman uses to make these changes. But remember, in Coleman’s 
own mind there is no “tonality” as such; it’s all fluid; and this is undoubtedly where much of 
the hostility and negative comments of other jazz musicians focused their attack. The late 
Ralph Berton once told me that it was like someone coming up to you on the street and speak-
ing English words, but saying them in a sequence that did not form a coherent sentence. Al-
though I understood his plight in not being able to justify what Coleman was doing, I always 
disagreed with him for the simple reason that I liked what Coleman did. 

Nor, it seems, was I alone. Leonard Bernstein, John Lewis, Gunther Schuller, Charles 
Mingus, Paul Bley, George Russell, Lionel Hampton, Shelly Manne and Gil Evans were 
among those in Coleman’s corner. Thelonious Monk, Roy Eldridge, Maynard Ferguson, Max 
Roach, Dizzy Gillespie and Miles Davis were among the many against him. In fact, both 
Monk and Davis questioned Coleman’s sanity while the others felt he was “jiving.” I find it 
ironic that such close friends and musical soulmates as Evans and Davis were on opposite 
sides of the Coleman debate, but such was the polarity he created; moreover, I find it even 
more puzzling that the equally strange and arcane (for their time) improvisations of John Col-
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trane and Eric Dolphy were accepted by the same people who criticized Coleman. Possibly 
this had to do with what I mentioned earlier, that Coleman didn’t do what Coltrane and Dol-
phy did, which was to play in a consonant, tonal style with other musicians. This doesn’t 
mean that Coleman couldn’t hear or write pitches correctly; the fact that he wrote some very 
complex scores for string quartet, woodwind quintet and symphony orchestra (all of them dis-
cussed in the next chapter) is proof enough of that (although Gunther Schuller later said that 
he couldn’t teach Coleman to write music easily)18. It’s just that when he played—regardless 
of the context—his improviser’s mind was constantly churning and refused to stay within the 
proscribed chord changes. 

In a fascinating interview with bassist Charlie Haden (1937-2014), who somehow al-
ways seemed to be playing the right notes behind Coleman no matter how far out the saxist 
went, he said that “Sometimes the changes he had for the written parts didn’t always fit, so I 
would look for the right note, even if it wasn't the root of the tonal center…I would play what 
I was hearing instead of what he had written and he usually accepted it.”19 Here is an indica-
tion of the method musicians raised in any form of conventional jazz had to use if they wanted 
to fit in with the tonally free style of Coleman. The beauty of this system is that in this case 
the lead voice—Coleman—knew exactly what he was doing, so if you just “followed the 
leader” you couldn’t go wrong. 

Another unusual piece was Lonely Woman, recorded in May 1959. After a bass and 
drums intro, Cherry and Coleman play the odd, sad little melody in D minor, sometimes in 
unison, at other times in harmony (yes, a harmony is established early). Coleman’s alto solo 
sticks relatively close to the harmony but not entirely; more interestingly, he doubles the 
tempo to play in his unusual percussion-like style with occasional interjections from Cherry’s 
cornet, following which the melody returns. Then comes a half-chorus where both horns play 
in a somewhat “free” style, albeit sticking to the rhythm, before the plaintive tune returns. It is 
an unusually tight structure, not just for a jazz piece in general but for Coleman specifically. 

But what of his biggest and most controversial piece, the massive, 37-minute piece 
simply known as Free Jazz? This is a recording that continues to either inspire or alienate lis-
teners to this very day, yet if you listen carefully and have a knowledge of musical form it is 
surprisingly well structured and generally logical. Coleman wrote much of it out beforehand, 
so it is only “free” in the sense that both rhythm and harmony are completely open and the 
soloists take a no-holds-barred approach. Moreover, the balance of the “double quartet” is 
generally laid out very nicely in terms of musicians who were familiar with Coleman’s style 
and those who were not. Quartet No. 1, which comes out of the left channel, comprises of 
Cherry, Coleman, bassist Scott La Faro (who was working at the time with pianist Bill Evans 
at the Village Vanguard) and drummer Billy Higgins, who had played and recorded with 
Coleman. Quartet No. 2, which comes out of the right channel, features bass clarinetist Eric 
Dolphy, who as we have seen had worked with John Coltrane and was familiar with “outside” 
jazz, trumpeter Freddie Hubbard, and Coleman’s favorite rhythm section, bassist Haden and 
drummer Ed Blackwell. Of the eight musicians, it is Hubbard, the player least comfortable 
with tonally free music, who has the most difficulty, and it is true that his solos are not always 
as well attuned to the goings-on as the others, but despite this small caveat there is a remark-
able sense of unity to the work. Part of listeners’ confusion comes from the fact that Quartet A 
and Quartet B, when playing together, are not rhythmically together, but other than this I find 
the music extraordinary in every sense. One can hear, for instance, when Dolphy is playing in 

                                                
18 http://dothemath.typepad.com/dtm/forms-and-sounds.html 
19 From an interview with Ethan Iverson, http://dothemath.typepad.com/dtm/this-is-our-mystic.html. 
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the right channel, La Faro, Cherry and Coleman playing interjections that perfectly respond to 
what he is doing. There are little melodies running all through Dolphy’s and others’ solos, and 
I find it remarkable to hear La Faro, and not Haden, playing a very creative but out-of-tonal-
center solo consistently in the left channel, fairly high up on his bass almost in the cello range. 
Indeed, La Faro’s incredible feeling for timing and great ear actually help to pull the music 
together, like some highly skilled continuo player in a complex work of Baroque music. It is 
also heartening to hear how well Hubbard is able to follow and play around Dolphy’s solo; 
and at the 5:20 mark, the double quartet suddenly falls together in long-held notes that create 
a bridge or break in the music before Hubbard plays his solo—and all the while, the golden 
thread of La Faro’s cello-like continuo lines keep going unabated. 

Of course, in a 37-minute piece there is a lot more to say than that, but I shall forego 
an extended analysis because it is unnecessary; the music is all there to listen to. It is interest-
ing, but characteristic of his innate modesty, that Coleman was apparently so pleased with the 
proceedings that he did not dominate the ensemble, yet when he does enter, the whole thing 
begins swinging much more than before. It was Charles Mingus, who played with Coleman at 
the “Rebels’ Festival” outside of Newport in 1960, who made the comment that “he’s got a 
percussional (sic) sound, like a cat with a whole lot of bongos…he swings, and he’s got a 
good feeling for the melody.”20 There is also a remarkably long passage for just the two bass-
ists, and here Haden forsakes his timekeeping role to parry with La Faro in atonal counter-
point. To me, this is one of the greatest and most classically-structured “chase” choruses ever 
recorded, and it makes the piece so much more unified. Free Jazz, then, was not (as some 
people thought) entirely “free,” but it was better than that. It was a complex jazz composition, 
Coleman’s first and, to my ears, still one of his best. 

 
Gunther Schuller’s jazz-classical fusion 
Having made his point in a fairly heavy-handed way at the 1957 Brandeis Music Fes-

tival with his “third stream” symphony, Gunther Schuller went himself one better in 1960 
with an album produced by John Lewis. Bearing the unwieldy title John Lewis Presents Con-
temporary Music: Jazz Abstractions, Music of Gunther Schuller and Jim Hall, it consisted of 
two modest pieces by Hall, Abstraction and Piece for Guitar and Strings, and two major 
works by Schuller, Variants on a Theme by John Lewis (Django) and Variants on a Theme by 
Thelonious Monk (Criss Cross). Here, working with a much smaller contingent of classical 
musicians and a larger percentage of jazz musicians, including Hall and the current Bill Evans 
Trio (Evans, La Faro and drummer Paul Motian) in the first piece and such avant-gardists as 
Ornette Coleman and Eric Dolphy in the second, Schuller was able to concentrate on the jazz 
quotient of his third stream compositions with excellent results. The elegant simplicity of 
Lewis’ Django brings out the best in Schuller’s lyrical side, starting with a statement of the 
theme by Hall’s guitar before leading into an interesting and peppy improvisation (or at least a 
written variation) for Jackson Wiley’s cello, guitar and drums. Other strings enter, playing 
pizzicato in and around the variations, building to small but effective climaxes and then reced-
ing. An almost boogie-styled rhythm comes in, after which Eddie Costa’s vibes play, with 
counter-chords tossed in here and there by Bill Evans on piano (including some surprising 
close seconds and tone clusters). The tempo slows down as the strings apply the brakes; then 
an atonal chord before the strings alone (but including guitar and bass) play a slow-moving 
but fascinating variant on the theme in which the notes are there but the rhythm is continually 
displaced, reaching a climax with extended chords and strange flute tremolos coming and go-
                                                
20 Quoted in the liner notes to Beauty is a Rare Thing (Rhino R2 71410). 
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ing. Then comes the former swinging tempo, with La Faro’s walking bass underpinning 
Hall’s guitar; more flute tremolos, then finally the flute breaks out in a counter-improvisation 
of its own (the player here is obviously Dolphy and not Robert Di Domenica), then the guitar 
drops out as Wiley’s cello interacts with the flute. Here, at long last, we have a true composi-
tion in which not only strings, but also flute, are given something interesting and meaningful 
to play; but we would do well to note that Schuller had to recruit players who knew jazz, like 
Wiley and Dolphy, in order to pull this off. Eventually, the piece ends quietly with Hall’s gui-
tar, La Faro’s bass, a couple of string chords and a final lick from the vibes. 

The Variants on a Theme of Thelonious Monk are, in a way, both more interesting and 
more problematic, and both the interest and the problem arises from the presence of Ornette 
Coleman in a setting of someone else’s music. How could or would he adapt? As it turns out, 
not too badly; and although a pianist is present here, it happens to be Evans, whose “big ears” 
allowed him to follow what was going on with aplomb. Surprisingly, it is Coleman who plays 
the melody relatively straight out of the left channel and Dolphy playing the more asymmetric 
alto phrases out of the right channel, but you only realize this when you hear Dolphy on his 
trademark bass clarinet in the right. As in Free Jazz, there were two bassists on this session, 
La Faro playing yet another mid-range solo in the left channel and George Duvivier playing 
the more conventional walking bass in the right. Eventually Costa’s vibes come into the mix, 
interacting with Dolphy’s bass clarinet, then an almost frantic-sounding violin solo. As in the 
Lewis variations, Schuller pulls up to a dead stop to introduce some strange atonal passages 
for the strings; a short lick from Coleman and interjections from La Faro and Costa add to the 
interest; then the initial tempo starts to come back, is interrupted for more strange passages by 
the strings with Coleman, then a La Faro-Dolphy duet of almost epic proportions with inter-
jections from Wiley’s cello, playing fast string tremolos. In a way, this piece almost had to 
rely on the soloists’ improvisations to make it work for the simple reason that Criss Cross is 
not much of a tune. It’s really just a quirky, asymmetric eight-bar fragment. Writing a well-
constructed piece on it is like writing a 15-minute work based on just the first fast theme from 
Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps. Thus, what Schuller accomplished here is no small feat, 
but shows a musical mind that can find order and structure in music with little structure to be-
gin with. The final minute is quite excellent, with Dolphy’s flute in the right channel and 
Coleman’s alto sax in the left, playing off each other, followed by tremolos played by the cel-
los, a shot flute trill, and then a dead stop. Not the most satisfactory way of ending, perhaps, 
but given the nature of the original piece perhaps the most efficient way. 

 
Stan Kenton, Mellophones and Johnny Richards 
With the advent of Coleman and “free jazz,” at least the advent of “outside” jazz, other 

musicians had two choices: go along with it or ignore it. A great many chose the latter, among 
them Stan Kenton, who finally began to distance himself from the jazz avant-garde. Yet 
Kenton was by no means finished as a bandleader or an innovator; on the contrary, he contin-
ued to move forward into different realms and musical experiments over the next two dec-
ades. From the position of jazz education, Kenton became an innovator starting in 1959, when 
he began his first Band Camp out of concern that education on jazz and an appreciation of its 
richness was not reaching students. He was concerned about the growing encroachment of 
rock ‘n’ roll and, as he put it, wanted the students to “take a bath in jazz.” helped in putting 
these programs together by Dr. Gene Hall and Leon Breeden of North Texas State University, 
although the first program was held at Indiana University.21 Deeply impressed by the serious-
                                                
21 This information taken from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stan_Kenton_Band_Clinics. 
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ness and commitment of the students at this first band camp, Kenton sent a trunk load of his 
original scores to North Texas State in 1960 saying, “We definitely have a serious responsibil-
ity that must be dealt with.”22 In 1961 he added two more band camps at Michigan State Uni-
versity and Southern Methodist University. He gained the support and lecture services of sev-
eral noted musicians, including some from his own band, and did not take a salary for any of 
his services. Among those who taught at the clinics were Sam Donohue, John La Porta, 
Johnny Richards, Eddie Safrinski, Sal Salvador, Ray Brown, Buddy Morrow, Buddy De 
Franco, Jack Petersen and Hal Sherman. In 1967, Kenton separated from the National Stage 
Band Camp and renamed it the Stan Kenton Band Clinics. By 1975, Kenton was leading no 
fewer than 100 clinics per year in addition to four weeklong summer clinics on college cam-
puses. By this time, according to Wikipedia,he was “also distributing various educational ma-
terials and stage-band charts, as well as his own albums, with his Creative World company.” 

From the practical side of day-to-day operations Kenton struck out on a new musical 
path, forming a band that included four mellophoniums. This was an advance on the mello-
phone, a three-keyed brass instrument dating from 1881 with the range of a French horn but 
the general shape of a large trumpet; its most common use is in marching bands to supplant 
French horns. In 1957, the C.G. Conn company developed a new model, called the 16E “mel-
lophonium,” which had a #3 bore in the keys of F and D and a different design with the bell 
pointing straight out, like a trombone, rather than the normal wrapped configuration.23 Look-
ing for a new and different sound for his orchestra, Kenton began a search for different in-
struments in the summer of 1960. Trusted band member Gene Roland, who played trumpet, 
trombone and saxophone with Kenton, was recruited in the search. Initially, Roland was lean-
ing towards large E� trumpets, but they sounded too much like trombones to Kenton. The 
Conn company, hearing of Kenton’s search, quickly suggested their new instrument. Kenton 
liked them, incorporated them in his band in September 1960, and even did public endorse-
ments for Conn. At first, some of the players were using trumpet mouthpieces which gave the 
instruments a shrill, blasting sound, but Kenton quickly put a stop to that. Some of his trom-
bone players, fearing too much competition from the new instrument, threatened to resign, but 
Kenton mollified them by explaining that he wanted to hear them as well. 

Among the treasures of the mellophonium band were Kenton’s West Side Story, which 
surprised even the bandleader by winning a Grammy in 1962, and Adventures in Time, which 
won another Grammy in 1963. Both were arranged by Johnny Richards, who produced some 
of his finest work for these sessions: Kenton complimented him by saying that “Johnny was 
probably the best schooled, musically, of all of us put together.”24 With such a rich palette of 
instruments to write for, Richards created some of his finest music, including a virtual re-
write of Leonard Bernstein’s musical. Even in such nominally simple pieces as the Prologue 
and America, Richards re-invents the rather simple Broadway pap of West Side Story into a 
jazz masterpiece. Many of the old Kenton trademarks are still present—the screaming trum-
pets and the bouncing bongos—but in a musical about Puerto Rican immigrants, this suddenly 
makes sense, and Richards draws on all his skill as an arranger and orchestrator to make the 
music not only dramatic but interesting from moment to moment. Maria, probably the most 
famous tune in the musical and a perennial favorite of lounge singers, is lifted to the status of 
a tone poem as Richards adds additional themes and sub-themes, reharmonizes the song, and 

                                                
22 Stan Kenton, International Musician, 1960. 
23 Information taken from The Stan Kenton Mellophoniums by Scooter Pirtie on The Middle Horn Leader, 
http://www.middlehornleader.com/Kenton%20Mellophoniums.htm. 
24 Quoted in Easton, Carol, Straight Ahead: The Story of Stan Kenton (Da Capo Press, 1981). 
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scores it deftly for the Kenton orchestra. One of many points is the sudden introduction of an 
A major chord at 1:33 into Maria when the surrounding tune is in F. By this point Richards 
had caught up to the Eddie Sauter of the mid-1940s, and his penchant for lyricism is never far 
from the surface, bongos or not. As in the case of some of his scores for Boyd Raeburn, Rich-
ards does not allow any improvised solos in Maria; it is a jazz score, not a launching pad for 
bebop madness. By the last chorus the key has switched to B�, but Richards suddenly ramps 
up to D�, then ends it in C major. In the almost tunelessly banal America, Richards not only 
shifts the music around but adds some of his own, expanding the two-minute tune into a four-
and-a-half-minute masterpiece of construction, scoring a 6/8 countermelody for piano and alto 
sax beneath the theme statement by a solo trombone, and again subtly reharmonizing the mu-
sic throughout. Some of his old tricks from the Boyd Raeburn days are used, i.e. the “layer-
ing” effects in the scoring, and in this case solo spots are opened up for alto sax and trumpet.. 
When we reach the principal America theme, Richards plays tricks with the rhythm by pitting 
the staccato triplets of the tune against the backbeats, and when the trumpet solo arrives he 
has the player perform in dotted eighths against the Latin 6/8 in the orchestra. When the trum-
pet solo is over, he really plays havoc with the rhythm, fractioning it constantly in ways that 
are difficult for the listener to follow. By 3:10 the rhythm seems to smooth itself out, but a 
double-time alto solo above it and more altered chords beneath continue to make this thrice-
familiar tune sound uneasily unfamiliar. 

The gems of Adventures in Time are Quintile, Artemis and Apollo and March to Po-
laris. The first of these, whose title means “quiet laughter,” is half-humorous and half-serious, 
opening with a portentous-sounding fanfare by saxes and trumpet, then moving into a convo-
luted metric pattern in 5/4, divided as four eighth notes, a quarter, then four more eighths, the 
last two coming unexpectedly after one has already counted to four. Over this Richards writes 
a surprisingly lovely melodic line, yet one that always seems to end on an unexpected note at 
the end of each phrase (shades of Hector Berlioz’ Harold in Italy!). The trumpets introduce a 
second theme, then the trombones play the bridge before an entirely new and more outgoing 
theme is played by the trumpets. Like Cole Porter’s Begin the Beguine, Richards has created 
here an ongoing phrase structure of enormous length. There are many more quiet moments 
here than in his West Side Story score, although there are still trumpet outbursts; then the dis-
placement of the rhythm changes behind a series of two trombone solos. At the orchestral 
outburst that follows, the tempo shifts once again, then back to our odd sort of calypso 5/4 as 
trombones play behind a muted trumpet.  

Artemis and Apollo begins quietly with piano, then mellophoniums playing a some-
what strange and slightly sinister melody. This one is more rhythmically conventional, being 
the only piece on the album in 4/4, but its majestic theme and brilliant mellophonium solo by 
Ray Starling marked it as a highlight of the set. March to Polaris sets 4/4 against 12/8 in an 
unusual manner, but more important is the work’s overall structure and the way Richards 
seamlessly pits the solo alto sax and tenor sax solos against the ensemble rhythmically. These 
are, truly, outstanding orchestral works in jazz history that well deserved their Grammy. 

 
Stan Getz and Eddie Sauter: an unusual triumph 
Around the same time Kenton was making his last mark on jazz history with the mel-

lophonium band, tenor saxist Stan Getz (1927-1991), as famous for his abrasive personality as 
he was for his brilliance as an improviser, called Eddie Sauter and asked him to write an ex-
tended work for him. Getz had been impressed by Sauter’s writing since he was a member of 
Benny Goodman’s band, playing such charts as The Man I Love and Clarinet à la King and 
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wondering “why he hadn’t been recognized as the great writer he is.”25 His only instruction to 
Sauter was, “Do what you feel is right.” Sauter’s response was to write seven original works 
for the Beaux Arts String Quartet and 16 other strings, several woodwinds, and a jazz rhythm 
section. We have already discussed the Beaux Arts’ fine work behind the MJQ, and Focus is 
yet another feather in their cap. I find it almost incredulous to believe that this outstanding 
quartet, along with the New Music Quartet of the 1940s who played third stream works be-
hind Artie Shaw, has almost never been given credit for their outstanding work while the 
Kronos Quartet, which plays a great deal of rock-influenced scores and other musical efflu-
vium, has received reams of praise for their crossover work.  

Each of the seven pieces was thorough-composed, and although there are pauses writ-
ten into the score there is really no space for a soloist. Arriving at the recording studio, Getz 
was handed a sketchy lead sheet of the seven pieces and told to just jump in and solo when-
ever and wherever he wished. It was a supreme challenge even for the ego-driven Getz, who 
always said he was most proud of this album of all those he had made. What I find disappoint-
ing, however, is that three of the seven numbers Sauter wrote—Her, I Remember When and A 
Summer Afternoon—are not up to his usual high standards. They are, quite simply, middle-of-
the-road pop ballads of the type that Getz normally improvised on, with none of the melodic 
contours or harmonic interest of the other four pieces. Nevertheless, the four that stand out 
(I’m Late, I’m Late, Pan, Night Rider and Once Upon a Time) are extremely fine. For the first 
time since Jimmy Mundy and George Russell wrote string scores for Charlie Parker in the 
early 1950s, a jazz composer finally wrote something interesting and meaningful for strings, 
and in this case it was a full string section, not just a quartet. Getz taped two versions of I’m 
Late, I’m Late, the first track on the album, and both were considered so good that the pro-
ducers decided to simply splice them together and issue it as one long track.  

To be honest, I’m Late, I’m Late was probably the easiest piece to improvise over 
since it is essentially a riff played by cellos and basses with an ascending scale passage 18 
bars in that shifts the tonality from D� minor to D major. The piece, then, has a lot of open 
holes, and Getz fits in like a hand in a glove. The most challenging part of the score is a flurry 
of out-of-tonality figures beginning at 1:06 that tend towards E� major before gradually work-
ing their way down through the chromatic scale but then jump around in key for about a min-
ute, which almost threw Getz off when he first tried playing the piece. The easiest portion is 
the end, where only the rhythm section plays behind him. In the combined version, the brief 
introduction is skipped and the minor-key string riff begins again at the four-minute mark.  

Pan, set in 3/4 time, tends towards the key of F despite using extended chords played 
by the strings in rapid triplets. It then climbs upwards to B� before dropping into C major 
with the upper strings playing a tune that hovers around the D above. This is a much more 
complex piece than I’m Late, and it is here that Getz’s brilliance as an improviser is really 
tested. A lyrical interlude arrives, perhaps a bit mushier than one would like (though not as 
mushy as Her) before we return to the rapid string triplets, then a lyrical finale in which 
whole-tone string chords drop the tonality from B 9th to B� 9th. 

Night Rider has an odd sort of rhythm, and both the melodic contour and the unusual 
harmonies played by the strings put one in mind of Herbie Nichols’ Blue Chopsticks—except 
that Nichols never recorded this piece with strings, as Buell Neidlinger did decades later, so 
Sauter would have had no idea of how Nichols wanted the piece to sound. There are typical 
Sauter-esque harmonic and rhythmic shifts, although again, the music played by the orchestra 

                                                
25 Quoted in the liner notes of Focus (Verve 821982). 
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tends to be more skeletal here than in Pan. Nevertheless, the combined performance is a tour-
de-force and comes off well. Once Upon a Time is far from the kind of soporific ballad nor-
mally associated with Getz; despite its slow beginning, it is a somber, moody work using a 
wide range of harmonies and tone colors from the orchestra, particularly the strings, despite 
its soon moving into a sort of 6/8 swagger. Eventually the music becomes a bit louder and a 
rhythmic swagger pervades the proceedings, although the continually shifting chords pull the 
rug out from underneath the unwary listener. At the 3:30 mark, a brief dramatic passage re-
turns us to the 6/8 swagger, but not for long; a rather busy, almost frantic section for strings 
closes out the proceedings, though Getz provides an a capella closer. 

It would be nice if this semi-masterpiece signaled the end of Sauter’s career as a com-
poser-arranger, but such was not the case. In 1965 Sauter and Getz collaborated on the sound-
track of Arthur Penn’s surrealistic film Mickey One. The music was good in places if highly 
fragmented for use in the soundtrack, but Sauter’s work for Mickey One is superb compared 
to the work he wrote for Getz and the Boston Pops Orchestra the following year. The Tangle-
wood Concerto (1966) was Sauter’s longest and most involved work (22 minutes), and with 
the participation of Stan Getz one would have expected it to be a piece of high quality, but 
shockingly it is just a pastiche of trashy pop and Broadway-type tunes. It isn’t coherent, it 
doesn’t develop, and worst of all, the orchestration is banal and ordinary. Perhaps its low 
quality can be attributed in part to two facts: one, that Getz oddly adhered to the written notes 
and failed to improvise, and two, that Sauter was not given the opportunity to say anything in 
the rehearsals unless conductor Arthur Fiedler asked a direct question of him. It speaks vol-
umes for its low quality that, after its premiere, Getz never played it again and Sauter seldom 
discussed it.26 

 
*            *            *            *            *            *            *            * 

Jazz was changing, but not altogether for the better as far as audiences were con-
cerned. As we shall see in the next chapter, the new jazz began to alienate listeners, particu-
larly newcomers, much more than bebop ever did. I admit having been too young myself at 
that time to fully appreciate what was going on; I enjoyed the Dave Brubeck Quartet and a bit 
of the other modern jazz I heard, but Coltrane and Coleman were well beyond my 11-year-old 
mind to comprehend. Thus I moved from the big band swing of my childhood backwards to 
Bix Beiderbecke, Louis Armstrong and the ODJB, and then to Dizzy Gillespie’s big band and 
some of the boppers. That was about as much as I could digest at that age. I make no apolo-
gies for this, however, because I still think that Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman and Duke El-
lington gave me some wonderful ear training at an early age. My listening tastes were still 
more mature than those of my childhood friends, lost in their world of Elvis Presley and the 
Beatles, but it is an indication of just how much the New Thing was beginning to alienate its 
audiences—and the battle was just beginning. 

                                                
26 All this and more is in Alex Chilowicz’s 2013 master’s thesis, A Career Retrospective of Eddie Sauter, Jazz’s 
Overlooked Composer and Innovator (https://rucore.libraries.rutgers.edu/rutgers-lib/40386/pdf/1/), including the 
supposition that it failed because it was too close to classical music, a judgment I strongly disagree with. 


