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IX. Surviving Free Jazz (1962-1974) 
 

And so it came to pass that, when jazz finally reached a level of complexity on a par with 
classical music, many people were unhappy—not only listeners in the audience, but record com-
panies who couldn’t sell the stuff and musicians who either didn’t get it or didn’t want to play it 
if they did. It was just too bizarre to them, yet the jazz critics almost universally fell over them-
selves promoting it and, by the mid-1960s, jazz as an art form was thriving (sort of) while jazz as 
a commercial music was all but dead. Theodor Adorno, teaching his elitist bile out in California, 
was probably ecstatic. Classical music, which had also entered a new and even more convoluted 
phrase of development as well, was similarly struggling to find audiences, but in this case the 
decision-making was relatively easy. The Boards of Directors of major symphonies and opera 
houses simply enforced a policy of allowing only a small number of contemporary works (and, 
in their judgment, “contemporary” went back to Schoenberg’s and Stravinsky’s work of the 
1910s) per year on their programs. You either played the accepted standard repertoire, which 
they would now expand to include Gustav Mahler (who had formerly been verboten), or your 
contract would be nullified and a new music director would be hired. 

From this point on, I will unfortunately have to point out the weaknesses in the aesthetics 
of certain musicians in certain styles in order to elucidate the forward growth of the music. In 
other words, instead of simply not mentioning those musicians who did not contribute to the on-
going classical complexity of jazz and/or those classical musicians who incorporated some of 
jazz in their works, I must point out what I personally feel is wrong with their music and why it 
helped to confuse the issue and make matters worse. 

The basic situation split itself into two parts. The first half of musicians were those who 
were exceedingly well grounded in music theory, knew what they were doing (even if others 
didn’t), and thus could produce music of great interest and lasting value within the new “free” or 
“outside” jazz style. These included Ornette Coleman, Sonny Rollins, Woody Shaw, Freddie 
Hubbard, Bill Evans, Paul Bley, Eric Dolphy, Don Ellis, Rod Levitt, Don Cherry, and the two 
great geniuses of the music who will receive separate chapters, Charles Mingus and George Rus-
sell. The others knew what they were doing but eventually reached a point where what they 
played became incoherent to others. For reasons of decorum, they shall remain nameless. 

Despite some of its great achievements, I believe that avant-garde or “free jazz” was not 
altogether a good thing for the simple reason that it pushed all older forms of jazz to the sidelines 
and insisted that, since its time had come, nothing else was to be taken “seriously.” This in itself 
was an exclusionary and quite ridiculous position to take, but we must remember that this is how 
Stravinsky, Schoenberg and Prokofiev felt in the 1920s, and they carried their bullying position 
as far into the future as they could. This period also saw the rise of conductors such as René Lei-
bowitz, who wrote a tome in 1947 proclaiming that the time for 12-tone music had finally ar-
rived and we should all just stop listening to tonal music, and Pierre Boulez, one of Leibowitz’s 
pupils, who took the position that any music that resolved its dissonances was old-fashioned and 
simply not worthy of performing.  

The interesting thing about the new jazz was that it bypassed or ignored many of the 
classical developments of its own time. In fact, it had never really adopted the sonata form in a 
pure way because sonata form development was simply too slow moving for jazz. Jazz improvis-
ers thought and moved at a lightning pace, thus to write out a piece that went too deeply into 
development, subsidiary themes, recapitulation, etc. was counter-productive. And of course, the 
other trend that jazz simply ignored was the 12-tone school, which simply wouldn’t work for 
more than one chorus because its rules were too restrictive. As we shall see, two brave pianists, 
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than one chorus because its rules were too restrictive. As we shall see, two brave pianists, Bill 
Evans and Jack Reilly, actually wrote music in the 12-tone style, but those pieces are not many 
and are exceptions to the rule. 

The modern classical music style that jazz embraced was the “tone cluster” style. This 
means that a chord contains at least three adjacent tones in a scale. Certain works by Scott Joplin 
and Jelly Roll Morton used this technique sparingly, while composers Leo Ornstein and Henry 
Cowell wrote classical pieces using tone clusters that were not performed until a decade after 
their composition. Hungarian composer Bela Bartók was another such composer, but by and 
large the first composer in either discipline to expand the style was Bob Graettinger, the enig-
matic but occasionally brilliant composer-arranger for the Stan Kenton band in the 1940s and 
‘50s. His music, in my view, influenced the compositions of György Ligeti (1923-2006), Karl-
heinz Stockhausen (1928-2007), Krysztof Penderecki (1933 - ), Leif Segerstam (1944 - ) and the 
classical works of Mel Powell. This doesn’t mean that all these composers heard Graettinger’s 
music first-hand, but it was commercially available and accessible, and I have the feeling that it 
seeped into some of their consciousness.  

As in the case of modal jazz and the Slonimsky book of scales, music based on tone clus-
ters tends to stay in the same place harmonically insofar as a “home key” is concerned, although 
that “home key” may simply be a tonic note and not a tonic chord. Otherwise it just ruminates 
around and about the tonic, which makes the harmony monotonous even as the soloist is all over 
the place. Sometimes this can be exhilarating and exciting, but too much of it and the average 
listener will completely lose track of where anything in the music is going. Jazz critics who sup-
ported the new school generally told their listeners to just “go with the emotion” and don’t worry 
about whether or not the music makes any sense. This opened the doors for anyone to play any-
thing and call it music. The sad little secret behind this is that the majority of jazz critics neither 
read music nor understand any principles of theory or composition, thus they are as much at sea 
as most of their readers. The more you know about music and how it works, the less impressed 
you tend to be by the incoherent ramblings of many free jazz players. 

And, as I say, the jazz world was in crisis. The most popular, financially successful jazz 
group in America was the Dave Brubeck Quartet, who continued to ride high playing Blue 
Rondo à la Turk and their million-selling tune, Take Five, well into the late 1960s. Although I 
adore Take Five, I believe that there is nothing classical in structure, form, or development about 
it; it’s just a great jazz tune that happens to be in an odd key signature. The same was true of 
many of the pieces played by Art Blakey’s Jazz Messengers, who were also remarkably popular 
at that time, and of course we also had the last pure jazz group to hit the pop charts (twice), the 
Ramsey Lewis Trio. All of these were wonderful small jazz bands, they all made a lot of money, 
and they all produced some good music, but even by 1964 standards they were all passé. 

One of the biggest reasons for the stylistic split was the advent of rock ‘n’ roll. Growing 
out of swing, jump tunes, and rhythm and blues, rock music was a simplification of these styles 
to the point of being little more than musical baby blocks. The joke used to be that anyone with a 
guitar who could play the three basic chords could be a rock ‘n’ roller, and this was true for a 
long period of time. No matter that some of these performers, particularly Fats Domino, Little 
Richard and Chuck Berry, were great fun to listen to. The music was dumbed down for mass 
consumption, and by the end of the 1950s it achieved a numbing formula that made most rock 
groups, black or white, sound as if they were mass-produced in a factory. One can point to the 
exceptions that broke the mold, such as the more jazz-oriented rock music of Ray Charles, but by 
and large all you heard were twangy guitars, simple, mechanical drums, honking tenor saxes and 
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vocals singing melodies constructed of perhaps six notes. But it was something jazz had ceased 
to be, which was dance music, and teenagers liked to dance. Moreover, the music industry found 
that the rock bands were easier to control for marketing and promotion than jazz. Domino, Berry, 
Frankie Lymon and Little Richard weren’t pushing for racial equality, and they either wouldn’t 
or couldn’t protest when forced to perform in segregated venues. Nevertheless, the rise of rock 
‘n’ roll spelled the death knell for jazz as a popular music, as Berry laid bare in the lyrics of his 
anthem, Rock and Roll Music. 

By and large, the hard bop school that emerged in the 1950s (though not discussed in this 
book because it does not fit the parameters of this survey) produced many excellent musicians 
but only one whose work was, in terms of structure, strongly based on classical principles, and 
that was tenor saxist Sonny Rollins (1930 - ). Indeed, for many jazz listeners and critics, there 
was a time (pre-1959) when as Rollins, and not John Coltrane, was seen as the prophet of jazz. 
His superbly structured solos were not only emotionally satisfying but musically constructed in a 
brilliant fashion. Gunther Schuller, in his early days as a jazz critic, once spent close to six pages 
analyzing a Rollins solo, but this was overkill. When Rollins read it, he swore never to read an-
other review of his music ever again! (I don’t know if he has recanted since.)  

Yet in 1956, when Rollins first emerged as a major force in the jazz world, other trends 
were also going on. Thelonious Monk had evolved even longer and denser pieces than those he 
had recorded for Blue Note in 1947 and 1952, Ellington made a sensational appearance at the 
Newport Jazz Festival where his tenor saxist, Paul Gonsalves, stunned the music world with one 
of the most astounding creations in all of jazz, a 32-chorus solo played as a bridge between Di-
minuendo in Blue and Crescendo in Blue; Charles Mingus, having come out of a four-year period 
as a pupil of Tristano that produced some wonderfully rich music, was finally coming into his 
own as a composer of structurally fascinating yet emotionally powerful pieces; a little-known 
black Dixieland pianist from New York named Herbie Nichols was showing some of his musical 
friends the musically dense and rhythmically asymmetric original pieces he had been writing; 
and George Russell, still working as a salesclerk at Macy’s, was somehow recognized enough for 
RCA Victor to invite him to record an album of his pieces under the title Jazz Workshop.  

Because of the crazy-quilt nature of jazz in this era, as well as the jazz-classical cross-
influence, I will abandon my normal pattern of examining artists in subheadings and instead sur-
vey this era chronologically, year by year. This will show, I feel, just how strange and schizo-
phrenic the whole jazz world was becoming during this period. Although I have included one 
piece each in this chapter by George Russell and Charles Mingus, due to their wide-reaching in-
fluence and enormous importance I have given them their own separate chapters; I might also 
have done the same for Kenton, but because of the sporadic quality of his work over a long span 
of time I felt he was better served by weaving him into the chronology. 

 
1962 
I’ve chosen two examples by Rollins, one of the most popular and influential soloists of 

his day, to begin this chapter. Obviously, my choices are subjective and arbitrary; I’m sure that 
some Rollins fans would have started with a solo from his 1956 masterpiece, Saxophone Colos-
sus (possibly Moritat or Blue 7), but as much as I like those I believe that Rollins’ aesthetic at the 
time was more purely jazz-and-blues oriented, and that his solos tended towards shorter, more 
abstract phrases with less overall structure. Thus I give you instead, for your consideration, two 
of his finest pieces from 1962, The Bridge and Jungoso. At the outset, The Bridge sounds like a 
typical late-bop piece in C minor, but the odd rhythmic distribution marks it as unusual, particu-
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larly in the third and fourth bars where Rollins’ tenor sax and Jim Hall’s guitar play in counter-
point rather than together (Rollins is generally a half-beat behind Hall, but even here he varies 
the rhythm towards the end of his phrases). It’s not really so much a tune as an abstract riff, but 
to hear what Rollins does with it once his solo begins is simply extraordinary. It was Charles 
Mingus who said, famously, “You can’t improvise on nothing,” but in this piece Rollins comes 
very close to that. Where he pulls this solo from is anybody’s guess; it is, quite simply, one of the 
most stunning and well-constructed solos of all time, even finer than Paul Gonsalves’ highly-
touted extended solo in the 1956 performance of Ellington’s Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue. 
Rollins continues to build, chorus after chorus, in a manner that is clearly a construction, a con-
tinuing statement, and not just a series of disconnected, abstract variations. One is tempted to 
hear it as an extension of Clifford Brown’s aesthetic; after all, Rollins was the tenor saxist in the 
last version of the Brown-Roach Quintet, and often cited Brown as a major influence on him. 
Hall’s guitar solo is likewise well structured but not nearly as interesting, eventually moving into 
sparse chords and licks, but after the drum break Rollins returns for the ride-out, this time actu-
ally improvising different melodic fragments in the off-beat rhythmic figures. The piece ends, 
virtually, in the middle of nowhere (a “bridge to nowhere”?). 

Jungoso, recorded three months later, is essentially just Sonny Rollins and bongos, but 
here Rollins gives one a preview of his later proclivity for playing long, unaccompanied solos à 
la Coleman Hawkins. I personally love these and do not consider them rambling, as some listen-
ers do; Rollins’ musical mind always seems to be thinking ahead, not just a bar or two as in the 
case of most jazz musicians but two or three choruses ahead, and despite the somewhat abstract 
nature of Jungoso the saxist creates a real piece here, one in which even the space between notes 
has some meaning. It is a musical equivalent to the abstract paintings of Paul Klee. Despite its 
abstraction and complexity, it strikes me as ironic that in 1962 Rollins’ mature style was consid-
ered almost mainstream compared to the far more abstract creations of Coleman, Cherry and 
others of the “free jazz” movement. As we shall see in the work of some others of this period, 
definitions of “normal” and “mainstream” were rapidly changing, and although Rollins’ work 
had some influence on the emerging free jazz tenor saxists as well, he always remained outside 
of their sphere. 

Shortly before Rollins recorded Jungoso, Duke Ellington recorded what I consider to be 
his most interesting and successful version of Juan Tizol’s Caravan. Using a reduced band con-
sisting of one trumpet (Ray Nance, who also doubles on violin), one trombone, clarinet, piano, 
bass and drums, Ellington creates some truly modern textures and harmonies, particularly in the 
opening ensemble chorus where he pitches the clarinet (lead voice) and trombone (harmony) one 
and a half tones apart (the opening chord, then, features clarinetist Hamilton playing an A while 
trombonist Brown plays the F-sharp below), and they stay that way throughout, although Hamil-
ton unexpectedly plays the last note of the chorus a half-tone lower than the expected note. 
Brown, never a particularly adventurous player, keeps his contribution minimal, but the younger 
and more ambitious Hamilton plays interesting figures against Aaron Bell’s heavily “twanged” 
pizzicato bass and some nice, stinging muted trumpet by Nance. The latter then enters to play a 
somewhat modern-sounding violin solo (I’ve never understood why Ray Nance has never been 
recognized as one of the greatest jazz violinists of all time), then the ensemble returns. Only in 
the very last few bars does it sound to me that Ellington brings in high-note trumpet specialist 
Willie “Cat” Anderson to end the performance with a bang. 

Four months later Ellington participated in a record-label-created “all star” recording ses-
sion with bassist Charles Mingus and drummer Max Roach. Touted as a “super trio,” the music 
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they produced was intermittently interesting. The problem was not simply that Ellington insisted 
on playing all of his tunes and none of Mingus’, but more that this was one of those periods 
when the bassist and the drummer were having a feud and were barely on speaking terms. They 
managed to stop yelling at each other long enough to make the record, but just barely. Most jazz 
aficionados point to Wig Wise as the highlight of the session, as it is one of the very few Elling-
ton tunes to use a slightly more modern harmonic construction, but for our purposes the most 
fascinating piece is Fleuette Africaine. It is hardly the most complex Ellington piece but that’s 
not the point. By using an unusual “fluttering” pattern on the bass around the unusual tonic of G-
flat minor, Ellington plays his sparse yet haunting melody that suddenly morphs into E-flat mi-
nor, then back again. As I say, Fleurette Africaine is not “much” of a tune, more a series of ges-
tures, but in its odd, quirky way it reminds me very strongly of Debussy tinged with a bit of 
Bartók. I will put it to you this way: had this recording existed in, say, 1916, I think that not only 
Satie but also Debussy would have been much more interested in jazz. Moreover, Fleurette Afri-
caine, for all its abstract qualities, strikes me as a set-piece in much the same way as Monk’s 
Crepuscule With Nellie, the kind of music that creates a mood and sustains it without ever de-
scending into sentimental mawkishness, a rare thing for Ellington. 

Yet all of this sounds like conventional swing music by comparison with Ornette Cole-
man’s astonishing (if somewhat brief) string quartet, Dedication to Poets and Writers. Premiered 
at his Town Hall concert of December 21, 1962 by an ad hoc quartet, I’m not certain how sur-
prised Coleman’s audiences were to hear this work but I can assure you that it stuck something 
of a knife into the ridiculous claims of Coleman haters that he didn’t know what he was doing 
musically. Perhaps one of the most surprising things about this string quartet is not its disso-
nance—if you followed Coleman’s theory of harmolodics and his assertion that he wrote for 
each instrument in a different key, this would have been expected—but rather its jaunty rhythm. 
At a time when (as we shall see) more conventional jazz composers were still trying to come up 
with something that strings could play that didn’t sound romantic or sentimental, Ornette Cole-
man wrote a nine-minute masterpiece. The music has bite and drive and, best of all, musical in-
tegrity. It goes somewhere, it’s dramatic, and it holds your attention from first note to last. 
Granted, it’s not the kind of string quartet that everyone is going to like—the constant dissonance 
precludes that—but you simply cannot listen to, let alone analyze, this piece and still claim that 
Coleman is a musical incompetent. Like his alto sax solos, Coleman’s string quartet plays with 
small melodic fragments, more often juxtaposing themes, but as it evolves one is aware that 
some of the later fragments are indeed variations on earlier ones. Thus there is a feeling of theme 
and variations, even if the development is rather careful and not yet fully formed. Although in 
one movement, there are contrasting tempos and moods, with a Presto section appearing around 
6:28 and, after a brief pause, a medium-tempo section 20 seconds later. Here, Coleman actually 
creates a melodic contour that is less abrasive than much of the earlier music, and beginning at 
around 8:20 Coleman begins to wrap things up, eventually doing so on (believe it or not) a full 
C-major chord. 

 
1963 
Ironically enough, the one musician who had been a part of the evolving jazz avant-garde 

of the late 1950s and early ‘60s, pianist Bill Evans (1929-1980), was the one who became the 
most iconic among both the public and fellow musicians. Trained as a classical pianist and hav-
ing a fantastic ear for harmony, Evans moved to New York to try his luck on the big scene and 
was almost immediately hired by George Russell to work on his first full-length album, The 
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George Russell Smalltet (1956, discussed in Chapter XI). A year later he was hired by clarinetist 
Tony Scott, who continued to use him on and off until 1959, even though by that time Evans had 
been working with the Miles Davis Sext 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 au-
thentic jazz manner, thus even the development here is closer to real jazz in both feel and struc-
ture 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 ex-
tremely 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 dialogue be-
tween 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. 

 
George Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization 
Again, we will discuss the bulk of Russell’s career in a separate chapter, but one cannot 

omit a discussion of Russell’s major life’s work in this chapter. This was the Lydian Chromatic 
Concept of Tonal Organization, a theory that came into being after a chance discussion with 
Miles Davis in 1945. Davis had told Russell that he wanted to learn “all the changes.” Russell 
knew that, as a top professional, Davis was well aware of al the major, minor, augmented and 
diminished chords that jazz musicians typically improvise on, but the idea stuck with him and he 
worked on it for the rest of his life. His first edition of the Concept was self-published in 1953 
with money that Russell made as a clerk at Macy’s; it barely sold any copies. In 1959 Russell 
published his second and largely expanded edition of his thesis. This edition seems to have been 
in print for a long time, as the Discography includes albums made throughout the 1960s and up 
to 1972. The final edition, Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization: The Art and Sci-
ence of Tonal Gravity, was published in 2001 (copies can be obtained at 
www.georgerussell.com). Russell believed that the Lydian scale, which uses an augmented 
fourth, was much better to use as a basis of both composition and improvisation. His reason for 
believing this was that, when one stacked fifths using the Lydian mode, you could achieve unity 
in upper harmonics whereas using the standard Western diatonic scale created duality which 
could never be resolved. Every tone within Western music’s equal tempered tuning relates to 
every other tone by either being close to—or distant from—the center of gravity, which is the 
tonic (or “Do”) of the Lydian Scale. There are three states of tonal gravity: vertical, horizontal 
and supra-vertical. 

Despite Russell’s lighthearted, informal writing style, the Concept is very dense. The 
book is divided up as follows, with summations of chapters without sub-headers in parentheses: 
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Introduction 
Lesson I: Determining the Parent Scale of a Chord 
Lesson II: The Lydian Chromatic Scale 
Lesson III: (Relating Western chords and scales to Lydian)  
Lesson IV: (Meoldic construction) 
Lesson V: Horizontal Polymodality 
Lesson VI: (Working out scales) 
Lesson VII: The Use of the Lydian Chromatic Slide Rule 
Lesson VIII: (Final Test lesson) 
Appendix I: Theoretical Foundation of the Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal 

Organization 
Appendix II: Historical Perspective (Development of Western tonality) 
Appendix III: The “River Trip” Explanation of Improvisational Styles 
Appendix IV: Ornette Coleman and Tonality (A reprint of an interview that Russell did 

with Martin Williams in the Jazz Review) 
Discography of Russell Compositions 
Explanation of the Tonal Gravity Chart 
Technical Appendix 
 
As I’ve said, this is a very technical breakdown of music using the Lydian scale as its 

basis. Russell came up with a very clever way of converting a standard diatonic scale to Lydian: 
just take the tonic and drop down one full tone. This gives you a scale with the augmented 
fourth.  

That part is easy. The rest is difficult and complex. I’ve read comments online by jazz 
musicians who have spent a decade or more immersed in the Concept and came out the other end 
more confused than when they started. Yet the essential basis of trhe concept, before one delves 
too deeply into it, is fairly easy to grasp as explained by Russell in Lesson II: 

 
If we have the symbol E�7, its parent scale will be D� Lydian. As we’ve learned, 

not only D� Lydian, but also any of the other scales listed on the chart may be built on D�, 
the tonic of the parent scale (Lydian Tonic) and used as a source of melodic color with the 
chord. 

Hence for an E�7 chord, a melody may come from any one (or more) of the 
following scales: 

1. D� Lydian 
2. D� Lydian Augmented 
3. D� Lydian Diminished 
4. D� Auxiliary Diminished 
5. D� Auxiliary Augmented 
6. D� Auxiliary Diminished Blues 
 
These six scales represent the primary colors of music. Each scale contributes its 

own melodic color to the sound of the chord.  
If we combine these six scales, they will form a chromatic (12 tone) scale. We call 

this chromatic scale the Lydian Chromatic Scale, because it is created when the three 
Lydian scales (Lydian, Lydian Augmented and Lydian Diminished) are combined with the 
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three Auxiliary Scales (Auxiliary Diminished, Auxiliary Augmented and Auxliary 
Diminished Blues).1 

 
What this comes down to, eventually, is the tonal shifting which occurs as you com-pose 

(or improvise) in upper harmonics. This was what Russell meant by “tonal gravity,” and his 
breakthrough was in pointing out to jazz musicians that if you’re using an upper harmonic as part 
of your playing, you can easily change key because technically, you’re already in another key. In 
a sense, this theory also explains the remarkable transposition effects used by Wagner, Debussy, 
Scriabin and Stravinsky in their music, as well as the way in which Eddie Sauter could “turn” the 
harmony using a single note as a pivot point.  

The question is, how much or how little of the Lydian concept do you want to use in 
writing and improvising music? One of the glories of Russell’s theory is that you can swallow it 
whole or take it piecemeal, and in the interview with Martin Williams he discusses the various 
ways in which jazz musicians improvise. Interestingly, he is not opposed to those who he calls 
“vertical” players, who stop at the chord position in every bar. Such improvisors include both 
Coleman Hawkins and John Coltrane, and in fact Russell describes Coltrane’s famed “sheets of 
sound” as advanced vertical improvisation illuminating the chromatic relationship to the chord. 
But it’s obvious that he prefers the horizontal players, like Lester Young and Charlie Parker, who 
skimmed over chord changes and alluded to them rather than hitting each one, and he especially 
appreciated Ornette Coleman as someone who was completely horizontal. Most listeners 
grounded in Western tonality “heard” Coleman as harmonically ignorant or confused, but what 
he was doing was shifting the tonality not only within phrases but also within a bar. To some 
extent, this also explained the kind of tonal shifting that Art Tatum did when he would transpose 
sometimes from note to note, but the difference was that Tatum always provided the harmonic 
underpinning for each change and related those changes to strictly Western diatonic harmony. 
Coleman, on the other hand, was often thinking in terms of an extended chord even when the 
melody suggested a major-chord tonality, so that his melodic line was always fluid because his 
harmonic thinking moved with each note. 

In the Technical Appendix, Russell sums up his theory as follows: “The scope of the 
Lydian Chromatic Concept is as large as all of the music that has been written or that could be 
written in the equal tempered tuning system. It is a verbalization or explanation of music as 
varied as nursery rhymes, Charlie Parker, Bach, Ornette Coleman, Schoenberg or W.C. Handy. It 
is an organization of all the tonal resources offered by equal temperament. It is free of rules, laws 
and biases. There are no wrong notes or wrong progressions. It does not attempt to legislate or 
dictate, but merely to make the composer or improvisor aware of the tonal and non-tonal 
resources of the chromatic scale.” 

And this is the key to his system. Not everyone who learned its basics applied it strictly, 
and in fact many of the musicians aplied it differently. Coleman had developed his theories 
independently of Russell, but they dovetailed perfectly. Miles Davis, Art Farmer, John Coltrane, 
Eric Dolphy and Bill Evans all applied the Lydian concept to their music in different ways, yet 
all ways were valid. Indeed, the Concept could even be used to explain the “surreal” 
improvisations of an old-timer like clarinetist Pee Wee Russell, who had started out in the 
Chicago and New York Dixierland schools during the 1920s but who came to embrace the music 
of Coleman, Monk and Coltrane and incorporate it into his style. 

                                                
1 My heartfelt thanks go to Alice Russell, the composer’s widow, for permission to use this description of the Lydian 
Chromatic Concept. 
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As the inventor of the Concept, Russell was the one musician to apply it strictly to every-
thing he did, with resultant great moments and others where he could lose even the most ad-
vanced jazz listener. One such example was A Bird in Igor’s Yard, where the melodic construc-
tion is so dense and convoluted that most listeners were left scratching their heads trying to fol-
low it and had no idea of the tonal center until the last note was played in the piece, assuming 
that the terminal cadence was the tonic. Another, at the opposite end of his composing days, was 
the 1972 Living Time album (Columbia KC-31490, LP), where every tonality in the chromatic 
series blended into one.et. Evans also loaned his talents to Charles Mingus in the album East 
Coasting, to Gunther Schuller in his third stream experiments of 1960, and also continued to 
work with Russell on further recording projects. In late 1959, however, he left Davis to form his 
own trio with bassist Scott La Faro and drummer Paul Motian, which played for two years at the 
Village Vanguard in New York until La Faro’s tragic death in July of the latter year, the victim 
of an auto accident. Evans was devastated, preferring to record solo piano, yet even during this 
period his proclivity towards “rootless” chords, the French impressionistic harmony of Debussy 
and Ravel, and an unusually sensitive touch and unique sense of melodic construction made him 
not only an influential pianist but a wildly popular one.  

One of the problems with fitting Evans into this survey, however, is that although his 
tunes are very interesting and well constructed, they are designed and intended for jazz perform-
ances, and that is what they normally get. Yes, they are sensitive, well played and well integrated 
jazz performances, but except for Evans’ own solos there is no sense of unity or construction in 
the performances. Sad, but true, and even though Evans’ harmony is studied assiduously by other 
pianists (one of his early friends and followers, Jack Reilly, has even written a superb book titled 
The Harmony of Bill Evans), one must look elsewhere to hear him play in a unified structure. 

This did not come from his album with a symphony orchestra conducted by Claus Oger-
man—those arrangements were almost embarrassingly simple, almost puerile—but in a series of 
two remarkable albums he made in 1963 and 1967, Conversations With Myself and Further Con-
versations With Myself. Here, Evans triple-tracked himself, listening to what he had laid down on 
track one and then track two, adding to each piece until he was satisfied with it. Jazz purists 
didn’t like the recordings, considering them “gimmicks,” yet here at last was Evans’ logical, 
classical mindset put to the test in transforming tunes—and sometimes quite banal tunes such as 
Hey There, the Love Theme from Spartacus and Santa Claus is Comin’ to Town—into master-
pieces of complexity and structure. And of course, what made it so amazing was that although 
Evans had a few moments to reflect on what he had previously played, the composition process 
was at the speed of light compared to the process that (as Duke Ellington called them) “pencil 
composers” went through in completing a work. By the time Evans had completed one multi-
tracked performance for either of these sets, Igor Stravinsky was producing perhaps four bars of 
music. This is not a criticism of Stravinsky; I am just using him as an example of the pace at 
which most composers work, if they’re lucky. Some composers produce no more than four bars 
in an entire week, and then go back over them to make sure it’s what they “meant” to say. 

Nearly all of the tracks on both albums are fascinating in this regard, but for our purposes 
I have chosen five from the first album and three from the latter. Here in 1963 we are discussing 
‘Round Midnight, How About You?, Stella By Starlight, N.Y.C.’s No Lark and A Sleepin’ Bee. 
This first album was recorded with a strict separation between left and right channels, Evans’ 
“third track” being placed smack in the middle. But of course artistic quality is the issue here, 
and in this regard the Evans “conversations” are endlessly fascinating. If I may hazard a guess, it 
sounds to me as if Evans recorded the left track first, the right track second, and the middle track 
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third. I judge this from the fact that the left track is essentially a statement of theme, the right 
channel a response or “answer,” and the middle track a commentary on the proceedings. In his 
trio performances Evans generally let the bass player provide the roots to his chords, but in these 
solo performances he almost never plays the root in the left hand, preferring to suggest roots to 
the chords in what he plays in one of the three tracks. Moreover, Evans’ constructions are as 
much contrapuntal as harmonic. Interestingly, at those moments when Evans swings a bit harder, 
as at the 2:53 mark in ‘Round Midnight, he actually backs off on the richness of the harmonies 
but adds to the contrapuntal effects, sometimes creating four voices within the three tracks. Yet 
he only rarely resorts to double-time in order to do this, preferring rather to work within the pro-
scribed rhythm of the piece. Moreover, despite the fact that several of these performances are 
quite long, Evans managed to fill time without becoming redundant. Small wonder that this al-
bum, too, won a Grammy and was considered an instant jazz classic. 

Even in as simple a piece as How About You?, Evans continually explores chordal per-
mutations and their effect on the melodic structure, yet even unlike Brubeck he seldom includes 
dissonances. He could certainly do so when he wanted to—his earlier avant-garde work proved 
that—but as I say, he was re-inventing himself as an introspective and lyrical player. Some jazz 
critics, and more than a few listeners, actually abandoned Evans as a “pure” jazz pianist during 
this period, claiming he was nothing more than a glorified cocktail pianist, but to a certain extent 
this was a conscious artistic decision on Evans’ part. He wanted to provide an oasis of calm and 
beauty in an era gone more than a little mad with the squawking and squealing of the avant-
garde, and in this he succeeded admirably. 

A “classic” pop tune like Victor Young’s Stella By Starlight was thus turned by Evans 
into a lyrical-contrapuntal masterpiece. Unusually, he chose to only play the opening few bars in 
the tune’s more familiar ballad tempo, otherwise playing this remarkable five-minute triple im-
provisation as a medium uptempo swinger. And what he plays is so substantive, in this case, that 
one must pay close attention (particularly to the middle track, which is the quietest of them) so as 
not to miss all the little touches he adds to this masterpiece. This one is almost baroque in com-
plexity, the rhythms shifting ever-so-slightly between the three tracks as he heads into the final 
chorus. Unquestionably, however, the most substantive piece in this album is his own composi-
tion, N.Y.C.’s No Lark, where the rather obscure, Ravel-like tune is fill in sparsely yet with tre-
mendous concentration. Evans creates small dissonances here between the left and middle tracks, 
even though the right track consists almost entirely of a succession of triad chords. At about the 
three-minute mark, however, Evans plays variations in the right track, allotting the chording to 
both the middle and left tracks; ten things get ever denser, harmonically and contrapuntally, until 
at around 4:18 one hears the music swirling in a strange sort of vortex, out of which Evans spins 
double-time figures in the left and middle channels while the right goes back to chording. The 
piece doesn’t exactly end in the conventional sense, but rather fades into the sunset. 

For some reason I’ve never been able to fathom, Harold Arlen’s A Sleepin’ Bee has been 
a huge favorite of jazz musicians for decades. I don’t hear why. To me the chord structure is un-
exceptional and the melody vague and unappealing, yet what Evans does with it exceeds all ex-
pectations. After a relatively straightforward theme statement (with little fills from the other two 
tracks), Evans really plays this one jauntily and makes the three tracks play off each other like 
three dancers in perfect synchronization doing different rhythms. Moreover, being a piano per-
formance, Evans is further able to fraction time within each of the three tracks, thus moving the 
syncopation around (so to speak) from “leg to leg.” This is not so much a “sleepin’” bee as a 
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dancin’ one, and the triple improvisation moves so rapidly that one scarcely notices that more 
than four minutes have passed by the time it is over. 

But let musical history show that, for all his excellence, Bill Evans wasn’t the only supe-
rior jazz pianist of his time capable of playing or creating music of this subtlety and complexity. 
There were at least two others, McCoy Tyner (1938 - ), whose ability to play with rich chording 
and equally remarkable modifications of tempo were perhaps overlooked because he played with 
a harder attack than Evans and was sometimes overshadowed in the John Coltrane Quartet, and 
Clare Fischer (1928-2012), who had the misfortune of working primarily on the West Coast. For 
some reason, after the brief hoopla of West Coast cool during the mid-to-late ‘50s, fans margin-
alized musicians who worked primarily in California during the 1960s and ‘70s. Fischer was one 
such casualty. Not that he was ignored, only that the kind of adulation heaped on East Coast jazz 
musicians never quite made him the household name he should have been. For one thing, al-
though Fischer brought bossa nova to the public at almost the same time as Stan Getz, it was 
Getz who sold millions of records and won a Grammy whereas Fischer was merely acknowl-
edged for his work by fellow musicians. 

A child prodigy, Fischer played both violin and piano at age six but by age seven had de-
cided on the piano and was picking out four-part harmonies on that instrument. In high school he 
played the cello, clarinet and saxophone, and his music teacher there was so impressed by his 
abilities that, knowing his parents could not afford extra lessons, taught him music theory (in re-
turn for which Fischer orchestrated and copied music for him). Ironically, during his teens he 
didn’t have enough money to study piano but built up his keyboard skills on his own, so his prin-
cipal instrument in college was the cello. Since his roommates at Michigan State were Latino, 
Fischer picked up not only Spanish but also a love for Latin music, discovering the bands of Tito 
Puente and Machito through his friends. His first important job in music came as pianist and ar-
ranger for the harmonically advanced vocal group The Hi-Lo’s in the 1950s, a case where he of-
fered his services to them rather than they seeking him out. During his Hi-Lo’s period Fischer 
wrote two harmonically advanced pieces for them, Agogically So and Some Minor Changes. He 
also wrote string arrangements for a Donald Byrd album (September Afternoon), but this didn’t 
get Fischer any exposure since the album wasn’t issued for 25 years. It did, however, get him 
some work with Byrd’s friend Dizzy Gillespie, for whom Byrd played the test pressings. 

1962 saw the issue of his brilliant piano trio recording, First Time Out, which received a 
five-star review from Down Beat and praise from critics Martin Williams and Leonard Feather—
but again, no national fame. In the summer of 1963 he recorded an album of original arrange-
ments titled Extension, in which he utilized techniques borrowed from classical music and fused 
them with jazz and Latin music. It is here that we pick up the thread of his career, for the first but 
certainly not the last time in this study. 

Like the more interesting charts of Tony Scott and Gil Evans, Fischer’s scores in Exten-
sion are light on improvisation—in fact, he and tenor saxist Jerry Coker are the only soloists, and 
then only in spots. Otherwise, this is exactly the kind of music that this study is promoting, com-
posed jazz with integrated and developing sections. This type of performance, however, is possi-
bly what led record buyers of 1963 to slight the disc; this music wasn’t very commercial, in fact 
even less so than Evans’ work with the exception of the opening track, Ornithardy, and the title 
tune, which despite their excellent performances are relatively straightforward in tempo and 
harmony. All the other tracks, on the other hand, are masterpieces. Using a 19-piece orchestra 
ostensibly in the Gil Evans model, Fischer used no trumpets, one trombone and one bass trom-
bone, three French horns, tuba, and no less than nine wind players, most of whom played multi-
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ple instruments. This brought the sound within the parameters of a classical wind band rather 
than the Thornhill sound partially created by Evans: three of the musicians played flute, alto flute 
and piccolo, and both they and other sax players also doubled on baritone sax and the E-flat con-
trabass clarinet. This gave the entire orchestra an unusually dark and woodwindy sound, more 
like a classical wind ensemble than like a jazz band. The quirky melodic and harmonic construc-
tion of Quiet Dawn has a Bartókian feel from the very beginning which features Fischer on piano 
solo for the first 50 seconds. When the winds enter, they are closely scored and emphasize the 
clarinets and contrabass clarinets with piccolo up top and vibes underneath. Fischer’s piano de-
velops the music in an accepted classical fashion; were it not for the occasional touches of 
drums, this could be mistaken for a modern classical work—at least until the final chorus, which 
finally enjoins a jazz rhythm as it concludes.  

Bittersweet is perhaps a bit more conventional rhythmically but not in any other way. The 
first six notes sound as if the band is going to play As Time Goes By, but harmonic traps continu-
ally bring the key down chromatically as the melody deconstructs before our very ears. This is 
the kind of music that the Brubeck Octet might have played had they continued and developed; 
there is a dead stop in momentum as a bass drone leads into a halving of tempo around the 1:20 
mark, following which the dark wind sound plays unusual chords and then an even more asym-
metric melody which is actually a variant on the opening. The music continues to morph and 
change; there are no solos at all in this one. It is quite simply a masterful composition, brilliantly 
crafted and played with great feeling as well as precision. 

Igor was ostensibly written with Stravinsky in mind, but if so it was with tongue planted 
firmly in cheek. Not that the music would have embarrassed the great composer—on the con-
trary, it is harmonically complex and mathematically balanced enough to have pleased him, had 
he heard it—but its medium-tempo swinging is far from the kind of clipped rhythms Stravinsky 
generally preferred. Fischer has another brief piano solo in this one, but it doesn’t sound impro-
vised at all; if it is, it is purposely tied to the ensuing thematic material. Here, too, one hears the 
French horns more clearly than in the previous two compositions, expertly used for flavor but not 
to carry any thematic material. Fischer’s later piano solo does sound improvised, but again it is 
strictly in keeping with the ongoing musical discourse. Soloette begins with a plaintive alto sax, 
joined by another, sometimes in close harmony and occasionally in discord. This one, in fact, is 
scored much more for the saxophones than for the clarinets; it is a very short (1:04) theme state-
ment without any development. This, in turn, is followed by a sensuous, slow-moving Passa-
caglia played by alto sax and clarinet over an ostinato bass line. Here the melody repeats itself 
rather than developing and thus creates a hypnotic effect, even when the reeds give way to the 
French horns and then return. Mood, more so than structure, is obviously the focus of this piece, 
and the latter portion of this Passacaglia turns quite menacing, or at least disturbing, in mood. 
Yet the album ends on Canto Africano, a sort of samba in an irregular meter (it sounds to me like 
5/4 alternated with 6/8), played by vibes over bass and percussion to start with. Then the flutes 
carry on the melody, unchanged and unornamented, followed by the clarinets playing in their 
chalumeau register, then an octave higher. Once again, creating a hypnotic effect with repeating 
material is his aim here, just as it was for Ravel in Bolero. It’s a wonderful, lighthearted ending 
to a splendid if painfully short album, with gentle dissonances entering in the penultimate chorus. 

At roughly the same time that Fischer was creating these gems, Eric Dolphy made his de-
but on a recording session under his own name. The resultant album, Iron Man, featured some 
brilliant jazz pieces and improvisations, but only two of the pieces fall under the category cov-
ered by this book. One was a performance of Come Sunday from Ellington’s Black, Brown and 
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Beige, the other a Dolphy original titled Burning Spear. Both showed not only his ability to play 
“outside” jazz and do so in a musically interesting way but also his ability to think coherently no 
matter how long or convoluted his solos were. One of the ironic things about Dolphy, however, 
was that he was so classically trained that it often impeded his ability to swing. For me this was 
not so much an issue as the fact that, in live performance, Dolphy could sometimes tie himself up 
in knots, not to the point where he became lost but to the point where his listeners would become 
lost (a bit like Cecil Taylor, but only a little), but to others his stiffish rhythms, combined with 
his proclivity to squawk when he played “outside” jazz, was disturbing. Miles Davis, who often 
had naught but bad things to say of his fellow musicians, said of one of Dolphy’s recordings, 
“That's got to be Eric Dolphy – nobody else could sound that bad! The next time I see him I'm 
going to step on his foot. You print that. I think he's ridiculous. He's a sad motherfucker.”2 

Davis’ polemic aside, one must admit that Dolphy’s sense of rhythm had about as much 
swing in it as Erwin Schulhoff’s Hot Music or 11 Etudes de Jazz, but also nearly as much bril-
liance of construction, and in these two works you can hear all the wonderful things that Dolphy 
could do. In Come Sunday, which is just a duet between Dolphy and bassist Richard Davis, the 
latter begins playing the principal melody bowed while Dolphy plays flutters on his bass clarinet; 
there is a tremendous feeling of serenity in this, and when Dolphy begins playing a bit more lyri-
cal counterpoint to Davis’ theme (at 1:17), one can sense their wonderful feeling for construc-
tion. Even a little later on, when Dolphy begins playing scalar eighth notes to Davis’ bowed bass, 
the mood is not broken. At about the three-minute mark, Dolphy plays a bit more “outside” yet 
still adheres to a basic sense of form, his phrases well balanced and building on each other. At 
the four-minute mark, the roles are reversed, Dolphy limning Ellington’s tune while Davis plays 
countermelodies against it.  

Burning Spear is altogether different. This is a well-charted original beginning with a 
discordant extended chord while the trumpet plays a somewhat threatening little tune in A minor. 
After the drum break, an asymmetric little riff that sounds like Monk on acid; then a return to the 
beginning, followed by five bars of the asymmetric riff tune before Dolphy starts his solo. This is 
clearly the same fine musical mind that worked with Coltrane on the orchestrations for the lat-
ter’s Africa/Brass Sessions; not only the underlying chords, but also the little background figures 
that play against both Dolphy’s solo and the edgy, fast bowing of Davis in his mid-to-upper 
range, create a strange aura. As much as one admires Fischer for his musical mind in his compo-
sitions on the Extension album, this is something clearly further out—not as classically balanced, 
of course, but still following classical principles of a different sort. This is “outside” jazz struc-
tured much like the compositions of Coleman or Mingus, or perhaps both put together. If at times 
Dolphy becomes a bit too raucous, as at the point where Woody Shaw’s trumpet comes in, it all 
makes a sort of raw, emotional sense in the overall scheme of things. Shaw was not a trumpeter 
much associated with the free jazz scene, and his solo shows this. Though it is well balanced, it 
remains very much inside the chords and, in fact, he occasionally throws in an old bop lick or a 
quote from an old tune to keep things going. Vibist Bobby Hutcherson is somewhere in between 
Dolphy and Shaw, and the unusual chords Dolphy scores for soprano sax, alto and bass clarinet 
behind Hutcherson adds to the effectiveness of this portion of the piece. Soprano and alto sax 
flutters, very soft, also come in behind Eddie Khan’s bass solo at around 8:11, then drop out as 
mysteriously as they arrived. Dolphy wisely uses two bassists on this session, which allows 
Davis to play bowed, high up in his range, around Khan’s pizzicato timekeeping. When Dolphy 

                                                
2 As quoted (among other charming compliments to other musicians) in Miles: The Autobiography (Davis, Miles 
with Trope, Quincy), Simon & Schuster 1990. 
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re-enters for the last time, around 10:15, it is to play glissando up into the higher register of his 
bass clarinet, then move down through arpeggiated chords. The music returns to the strange dis-
cords, providing a sense of structure, but ends with Davis playing edgy bowed bass as the music 
fades into oblivion. 

And at the same time Fischer was recording Extension and Dolphy recording Iron Man, a 
more obscure musician was in the Riverside studios (for what proved to be the label’s last year 
of existence)3 with an octet he optimistically called an orchestra to record his first album. This 
was trombonist-arranger-composer Rod Levitt (1929-2007), a childhood friend of Quincy Jones 
who was loaded with talent but not a whit of self-promotion. He studied composition at the Uni-
versity of Washington, from which he received his B.A. in 1951. Moving to New York a few 
years later, he happened to run into his childhood friend Jones on the street who recommended 
him to Dizzy Gillespie for a big band that Dizzy was starting. After jobbing around with the likes 
of Ernie Wilkins, Kai Winding and Sy Oliver, Levitt also sat in on some of Gil Evans’ Columbia 
sessions with Miles Davis and found work with Gerry Mulligan, Quincy Jones and Oliver Nel-
son, but by then (1962) he was working regularly in the Radio City Music Hall Orchestra, where 
he met and befriended some of the musicians who made up his “little” big band. Among these 
were reed players Buzz Renn and Gene Allen, mainstays in the Levitt band as were the famous 
Swedish trumpeter Rolf Ericson, flautist-saxist George Marge and pianist Sy Johnson, who later 
worked as an arranger for Charles Mingus. This tightly-knit group so admired Levitt and his 
highly imaginative, at times wacky, compositions and arrangements that they stayed with him 
throughout most of the time his band recorded for Riverside and RCA. 

We will explore three of the for albums Levitt made and will find gems in each of them, 
but again it must be reiterated that neither great reviews from the jazz press nor the status of be-
ing on a major label did Levitt any good. After his third RCA album, 42nd Street, failed to sell 
well (not that the first three were flying off the record store shelves), his contract was terminated 
though he played with the band into the early 1970s. Levitt eventually did some writing for 
commercials, worked with Cedar Walton and Blue Mitchell, taught at Fairleigh Dickinson, Hof-
stra University, CUNY and Hunter College, and then faded into oblivion. By the time some of 
his RCA work was reissued on CD in 1988, on a compilation disc titled The Arrangers, he was 
so forgotten and had become so obscure that the annotator for that disc felt obliged to tell people 
who he even was. In retrospect, it was possibly because his own trombone playing was—
intentionally or not—very raw in tone, much like the early New Orleans “tailgate” players rather 
than polished and well-controlled like J.J. Johnson, Frank Rosolino or Jimmy Cleveland, but I 
still believe that Levitt’s low-key personality had a lot to do with it.  

Possibly because Riverside was first and foremost a jazz label, Levitt’s disc for them, 
Dynamic Sound Patterns, tends to be pure jazz with no elements of pop culture to taint it. For our 
purposes, only the last track, His Master’s Voice, is not appropriate here, since it is a straighta-
head jazz number in the mold of late ‘40s-early ‘50s Duke Ellington. The rest of the album is, in 
a word, phenomenal. One online critic accused Levitt of misusing the word “orchestra” to de-
scribe his octet, but truth to tell he scores them like an orchestra and gives the impression that he 
is leading a much larger aggregation, particularly in the opening track, Holler. Here Levitt builds 
tension from an opening bluesy trombone lick, which is almost immediately enveloped by the 
sounds of a piccolo, piano, bass, and what sounds like an English horn (yes, there was one on the 
session) playing a bizarre atonal lick over and over. Then, after a dead stop, the piccolo is joined 

                                                
3 Riverside’s owner and business-savvy director, Bill Grauer, died suddenly of a heart attack in December 1963 and 
the label went under shortly thereafter. 
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by clarinet and alto sax playing an even stranger tune in B� major, an odd piano-and-trombone 
break, then a very Thelonious Monk-like piano solo…but it turns out not to be a solo, but rather 
a motif taken up by the rest of the band at full volume before Rolf Ericson comes charging in 
with a fluid trumpet solo. On his second chorus, the tenor sax and trombone play a harmonic riff 
underneath him; then another asymmetric break, followed by a tenor solo with occasional piano 
chord clusters underneath. Holler is quite obviously a jazz composition and not just a tune with a 
string of solos, and this first track sets the pace for most of the entire album. Atonal licks come 
and go throughout the piece, along with (at 4:41) a sudden declerando to a dead stop, after which 
the bass plucks a chipper but out-of-rhythm solo. When the orchestra comes back in, it is only to 
play strange bitonal licks here and there for color; only with the true piano solo does the rhythm 
straighten out again, at half the earlier tempo. 

Ah! Spain opens with bass flutters above light drumsticks on the rims and light piano 
fills, Gene Allen’s bass clarinet flutters in and out, along with a plaintive melody played on 
clarinet. The bass plays a syncopated rhythm that doubles up on eighth notes in the last beat of 
the bar, creating the illusion of an odd meter. Levitt plays wah-wah trombone, very softly in the 
background, as the rhythm continues. Sax chords and piano enter, the trombone growls, and the 
pace picks up. The soft clarinet melody returns to ride the piece out. Jelly Man, opening with a 
plaintive English horn solo, then jumping into a swinging tune with Stravinskian-sounding har-
monies, evidently has little to do with Jelly Roll Morton. Levitt leads us back to the English 
horn, then to a quirky piano figure with rhythm section, over which the whole band plays, fol-
lowed by one of the leader’s odd trombone solos. More Stravinskian harmonies in the bridge, 
followed by a mysterious passage at half tempo played by piccolo and clarinet, then back to 
straightahead swinging over bitonal chords. The English horn solo takes us out. 

Upper Bay begins mysteriously, with soft, asymmetrical drumbeats, followed by a trum-
pet-and-piccolo theme which becomes more rhythmic in the second chorus, punctuated by trom-
bone and baritone sax. Then what sounds like a truly out-of-tempo theme by the alto sax, with 
the odd tune by piccolo and clarinet before the rhythm settles into a normal 4/4 for the alto solo. 
It becomes more and more evident as the piece goes on that Levitt has thought this thing through 
completely, laying out all of the various sections and making them fit together with a bit of luck 
and a considerable amount of wit. Ericson’s trumpet solo here is very “spacey” and sounds a bit 
like Thad Jones from about the same period. Levitt continues to play tricks with oddly written 
breaks and licks, followed by an even spacier-sounding piano solo with bas and (very) light 
cymbals underneath. This piano solo is made all the quirkier by the player (Sy Johnson) reducing 
the beat to three notes in a bar at one point, even though the rhythm is still squarely in 4/4. Even 
the penultimate chorus sounds strange, followed by an a cappella bass solo that literally hangs in 
the air. A drum solo follows, then the strange main theme to carry us out.  

El General starts off with an almost jazz-samba beat, possibly trying to cash in on the 
Brazilian music craze of the period. Gene Allen plays a baritone sax solo while clarinet and alto 
sax play little figures around him. By and large, this is one of the most straightforward pieces on 
this disc, although still well composed and routined in terms of solo space within the whole. 
Levitt continues to throw in several little touches that add color and interest to the piece, particu-
larly the unusual repeated piano riff at 2:30 that continues under interjections from the rest of the 
band. Oddly enough for a piece that is so cerebral in construction and has a Latin beat, it almost 
has the feel of certain soul-based pop tunes of the 1960s. Levitt composed an ethereal, economi-
cal yet well-planned cods for this piece; the ending seems to be fade out, but actually concludes 
with the bass playing the tonic. 
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1964 
As strange as the work of Fischer and Levitt may seem, they are not quite as unusual as 

the work of Charles Mingus. Mingus, like George Russell, will be getting his own chapter, but a 
survey of this period is unthinkable without at least one contribution from each of them. For both 
I have chosen performances they gave in Europe, where not only the critical reception but also 
the popular reception for jazz was far above the scant appreciation paid to it in its country of ori-
gin. Here we have one of Mingus’s most interesting compositions which he titled Meditations on 
a Pair of Wire Cutters. The full explanation for this title comes from something he read in the 
newspaper, that African-American men were being held prisoner behind barbed wire fences 
down South and that he was considering sending them wire cutters to free themselves, but the 
music is music, free of any racial or political connotations. An odd little rhythmic figure opens it, 
over which Eric Dolphy plays the principal melody on flute, but this is an extended theme with a 
rhythmic second subject played by the rest of the band, following which Dolphy extemporizes ad 
libitum on the bass clarinet. Most performances of Meditations run over 20 minutes—we will 
examine one such remarkable version in the chapter on Mingus—but this televised performance 
given in Versailles, France wraps up in less than 10 minutes. It is a remarkable version in that a 
piece with a dynamic and flexible shape, which can be extended like a taffy pull as long as one 
can sustain it with interest, is here given a more compact and shapely reading. It is certainly a 
version worth hearing if only as a glimpse of what this remarkable musical genius gave the world 
during the period 1956-76. 

From here we move to a fairly good-selling album when it came out on LP, Lalo Schi-
frin’s Jazz Suite on the Mass Texts. Schifrin (1932 - ) is a remarkable composer of film scores 
and crossover music in which he adds some symphonic instruments to add color. Since I practi-
cally grew up on his theme for the TV show Mission: Impossible I certainly cannot dismiss him 
as a musical talent, but with the sole exception of this unusual concept album he really didn’t do 
much in the realm of jazz and classical fusion. Here, of course, we have a jazz-classical-pop fu-
sion, something akin to what Dana Suesse did in the 1930s, except better-integrated and more 
original in concept and execution. By giving it that specific title, Schifrin obviously wanted to 
avoid the tag of having written a “jazz mass,” just as Duke Ellington was to do a couple of years 
later when he began presenting his Sacred Concerts (three in all), but since it was released in 
1965, at the height of Vatican II and the start of “folk mass” era, this disc by Paul Horn sold sur-
prisingly well. Unfortunately, it has been unavailable for so long that most people either don’t 
know or have forgotten what it sounds like. 

Although the entire album only runs about 35 minutes, RCA spread it over two sides of 
an LP and included no other music as filler. The suite is divided into eight parts, titled Kyrie, In-
terlude, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Prayer, Offertory and Agnus Dei. The music uses classical cho-
ral styling for the voices, a true jazz beat for the Paul Horn Quintet and the orchestra. But this is 
Lalo Schifrin, so of course we have irregular rhythms, moving from 4/4 into 5/4 in the Kyrie 
once Horn’s flute is heard over the rhythm section. I’m assuming that Schifrin allowed Horn to 
improvise, trusting his classical background and the instincts he had honed so well as a charter 
member of the Chico Hamilton Quintet; and of course he brings the scored chorus into the jazz 
mix towards the end of the Kyrie. Although Schifrin uses a fairly large band he dispenses with 
strings, preferring to use an orchestra similar to that used by Gil Evans and Clare Fischer. But 
how different they sound! Schifrin is able to maintain a brighter sound profile and, more interest-
ingly, make the inner voices “jump” more than either of those other two arrangers. This ability of 
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Schifrin’s to “catch the beat,” so to speak, is what differentiated his work form that of virtually 
every other arranger of his time. He seemed more influenced by Eddie Sauter than by the mel-
lower Evans or the West Coast arrangers who followed in Evans’ footsteps. 

Interlude is a very percussive piece, practically straight jazz, but once again Schifrin’s 
classical background allowed him to write an actual composition that develops, and does so 
without making it sound composed. This was, and is as of this writing, one of his great gifts as a 
jazz writer. Again, the solos sound improvised, yet they fit into the overall pattern of the com-
posed portion of the score, even the occasional rasps and squeals of Horn, playing alto sax here. 
A bit of “outside” playing from a cool jazz master! In Gloria, Schifrin reverses the pattern of the 
Kyrie, writing syncopated passages for the chorus and keeping the instrumental accompaniment 
to solo harp after the initial orchestral outburst. But this is one of the longest and more fully de-
veloped sections of the suite, and at 1:45 Horn’s clarinet, playing in the chalumeau register, is 
closely miked over a walking bass (and drums) at a moderate tempo with the chorus in the back-
ground, eventually leading to a swinging chorus that stick here to an F mode with no chord 
changes (shades of Coltrane). Again, Horn’s playing is a bit “outside” in places, but not enough 
to disturb the sensibilities of those who still enjoyed Duke Ellington of this vintage. As the clari-
net flutters away softly, the vibes and percussion play a startling break, after which the chorus is 
heard a cappella for a full chorus, the solo harp re-entering, then the chorus again at the finale. 

Credo is the strangest movement in the suite, starting with the chorus almost at a whisper, 
chanting tunelessly with Horn’s alto eventually playing around them. There is no real musical 
development here, just a long, slow crescendo throughout its three-minute duration, the chorus 
sounding not so much more inspired as more frenzied as the music progresses; both chorus and 
alto sax rise to an almost ecstatic climax, and none of it can be defined as music in the conven-
tional sense. This, without question, one of Schifrin’s wildest creations; only a loud cymbal crash 
ends the growing madness. Sanctus, after the choral cry of “Holy!”, sounds the most like his 
Mission: Impossible music—not the opening theme but some of the incidental music he wrote 
for the show. It is also the most free form, with shards of music coming in and out, and even af-
ter a steady rhythm of sorts is established at the 1:02 mark, it is an uneasy and unsettled rhythm, 
broken not by an explosion of sound but by the quietude of Horn’s flute playing over bongos. 
Throughout this movement Schifrin uses the piano in its sub-contra range, almost like a malevo-
lent marimba. A short choral outburst stops the instrumentalists in their tracks and fades out. 

Prayer, played by Horn in the flute’s low register, sounds the closest to the kind of music 
he would make for the next half-century—meditation music, calm and centered. He even uses 
the natural reverb in the RCA studios for feedback as he later would in his Inside the Taj Mahal 
albums. (“I know that stillness is the basis of everything,” the later Horn would say; “it’s the ba-
sis of music.”4) The Offertory also begins quietly, meditatively, with gongs and cymbals around 
a distantly-recorded flute, which then moves into a bass playing under the harp. Horn’s flute is 
then in the foreground for yet another quasi-meditative section, again with no chorus. His play-
ing becomes busier as the piece goes on, the tempo doubles beneath him, and before you know it, 
it’s jazz, but this time just the quintet, no orchestra. After a soft bass opening, the Agnus Dei 
again features Horn’s flute, playing a quirky melody; the chorus softly sings “Lamb of God, who 
takes away the sins of the world” in a quiet bitonal fashion (C underneath A�, a minor sixth if 
you’re counting intervals); later on, soft bells enter in B� and A played together, which adds fur-
ther confusion to the sound, soft though it is, with low trumpet and French horn later entering in 
                                                
4 As spoken by Horn in the recorded video, Inside Paul Horn, at the Paul Horn website 
(http://paulhornmusic.com/music/). 
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G. This is the work of a master composer: Schifrin knows exactly what he is doing and its psy-
chological impact on the listener. What’s most impressive is that by using such a slow tempo and 
soft textures, he defuses the dissonance somewhat. It sort of blends together, à la Ravel or De-
bussy, rather than standing out glaringly like Shostakovich. The listener hears it ad decidedly 
dissonant, yet somehow pleasant if not altogether “normal.” 

From Schifrin we jump back again to Rod Levitt and his first album for RCA, Insight. 
One of the first tracks he recorded for the label was the wonderfully quirky Fugue for Tinhorns. 
The CD reissue of this album attributes this tune to Levitt, but of course this comes from Frank 
Loesser’s musical Guys and Dolls; it’s the song also known as “I’ve got the horse right here, his 
name is Paul Revere.” Levitt plays it almost as if it were being done by a circus band, with won-
derfully skewered results. Dissonant chords from the trombone and horn in the mid-range inter-
fere with the saxes playing the melody (which is actually a canon, not a fugue). When the tune 
reappears after the piano solo, it is played with an occasional note by a subsidiary voice skew-
ered out of tune. At its next appearance, Levitt makes it climb the chromatic ladder, half-tone by 
half-tone, then a dead stop before the real canon begins. Eventually the melody just plays itself 
out, fading into the sunset above soft plunger trombone interjections. 

Vera Cruz is a soft-textured tone poem, with solo flute leading into interjections by bass 
clarinet playing along with muted trombone. Then the tempo suddenly picks up, but the volume 
remains muted, for a Levitt solo. The leader’s trombone talks and growls à la Tricky Sam Nan-
ton while bitonal licks swirl around him; then the tempo drops again to its original slow move-
ment, an oboe is heard along with other winds, and Levitt’s muted trombone offers only interjec-
tions as the theme is developed. Considering the tremendous complexity of this and other music 
on Insight, it’s astonishing that RCA Victor promoted the album as “Mainstream but completely 
contemporary jazz.” The contemporary part I get, but mainstream? If one thinks of Ornette 
Coleman and Don Cherry as mainstream, then yes, but even compared to Stan Kenton’s work of 
this period Insight is pretty advanced listening. 

The session continued with Holler #3. Levitt explained to a friend that Holler #2 was 
played in live performances but never recorded. This incarnation is shorter than its counterpart 
on the Riverside album but no less complex: the quirky march tempo, the bitonal winds, and—I 
should stress this—the almost unprecedented method by which Levitt made his octet sound like 
an orchestra. One almost never gets the impression that this band only has five horns, in part be-
cause three of them play so many different instruments and Levitt’s method of combining and 
recombining them is so varied and ingenious. Again like Sauter, Levitt discovered the knack of 
moving the various voices around; indeed, even more so than Sauter, Levitt keeps the listener 
off-balance by continually spreading the chords being used around the various instruments. True, 
he sometimes crowds the instruments when he wants to use tone clusters, but more often than not 
the chords virtually “explode” in a manner that creates an almost 3-D effect in listening, and this 
is not altogether an effect created by the microphone placement—still, in 1964-65, pushing the 
brasses and winds apart in very discrete channel separation. RCA was one of the last labels to 
discover the joys of “filling in” the hole in the middle of their stereo separation. Other labels 
(particularly Deutsche Grammophon, Decca-London and Columbia) had solved this problem by 
1964, but RCA didn’t solve it until the early 1970s. 

Insight, the title tune of this album, again begins with a quasi-march beat (Levitt seemed 
to delight in using this apparently simple rhythm as a way of making the listener think they were 
going to hear something “normal” when, in fact, it was anything but), and here he exacerbates 
the effect by using tenor and baritone sax to play the “regular” march beat while alto sax and 
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trumpet play against it; then, when trumpet and trombone play on the beat, it is the piano that is 
playing staccato chords against it. The piece, rather brief by Levitt’s standards (2:35), is practi-
cally over before it starts, ending with the drum playing its march rhythm and leaving the listener 
baffled as to what he or she had just heard. 

 
1965 
As coincidence would have it, we begin our survey of 1965 with the third album that Rod 

Levitt made and his second for RCA, Solid Ground. (His last album, 42nd Street from 1966, has 
never been reissued in whole or part.) Solid Ground is anything but, musically speaking; if any-
thing, it is even more surreal in musical content than its predecessor. Greenup, for instance, be-
gins as a ballad for English horn (played by George Marge) with trombone interjections by the 
leader, but his second interjection doubles the time and introduces a jazz swing. A march beat, 
here in 3/4 time (again—Levitt loved these!) then comes in below the leader’s solo, with stinging 
muted trumpet and piccolo interjections. Here, the beat seems to be more of a 6/8 than 3/4, since 
Levitt is playing a straight 4 over it. We switch to another oboe solo, then back to Levitt’s trom-
bone with the other instruments interjecting. Eventually the whole thing just becomes too com-
plex to follow. As if to completely disorient the listener, it ends with Levitt playing pitch wavers 
on the trombone. Morning in Montevideo has a nice jazz-samba lilt to it, and sounds like a fairly 
normal one at that for a while, but if it’s a Rod Levitt arrangement you just know it’s not going 
to last, and it doesn’t. At first it’s just double-time figures played out of tonality against the 
samba tune, but eventually these figures overtake the music, which fights them off to switch to a 
standard 4/4 medium swing tempo for Buzz Renn’s alto sax solo, but the lure of the Latin beat is 
too strong and pulls the whole band into it.  

Levitt’s trombone opening of Mr. Barrelhouse has to be one of the strangest, wackiest 
things I’ve ever heard in a half-century of jazz listening. The angular tune, built around strange 
intervals to begin with, is further complicated by rising a half tone every time it’s repeated, 
which is every half-bar. (In the liner notes for the CD release, Levitt is quoted as saying that he 
had Coleman Hawkins—then still alive—in mind when he wrote this, as Hawk reveled in wide-
ranging intervals.) It sounds something like jazz in a funhouse mirror—and a cracked funhouse 
mirror at that. When the band comes in, they sound for all the world like besotted refugees from 
the Thelonious Monk Orchestra concert. In fact, I would say that this piece puts me in mind of 
Monk throughout, but surely Monk never swayed as much between 4/4 and 3/4 as Levitt does 
here, and the bizarre harmonies go up and down throughout the range of the band’s scoring. (I 
would think that even a modern-day jazz band, apparently used to bizarre tempos and harmonies, 
would still have a hard time swinging this quirky of a piece with the right looseness and relaxa-
tion…they’d be too tense just trying to negotiate those atonal chromatic licks in the beginning.) 
The harmony straightens out for the solos, but in the second chorus of the alto’s solo the 3/4 time 
pops back in (it does the same in the piano’s one chorus) and the band keeps throwing in those 
bizarre atonal licks. At 4:43, their four-bar ensemble sounds like Schoenberg drunk on Wild 
Turkey, and the kooky, wide-ranging tune of the opening is deconstructed and kicked apart for 
the following chorus, followed by piccolo and clarinet playing an asymmetrical lick that sounds 
like actual wild turkeys drunk on Wild Turkey. Levitt’s weird trombone lick provides the ending. 

Borough Hall begins with a pensive yet somewhat tense melody played by piccolo and 
clarinet against double-time bop licks by muted trumpet and alto sax before settling into what I 
would call a “late night bar-closing” type of piano solo, very bluesy with a switch to double time 
after the first chorus. The tempo doubles yet again for the alto solo, which actually stretches a bit 
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to “outside” playing with chunky piano chords thrown in for good measure. We return to the 
slow opening tempo then, played here by full band in almost a quasi-Oriental style with double 
time interjections from Levitt. Bass and baritone sax, without drums, return to the late-night-bar-
closing mood, in which the piano and drums finally enter after the first half-chorus. I hope that 
the reader can also discern from these descriptions that Levitt’s pieces are real compositions, 
with extremely well-thought-out if sometimes bizarre beginnings, middle sections, contrasting 
themes, developments and endings. He did not waste his time at the University of Washington. 

We reluctantly take our leave of Rod Levitt in Levittown, the last selection to be surveyed 
here. Here he takes an opposite tack from many of the previous works, starting with a cheerful, 
chipper and very normal-sounding jazz tune but quickly skewering it with odd harmonies and 
offbeat figures. The rhythm section swings beneath Levitt’s trombone solo, with piano interjec-
tions that sound a bit like Monk and even (dare I say it?) a bit like Cecil Taylor. Ericson’s trum-
pet is heard next, sticking closer to the harmonic base than most of the other soloists (small won-
der he fit in so well when he played with Duke Ellington), and the ensuing ensemble chorus is 
filled with strange little touches, harmonic, melodic, rhythmic, or all three at once, as Levitt runs 
little figures against one another in opposing musical motion. The piece is in C major, but Levitt 
insists on visiting A major with extended chords before jumping back without transition to C. A 
drum solo comes and goes, then we return to the springy little tune for the big finish. 

From here we jump to Tanglewood in July for a live performance of Tizol’s Caravan by 
Duke Ellington with bassist John Lamb and drummer Louis Bellson playing against the full Bos-
ton Pops orchestra. Unfortunately, the arrangement was carried out not by someone Ellington 
liked and trusted, but by Richard Hayman (1920-2014) who was Arthur Fiedler’s chief arranger 
for 30 years. He also wrote pop arrangements for Barbra Streisand, Liza Minnelli and Bob Hope, 
so jazz was pretty much a stranger to him. For this performance Hayman took Caravan to the 
beauty parlor, poofed up its hair and kept it there with a full can of hairspray, stuck a few extra 
arms and legs on it, and pretty much gave the impression of camel trying to look like Ethel 
Merman. Yet we really should not omit it from this survey; bad though it is, it is indicative of 
what Americans not schooled in music were wont to call “classical” in those days (thank good-
ness for John Williams, who came along and turned the Boston Pops into a true “class” orches-
tra) as well as those who thought that this was, surely, the way to combine jazz and classical mu-
sic. Remember that the Rolf Liebermann Concerto for Jazz Band an Orchestra was a financial 
failure and that most Americans never heard the superior jazz concertos of Fred Katz, Matyás 
Seiber or even Dana Suesse. To them, this was hip and classical at the same time. At least Duke 
and his trio manage to salvage something of it when they enter, actually interacting with the 
symphony orchestra in a way that seems to energize them (no, not the flutes…they’re still adding 
hairspray to the camel’s “do”), particularly the trumpets who suddenly fall into a good groove 
once Ellington is there to nudge them along. Coming as it does here, between Rod Levitt and 
Ornette Coleman, it almost sounds like something from another century. 

Forms and Sounds was Ornette Coleman’s first attempt at a really extended classical 
composition, building on what he had learned while writing Dedication to Poets and Writers and 
premiered in London with the Virtuoso Quintet, a group of top British wind players. This is the 
version heard here, although he repeated the work with the Philadelphia Wind Quintet two years 
later. Both performances were issued on records; in terms of tempo, phrasing and even inflec-
tion, they are virtually identical, but to my ears the British quintet achieve a slightly softer, 
rounder tone. Consisting of ten sections (untitled) played with brief pauses between them but 
otherwise continuously over 24 minutes, Forms and Sounds is completely abstract music, using 
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stiff Stravinskyish rhythms and an atonal base that nevertheless seldom changes or develops. All 
of the variety and interest in this music comes in the little rhythmic cells into which Coleman 
pours his music. It is certainly a tremendous achievement for a 35-year-old jazz musician with no 
real formal training, but like Duke Ellington’s Reminiscing in Tempo of 30 years earlier, it is a 
case of two steps forward and one step back. The problem is that Forms and Sounds simply goes 
on to long and says nothing particularly interesting as it progresses, thus I have chosen to analyze 
only the first half.  

Although there is no defined key and the music is multi-tonal, I feel in the first section 
that it tends towards D major but with a constant edge towards augmented fourths. The music is 
well textured—Coleman obviously did his homework and learned how to write for a wind quin-
tet—but within each piece there is always the feeling that you are just getting started, and not 
really progressing anywhere. In other words, it sounds like a series of introductory phrases. The 
second section is a bit jaunty, and the melodic fragments constantly arch up the scale, but that’s 
all they do, go up and then start over, or go up and come down. The third section uses counter-
point in an interesting way; this one section where something seems to be going on. (I hope the 
reader doesn’t feel that I am being in any way denigrating to Coleman; it certainly took great 
skill to write a piece of this complexity his first time out; but for once we have that rarity, an in-
stance where Coleman fails to communicate.) The fourth section, also jaunty and a bit less con-
trapuntal, nevertheless manages to maintain interest from time to time. The fifth section is the 
longest of the first six, and here Coleman alternates short staccato notes with long ones in a re-
peating rhythmic pattern, varying this slightly in what you could call the second chorus. There 
also seems to be some development here, or at least a different but similar theme that sounds like 
a development section. At the very least, it holds your interest better than the other sections. The 
sixth piece is a bright waltz with some notes doubling up in tempo, but again it says nothing. I 
felt it best to cut the music here, although you are certainly welcome to listen to the whole thing 
online for yourself. 

Two days after Coleman premiered this complex and difficult work in London, another 
major figure gave a concert at Beethoven Hall in Bonn: George Russell, here teaming up with 
one of the kings of the new avant-garde, trumpeter Don Cherry. The opening piece, titled Freein’ 
Up, was a rare chance for Russell to test out his Lydian Chromatic Concept in a mixed band of 
freethinkers and more conventional jazz musicians. As with Mingus, Russell will receive his 
own chapter, but again, no survey of the 1960s is complete without some input from him. The 
piece begins with Russell playing atonal passages on piano while bassist Cameron Brown en-
deavors to follow him, at one point tossing in a lick from the popular song Fly Me to the Moon. 
Eventually Russell breaks out a typically odd, bitonal melody played by trombone and tenor sax, 
and it does indeed sound like something from Free Jazz, although Russell’s own piano seems 
here to owe more to Thelonious Monk than anyone else. As in most Russell performances, what 
grabs the listener is his unique sense of structure. The disparate threads of the music, sometimes 
simply juxtaposed, at other times connected rhythmically or thematically, may sound like a 
hodgepodge to the untrained ear, but if you listen very carefully and pick up on where he is go-
ing, a sort of structure emerges, although in this case it does seem as if Freein’ Up is a little suite 
and not really a singular piece of music. In the fast section (which begins at about 3:42, with the 
trombone rushing the beat a little and then dragging the other instruments with him) we hear 
many little fragments tossed in to hold it together, whereas at the beginning of the tenor sax solo 
the opposite seems true, that the music is deconstructing, yet once again the beat becomes more 
“normal” even if the melody and harmony are not. Cherry is first heard for three notes behind the 
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tenor at 6:19, but this turns out to be a false entrance, and the tenor’s second solo is a bit more 
“outside” in structure and feeling and the tempo more frantic. The drums apply the brakes along 
with Cherry, then the trumpeter comes in for one of his prototypical solos of the period, full of 
rapid triplets, flying around the harmonic map yet somehow always finding a center to touch 
upon now and then. He continues on his own way even after the other horns re-enter behind him 
to play occasional licks; this does indeed seem to be the climax of the piece, the development 
section to beat all development sections. Cherry’s playing grows more frantic, the brakes being 
applied with block chords from Russell on piano, then Brown’s bass plays for several bars before 
the strange first ensemble chorus returns before the piece ends in a wild double-time tumult of 
flurried notes. In such a manner did Russell thus give form and shape to free jazz. 

About a month after Russell’s concert in Germany, Stan Kenton returned to the recording 
studio to make an album with what was certainly one of the most unusual bands he ever led. The 
Los Angeles Neophonic Orchestra was not a full-time Kenton band like his others, but a concert 
orchestra whose home was the then-new L.A. Music Center, home of the L.A. Philharmonic 
(then conducted by young Zubin Mehta). Dorothy Chandler, the ultra-wealthy socialite and wife 
of Los Angeles Times publisher Norman Chandler, absolutely hated it and didn’t want it in “her” 
space, telling the press, “This is a classical house—there will be no sour notes in here.”5  

Perhaps Ms. Chandler should have listened a little more closely to Bartók and Stravinsky, 
but somehow I don’t think those composers were on any programs that she attended. Despite her 
objections the Neophonic Orchestra, made up of some of the absolute top jazz musicians in 
southern California, made its debut on January 4, 1965. Sadly, it was yet another case of art be-
ing crushed by poor finances. Despite the glowing reviews, plus the fact that Kenton often had to 
conduct for free, public support of the orchestra was pathetically miniscule. Musicians’ Union 
Local 47 didn’t help matters by insisting that the sidemen be paid in full while Kenton just barely 
had enough funds to pay the copyists. Yet some of the greatest jazz composers in southern Cali-
fornia gratefully turned out scores for the orchestra, among them Hugo Montenegro, Lalo Schi-
frin, Friedrich Gulda, John Williams, Allyn Ferguson, Clare Fischer, Marty Paich, Russ Garcia, 
Johnny Richards and Bill Holman. We will explore the pieces recorded and released by Capitol 
on their album, Stan Kenton Conducts the Los Angeles Neophonic Orchestra. 

Hugo Montenegro’s Fanfare for the New, which opened the orchestra’s inaugural con-
cert, is a typically celebratory piece albeit a jazz one—a jazz counterpart to Aaron Copland’s 
Fanfare for the Common Man. (Perhaps it should have been titled Fanfare for the Uncommon 
Orchestra.) It manages to adhere closely to formal structure yet swing in a jazz manner, despite 
the fact that there are no solos. Moreover, it is resolutely tonal, even attractive to the ear; Ms. 
Chandler should have paid some attention to what she thought she was criticizing. Excited eighth 
note trumpet figures and syncopated accompaniment build the excitement, then the tempo halves 
and the piece ends with a joyous swing-out. By contrast, Williams’ Prelude and Fugue is a very 
complex and sophisticated work, utilizing close seconds in the harmony and ambiguous tonality 
in the opening section, which is played sotto voce and very mysteriously. Those familiar with 
Williams’ later music will have no trouble recognizing his superb sense of drama and sophistica-
tion of form; rather, one may scratch one’s head wondering why it took him so long to be nation-
ally recognized. The jazz elements, in the form of light swinging by the clarinets and horn with 
tuba underpinning, begin at about 2:24 in. Again, there is no solo work here, but there doesn’t 

                                                
5 My source of information for this quote and the history of the Neophonic Orchestra is Harvey Siders’ review of the 
two Tantara releases by Kenton and the orchestra at http://jazztimes.com/articles/16836-new-horizons-vol-i-stan-
kenton-with-the-los-angeles-neophonic-orchestra.  
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have to be: this is a superb piece of writing, changing moods and tempos yet retaining fine de-
velopment of the themes and dovetailing earlier and later snippets of music together seamlessly. 
The piece swings even more starting around 4:16, some of the writing here reminiscent of Bern-
stein’s Prelude, Fugue and Riffs. At 5:13 the tempo drops to a crawl, except for a flurry of busy 
drumming, then at 5:36 the fugue begins, and a gem it is, too, very sophisticated thematically as 
well as harmonically. Here, too, Williams shows his debt in scoring to Eddie Sauter—would that 
the latter’s Tanglewood Concerto had been half as good! Eventually we do get an alto sax solo to 
break up the fugue, and yes, it does sound improvised, showing how well Williams can write for 
this sort of ensemble in this kind of a piece. Indeed, it begins to swing so well that one forgets 
the fugue and just enjoys the way Williams builds to the finish…a soft one rather than loud or 
busy, almost as if the orchestra is taking a breather after having gone through the busier sections. 

Ferguson’s Passacaglia and Fugue also begins quietly with a single note on the bass, fol-
lowed by bowed bass a cappella, then joined by glockenspiel and eventually the winds and 
brass. A rather sensuous melody arrives at the 1:03 mark, played by muted trumpet with a cush-
ion of horns, later trombones, then clarinets playing the low range. The music becomes busier, 
sounding almost a bit Russian, albeit in a quick 6/8 tempo, before an alto solo with upward horn 
whoops behind it. This is an even richer and more mature Ferguson than the one who wrote for 
the Chamber Jazz Sextet back in 1957, and it is a pleasure to hear how well he uses the rich pal-
ette of sounds that this orchestra provided him. This passacaglia becomes a medium-tempo 
swinger with some heavy brass and bass pumping it along, then it falls back in volume to almost 
a whisper, even when the muted trombones and horns re-enter. The drums begin to kick up the 
tempo at 5:01, following which Ferguson gives us a really swinging fugue, less cerebral than 
Williams’ but more effective as a jazz piece, after which we get alto and trumpet solos, then 
some more nifty “fugue-ing” as a lead-in to the final choruses. What makes this piece (and the 
others) so enjoyable is that you can hear that the orchestra is having a ball playing this music; 
they really love it, and the infection is contagious. 

Clare Fischer contributed the marvelous and quite different Piece for Soft Brass, Wood-
winds and Percussion, but the recording as issued on Capitol was incomplete and the perform-
ance defective. As Fischer himself wrote in the liner notes to his remake of this piece 30 years 
later (the one I use as a reference), when Kenton left Capitol—who had been stonewalling him 
on releasing and re-releasing material he thought was important and valuable—to start his own 
label, Creative World, “Capitol was so angry that he had left them and released everything that 
they had in the can to jeopardize his market. My piece was released with the first third cut off.”6 
In addition to this, the Kenton performance has defects that kept Stan from passing it for release 
in the first place. As Brent Fischer explained to me, “1/ the tempi are all wrong (they don’t even 
get the mathematical ratios correct when changing, as is specified in the score), 2/ some players 
took too many liberties with melodies and the resultant back phrasing meant melody notes did 
not match up against the shifting harmony, 3/ there are many subtle note errors—they pass 
quickly but still add up to a decreased perception of the original intent.”7 The piece as released 
by Capitol was missing the first 2:12 of the music; it actually begins with a clashing chord (C 
and D� played together) by the French horns, after which the saxes play a motif (not really a 
theme) out of which little motivic cells emerge, then the melody proper played against the sax 
motif as soft brass chords interrupt the flow. One of the more interesting features of this piece are 
the clashing, slowly rising chromatic figures played during the sax duet at 2:32. As the saxes 

                                                
6 My thanks to Brent Fischer for e-mailing me this important information. 
7 From a personal e-mail to the author, July 31, 2015. 
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continue in C minor the brasses punctuate their discourse with tone clusters emphasizing C� and 
the F above. The saxes being playing “outside” chords, then finally the tempo relaxes. Note how 
cleverly Fischer brings the chromaticism of the vibes to the fore here, using it as fills for the 
muted trumpets, reeds and other percussion (he also writes similar passages for piano, who either 
alternates with the vibes or joins it). A languorous saxophone melody is punctuated by French 
horns, who later play a countermelody against them. As we shall see in his later works by 
Fischer, much of his music sounds as if he was inspired in one long, continuous train of thought. 
A trombone choir (with vibes and glockenspiel—a nice touch) comes next, followed by sub-
contra clarinet with the saxes which then play under a brief guitar solo. Rhythmic changes, shift-
ing thematic material and a sense of mystery pervade the next section, which ever-so-slowly 
builds to a moderate climax, then the initial fast tempo returns with flute and bass clarinet play-
ing together, then flute and alto sax, then a three-way conversation with the tenor sax towards the 
finish. Taken from almost any perspective, this is an excellent piece of music. 

Yet the grand finale of the Kenton-Neophonic’s Capitol album, and one of the most star-
tlingly advanced and modern works they played, was Adventure in Emotion by Russ Garcia 
(1916-2011). Part of the reason for the surprise was that Garcia, though a splendid musician 
(when he was only 11, in 1927, the Oakland Symphony performed his arrangement of a then-
new song titled Stardust) who taught himself arranging and composition, chose to spend most of 
his career writing music for television (Rawhide, Laredo) and movies (The Benny Goodman 
Story, The Time Machine, Atlantis the Lost Continent and Father Goose). But Garcia also col-
laborated with a number of fine jazz and jazz-oriented singers like Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Arm-
strong, Anita O’Day and Mel Tormé, so he had a fair idea of what he was doing.  

Adventures is divided into five fairly short movements: 1. Pathos, II. Anger, III. 
Tranquility, IV. Joy and V. Love and Hate. The opening is particularly stunning, sounding more 
like classical music scored for a jazz orchestra than like jazz in a classical style; moaning, 
whining trombones come and go around a repeated rhythmic motif by muted trumpets; then 
winds swirl around, with an alto solo that, at first, sounds for all the world like Ornette Coleman. 
A walking bass and light percussion effects are all you have as signposts (other than the 
instruments used) that this is a jazz-influenced work, at least until a vibes solo comes and goes 
briefly. Ligeti-like tone clusters emerge from the soft brasses, followed by tinkling percussion. 
Anger opens with snare drum rolls and then both snare and bass drum, followed by trombones in 
their lowest register and angry trumpets punctuating from above. Finally, we reach a swinging 
passage for the trumpets, into which a trombone solo enjoins them. This goes on for a while, the 
drums coming back and pounding to a climax in which the entire orchestra explodes and fades 
away, ending on a muted trumpet chord. Tranquility is mostly soft winds and percussion (piano, 
chimes etc.) in a beautifully crafted web of haunting if elusive music. A muted trumpet solo 
provides the only tune one can discern, although it, too, is ambiguous in design. The flute plays a 
contrasting theme, interlaced with a French horn and bass clarinet, then solo piano with an 
interjection from the flute before it fades out. 

Joy is indeed a happy if quirky movement, and here Garcia’s debt to Eddie Sauter is quite 
clear in the orchestration. The oboe has a solo here, followed by atonal chirping from flute, clari-
net and light percussion. It is essentially a movement of little happy chirps, perhaps more whim-
sical to the listener than actually joyful. Love and Hate opens in relative calm, albeit perhaps a 
little quirkier than you’d think love might be, but stomping percussion and brass soon bring hate 
into the picture. Interestingly, however, the hate melts into nothingness (which, really, is all that 
hate is, merely the flip side of love) and the music dissolves into the ether. 
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 The Capitol album also included Jim Knight’s Music for an Unwritten Play, but this was 
a straightahead jazz work with no classical reference. Thanks largely to Kenton’s untiring efforts 
and a devoted staff, the Neophonic Orchestra managed to drag itself, debt-ridden and limping, 
into 1968, but that was the end of the road. Thus the sad yet momentarily glorious history of the 
first and last independent, full-time jazz ensemble in the United States of Who Cares About Jazz. 

1966 
Two pieces occupy our attention from 1966, and both by the same musician. Trumpeter, 

composer and arranger Don Ellis (1934-1978) is perhaps not as famous today as he should be; 
certainly, during his own time he was viewed by the musical establishment (and I remember this 
because I was a teenager then) as sort of the wild man of jazz, an outsider and a bit of a kook 
who pandered to a young audience that liked rock music. At least that was the perception. The 
reality, which few of us knew at the time, was that Ellis was a musical genius, a brilliant musi-
cian with a voracious musical appetite and a burning desire to fuse all the things he loved to-
gether and package it in a way that would be attractive to young people, not old-time or estab-
lished jazz listeners. Because of this, Ellis occupied a strange niche in his era. He was in a sense 
the 1960s Stan Kenton, appealing to young people at a time when the real, older Kenton was fal-
ling out of favor, but was also a populist not averse to trying some of the same things his rock 
music peers were getting into and merging them with jazz. And he played at the Fillmore Audi-
torium, mecca of progressive rock bands in the late 1960s and early ‘70s, which by itself put him 
on the outs with the jazz establishment just as the classical establishment ostracized organist 
Virgil Fox for the same reason. 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Ellis, born in 1934, was a native Los Angelesan 
whose father was a Methodist minister and whose mother was the church organist. By the time 
he went to high school, however, the family was living in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and during 
these years he saw Tommy Dorsey’s orchestra in person as well as Louis Armstrong and Dizzy 
Gillespie, all of whom inspired him to become a musician. Not too surprisingly, he graduated 
from Boston University in 1956 with a degree in composition. As someone who still had a love 
of big bands, his first professional job was in the Glenn Miller ghost band under Ray McKinley, 
where he stayed for three months. He then enlisted in the army so that he could gain experience 
playing in the Seventh Army Symphony and Soldiers. Show Company. He was sent to Frankfurt, 
Germany where he met pianist Cedar Walton and sax players Eddie Harris and Don Menza. The 
army band also gave him his first chance to write scores for a jazz orchestra.8 

Two years later he finished his tour of duty, went to New York, and toured briefly with 
the bands of Charlie Barnet and Maynard Ferguson, but by now he was musically restless and 
looking for new things to play. Because of this, he became involved in the jazz avant-garde of 
his time, working with George Russell for two years as well as with Eric Dolphy and Paul Bley. 
Ellis was one of the few musicians outside Russell’s circle who fully grasped the Lydian Chro-
matic Concept and could improvise within its boundaries (we will examine some of these Rus-
sell-Ellis performances in the chapter on Russell), but he grew restless and wanted to explore 
other things. He moved to Poland, played there for a while, then went to Hamburg and Stock-
holm. In the latter city he became known for getting involved in “happenings.” Back in New 
York, he formed the Improvisational Workshop Orchestra and a year later began studying eth-
nomusicology at UCLA with Indian musician Hari Har Rao. This in turn inspired him to imple-
ment Indian scales (or ragas) into his own music along with extended and irregular time signa-
tures. He played in Larry Austin’s rather stiff and unswinging but harmonically adventurous Im-
                                                
8 All this bio and career information on Ellis is on his Wikipedia page, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Don_Ellis. 
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provisations for Orchestra and Jazz Soloists on TV in March 1964, then returned to the West 
Coast for the first time in many years where he joined the Hindustani Jazz Sextet—a fascinating 
group and historically of great importance if outside the parameters of this study. (For the record, 
Ellis’ mentor Rao played tabla and sitar, founder Emil Richards played vibes and Ken Watson 
played drums.) Not too surprisingly, the group made no issued commercial recordings although 
Bear, the famed roadie for the Grateful Dead, who the Hindustani Sextet often opened for, taped 
a few live performances. This was when Ellis began writing works in very arcane time signatures 
that made Take Five and Blue Rondo a la Turk sound like In the Mood: 7/4, 9/4, 10½/4 (Bombay 
Bossa Nova), 19/4 (Sweet 19) and 27/16. Some of these ideas for unusual meters came from 
Ellis’ study of Eastern European folk music, particularly that of Greece and Bulgaria. After the 
Hindustani Sextet played a concert with Kenton and the Neophonic Orchestra in January 1966, 
Ellis began to conceive a new kind of big band which he formed gradually, rehearsing and even-
tually playing every Monday night for a year at the Club Havana and later in a club called 
Bonesville. Ellis cleverly made money for the group by charging a small admission to the band’s 
rehearsals and began a letter-writing campaign to drum up interest for them at the 1966 Mon-
terey Jazz Festival, where they did indeed appear, and created a sensation. 

In addition to all this, in 1965 he paid the Holton company to create a special four-valved 
trumpet capable of playing quarter tones. This idea came not from his interest in Indian or Greek 
music but from his discussions with musical maverick Harry Partch (1901-1974), who had a life-
long fascination with not only quartertones but also with microtonality. Following the band’s 
startling success at Monterey, they were signed to make two albums for Pacific Jazz taken from 
their live performances, Live in 3 2/3/ 4 Time and Live at Monterey (although the performance on 
this disc of the Concerto for Trumpet actually comes from the Pacific Jazz Festival in Costa 
Mesa, California a month later), and this is where we pick them up. 

The first piece we hear by them, Passacaglia and Fugue, was not written by Ellis but by 
the often-underrated Hank Levy (1927-2001). Perhaps Levy is not as well known as he should be 
(outside of jazz circles, that is) because he came to prominence in this musically schizophrenic 
era and worked for two bands that, although they had a strong following, were not part of the 
mainstream, Ellis’ and Kenton’s. It should be pointed out that although Levy also became known 
as a master of irregular time signatures, Passacaglia and Fugue is in a relatively conventional 
6/8. I thought long and hard about whether or not I should include Levy’s pieces in this book be-
cause, on the surface, his music sounds like modern but ordinary, garden variety big band charts, 
yet like Jimmy Mundy’s arrangement of Sing, Sing, Sing, there is real classical order and logic in 
most of his charts, thus they are true compositions and can therefore qualify on the fringe of jazz-
classical fusion. The soft opening section is in C minor (a favorite key of his), the basso continuo 
played by the basses before low trumpets enter; at the 27-second mark, the key suddenly changes 
to F minor. A typical brass-reed exchange occurs before a fairly wild alto sax solo, playing a 
variant on the theme as the brasses underpin him, taking over for the bridge before Ellis enters on 
trumpet. At 2:18 we suddenly return to the haunting opening theme in C minor; at 2:26, addi-
tional voices enter. The fugue theme begins at 3:20, in a more conventional 4/4 beat, ebbing and 
flowing in volume and intensity before building up to a great climax. Another, even more explo-
sive Ellis solo occurs, fitting into the surrounding material deftly. At 5:32 the fugue becomes 
more complex, again gradually building in volume and intensity, eventually including the passa-
caglia theme over it, then suddenly doubling up the tempo for a rousing finish. It should be noted 
at this juncture that Levy studied classical music at Catholic University in Washington, D.C., and 
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became fascinated by odd meters in the music of Hindemith, Ravel and Stravinsky.9 These early 
studies led him to evolve his own personal solutions to writing jazz music that were true compo-
sitions, following classical principles if not always accepted classical structure. 

Ellis’ first concerto for his own instrument, scored for his band, is, like Levy’s work, a 
formal piece with a recognizable structure allied to a jazz feel and sensibility. The slow opening 
in C minor is quite lovely and moving, some of the chords and little tunes used sounding almost 
like Russian romantic classical music (think of Tchaikovsky). The quirky 5/4 tune played by the 
reeds, however, is based on the unusual and now-forgotten Jequibau (originally Jequi-Bach) mu-
sic developed by Brazilian composer, pianist, lawyer, journalist and radio and TV announcer 
Mario Albanese.10 Albanese based the Jequibau on indigenous folk music and hoped it would 
become as big as the bossa nova, but since no one could dance to it, it became as arcane as an-
other form of music later based on it, ska. But of course Ellis, with his wide-ranging interests, 
would be attracted to it, and so it became the basis of this short (11-minute) concerto. In the in-
troductory remarks, Ellis whimsically tells his audience that one of the piece’s other titles is 
“Tonality isn’t dead yet, Jack,” and that seems as good of a description of the music as any. 
Ellis’ solo cadenza, being purposely circumscribed to balance the written portions of the score, is 
particularly interesting, and the entire piece works well albeit within a relatively narrow con-
struct. The final section, on the other hand, is surprising and daring, catching the listener by sur-
prise and holding his/her interest through to the end, and it is here that Ellis stretches the tonality 
into some odd transpositions and extended chord positions. It is a perfect example of his aes-
thetic, which he put this way: “I expect the audience to come up to my level. I am not interested 
in compromising my music to make it palatable to an assumed sub-standard mass.”11 

 
1967 
Although I was not altogether convinced by Ornette Coleman’s woodwind quintet, Forms 

and Sounds, I was immediately impressed by his string quartet, Saints and Soldiers. For what-
ever reason—perhaps because strings lend themselves better to sustained tones—his music here 
is not only more interesting but more continent in style, and unusually for Coleman, the opening 
section actually tends towards a specific key, C major, albeit with the inner voices moving the 
chords around in various positions. This is even a more attractive piece than Elliott Carter’s quar-
tets of the same period and later. Coleman was also fortunate to have musicians from the Cham-
ber Symphony of Philadelphia to play it, at least in the performance of March 31 that was issued 
on disc. True, the first portion of the quartet seems to go on a bit longer than I would have 
liked—it begins sounding repetitious at around the five-minute mark—but by 5:50 the mood 
changes drastically from lyric smoothness to choppy rhythmic figures; then, at about 6:39, they 
play lyrically again but the tune has changed and everything sounds more intense, almost omi-
nous. The figures become more rhythmic as the cello plays counterpoint to the upper voices, then 
at 8:45 a stop in the music, after which everything becomes slower and quieter if no less ominous 
in mood. This passage, which also goes on for some time, continues the psychological effect of 
disquiet—perhaps, since this is dedicated to Saints and Soldiers, representing the tension of a 
battlefield. String tremolos beginning at 12:15 increase this tension; a slow crescendo beginning 
at 14:30 employs portamento slides up the scale, followed in turn by jagged, thrusting shards be-

                                                
9 As noted at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hank_Levy. 
10 Information from http://www.last.fm/music/Mario+Albanese. 
11 Originally quoted by Ben Brooks, a former roadie for the Ellis band, in the CD reissue of Electric Bath in 1998, 
also found at the Brainy Quotes website, http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/d/donellis189871.html. 
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fore a sudden return at 15:27 to the elegiac mood of the opening. Three staccato chords end it. 
This is a remarkable piece deserving further performances.  

Jumping from the music of Ornette Coleman back to Bill Evans almost sounds like a step 
outside the jazz mainstream into a quiet corner, but of course Evans was as inventive a musician 
who ever lived, thus his contributions are worth close study. In this case they are tree selections 
from Further Conversations With Myself. Emily begins in quintessential Evans style as a lyrical 
ballad played in a relaxed tempo with space between almost every note and chord, and the sonics 
in 1967 help fill the hole between right and left channels better than in 1963. At 1:10, however, 
the pianist picks up the pace and turns Emily into a hip swinger, and it is here that the interplay 
between the three voices becomes ever more complex. By the two-minute mark Evans has taken 
Emily into entirely new territory. The pianist’s rendition of Yesterdays is worlds apart from Art 
Tatum’s version, emphasizing the richness of the chording and the movement of inner voices 
within the chords rather than dazzling variants on the melody with equally dazzling variants on 
the harmony and rhythm. By the second chorus, which begins around 0:58, Evans is in a contra-
puntal mood, starting out with staccato chords in the left channel and an occasional running, sin-
gle-note bass line in the middle, but then switching over to allow the “other” Bill Evans in the 
left take over the festivities. At 2:40 he adds some dazzling triplet variations to the mix, then 
switches over to contrapuntal block chords between the three voices.  

Yet the masterpiece of this second Conversations session is The Shadow of Your Smile, a 
tune that many jazz musicians have endeavored to pull something magical out of. Only Evans 
succeeded at this. Despite some nice things in the first chorus, however, it was not until the sec-
ond that Evans poured on the invention, using broken rhythms that continually shift to color the 
music, followed by counterpoint that pushes against the beat rather than following it. The next 
chorus swings more than the others, and again shifts its focus to single-note swirls in the right 
channel against chording in the left, then using single-note lines in both the left and right chan-
nels to play off each other. By this point the melody has all but disappeared; Evans is referring to 
it only here and there; and at 5:30 he even increases the tempo slightly which adds further pres-
sure against both tune and harmony. Finally, at around 6:12, the original melody reappears.  

Meanwhile, Don Ellis had been signed to a long-term deal with Columbia Records at the 
insistence of John Hammond, who was thrilled with the trumpeter’s band. His first album for the 
label would become a watershed disc for jazz in general and Ellis in particular, because Electric 
Bath was the first jazz-rock fusion album. So why did Miles Davis get the credit for fusion? Be-
cause he was Miles Davis, a much bigger name than Ellis, and because his fusion was based on 
African-American funk-soul music. But another reason was that Ellis’ album didn’t just integrate 
rock into jazz; it also brought Indian music into jazz. In fact, the lead tune on the album, Indian 
Lady, became the most popular on the album, so much so that Columbia persuaded Ellis to re-
cord a 45-rpm version that was under three minutes long for release as a pop record (not too sur-
prisingly, taken at a much faster tempo than the full version on the album). Yet despite this, and 
a new Hank Levy chart, Alone, it is Open Beauty that best fits into this study. Starting quietly 
with an electric piano playing with reverb and bowed bass underneath, Open Beauty is a feature 
for Ellis’ horn, recorded at a distance and in an echo chamber, surrounded by flutes and clarinet, 
as well as other muted brass. The melodic line seems quite simple, but Ellis’ orchestration is any-
thing but. A lovely flute solo eventually turns the instrument into an accompaniment for the 
brasses, then Ellis returns for a fine solo. The controversy with this recording comes after the 
next tutti outburst, as Ellis recorded himself using an echoplex tape loop to create a continual 
reverb. Is this legitimate artistry or just a gimmick? Critics were, and remain, divided on this, but 
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careful listening reveals a thoughtful and well-constructed solo, logical and fitting well into the 
piece as a whole; in fact, at times it almost sounds like three trumpets playing in hocket style.  

Yet there was more Don Ellis to come that year. His first symphony, titled Contrasts for 
Two Orchestras and Trumpet, was premiered by—of all groups—the Los Angeles Philharmonic 
Orchestra directed by Zubin Mehta in November of that year. (Ms. Chandler must have wet her-
self in her box seat, I imagine.) For whatever reason the tape of that debut performance has dis-
appeared, but there exists a good version of the work from February 1971 by the Flagstaff Sym-
phony Orchestra and Northern Arizona University Jazz Band conducted by Thomas Kirshbaum 
so we can gauge the quality of the work. Beginning with a string drone that rises through a por-
tamento, the music bears some resemblance to the Indian music that Ellis loved so well at the 
outset, followed by tremolo figures that lead to a different theme. Ellis, entering at about the two-
minute mark, plays the principal theme statement, a rather elaborate melody in his favorite key 
(C major), after which the strings repeat the theme and then a variant on it, followed by a ca-
denza by Ellis, rather virtuosic with quite a bit of scale runs and smeared tones, possibly 
achieved by using his fourth valve. The strings re-enter, then the music becomes quiet before 
Ellis’ trumpet flies out with a tremendous flurry of notes, then a calmer statement followed by 
double-time playing with tonal smears for a while, first alone and then with strings behind him.  

After a series of snare drum rolls, the winds play a cute, light theme by themselves, after 
which Ellis brings in his beloved Indian modes and Jequibau rhythm. This introduces an alto 
solo, with only a droning bass underneath and occasional contributions from the cymbals, until 
the full drum kit comes in and the jazz band plays against the symphony orchestra. A bit of a 
rock beat comes in as well, but the music is so complex that I, for one, forgive him for it. This is 
a piece that builds in complexity; there is a free-form outburst at about 14:40 into the music, fol-
lowed by bass and snare drum outbursts, then—of all things—a sitar solo! Piano tone clusters 
crash against the sitar’s second chorus, as do fragments played by the cellos. Eventually the mu-
sic quiets down; Ellis is heard playing his quarter-tone trumpet, with electronic echo, above and 
independently of the sitar; tubas double the trumpet line beneath him, then the echo effects re-
sume, setting up a strange sort of syncopation, even to the extent of some humorous triplet, six-
teenth and thirty-second note flurries. I have long been an enemy of electronic music for the 
simple reason that, to my ears, it isn’t music, just random beeps and bloops played by machines 
in what seems to be random patterns, but this kind of electronic music I could enjoy because it 
contributes something to the evolving work. Eventually we leave the trumpet, getting instead a 
plaintive tuba solo, then trombone in the lower register. The Indian-styled feel returns along with 
the 5/4 rhythm, which increases in speed until the jazz orchestra comes roaring in to fill things 
out. Again a bit of a rock beat, but the melodic and harmonic elements also evolve. Another 
trumpet solo, this one without echo or quartertones, comes next before the jazz-rock band falls in 
behind Ellis once again. Another big drum break, more musical invention, a return of the lyrical 
opening statement, and the whole thing comes to a grand finale of almost epic proportions. 

 
1968 
Ellington’s Sacred Concerts were, for the most part, comprised of sweet, pop-styled tunes 

with almost mawkishly bad lyrics (“Freedom is sweet…on the beat…freedom is sweet to the reet 
complete! It’s got freshness and zestness, sugar and cream in its blessedness!”). Why, I have no 
idea. But in the Second and Third Sacred Concerts he procured the services of Alice Babs (1924-
2014), one of the most extraordinary singers of all time and one who Ellington had been crazy 
about since 1963. Were this a different kind of book, I would gladly write a full chapter or more 
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on Babs, who I consider to be one of the four greatest female jazz singers of the 20th century, but 
even more than that. Not only could Babs swing like an American jazz musician at the age of 15, 
performing in distant Sweden at a time when the Nazis were threatening to overrun Scandinavia, 
but after she extended her vocal range up an octave in 1958 she could also sing classical music 
with the best of them (her recording of Mozart’s motet Exsultate, Jubilate is still considered a 
classic, and she also made an album of Elizabethan love songs in the matter of Emma Kirkby a 
half-dozen years before Kirkby arrived on the scene) and her ability to improvise like a horn im-
pressed Ellington as much as her purity of timbre and her nearly three-octave range.  

For this study, however, we need to stick to what fits, and that excludes many of the 
songs Ellington wrote specifically for her (Stoona, Serenade to Sweden and Spaceman) as well 
as the Ellington standards she sang so well (Take Love Easy, I Got it Bad, Don’t Get Around 
Much Anymore, Checkered Hat and Strayhorn’s Take the “A” Train). It also excludes the sim-
pler, pop-music-like tunes he wrote for his Sacred Concerts, leaving just two works: T.G.T.T. or 
Too Good To Title and Praise God and Dance. The former is a short vocalise accompanied only 
by Ellington on electric piano with wide-ranging intervals and—for Ellington—a highly unusual 
melodic structure full of chromatic changes and harmonic traps. In his autobiographical memoir, 
Music is My Mistress, Ellington wrote that even seasoned musicians had some problems playing 
this melodic line but that Babs read it perfectly at sight the first time. Like Fleuette Africaine, it 
is a work that is sui generis in the Ellington canon. 

Praise God and Dance is one of those rare instances where Ellington was able to come 
up with a quasi-classical melody, throw in improvisation, and then weld it seamlessly into a jazz 
tune that continues to build in volume and excitement. Here, Babs matches her improvisational 
skills against the likes of Johnny Hodges and Cat Anderson yet comes out in splendid fashion. 
She had cut her improvisational chops at the age of 15 with Nisse Lind, a Swedish jazz accordion 
player, and just kept getting better and better throughout the 1940s, working with such famous 
Swedish musicians as pianist Charlie Norman and clarinetist Putte Wickman. She then further 
developed both her vocal range and her improvisational skills working with violinist Svend As-
mussen in the now-legendary vocal group, The Swe-Danes, from 1959 to 1962, so by the time 
Ellington “discovered” her, she was primed and ready. Praise God and Dance not only shows 
off her range and ability to swing, but also the incredible flexibility of her voice. I’ve listened to 
two modern-day sopranos attempt this work in live performances on YouTube, and neither one 
comes within hailing distance of Babs’ achievement. 

Considering this, it’s a pity that Ellington didn’t begin writing his ill-fated and inevitably 
uncompleted opera, Queenie Pie, with Babs in mind, even though he started it in 1967. For rea-
sons unknown to me there have been several attempts to perform and record Queenie Pie in the 
40 years since Ellington’s death, but the music that exists is so awful and in such a truncated and 
incomplete state that it seems to sound worse every time it is performed.  

From Ellington’s Second Sacred Concert we plunge into the maelstrom of Michael 
Mantler’s Communication #11. Mantler (1943 - ), an Austrian trumpeter-composer who came to 
the U.S. at age 19 to study music and became involved in the jazz avant-garde. He worked with 
pianist Cecil Taylor and Bill Dixon’s Jazz Composer’s Guild, founding the Jazz Composers’ Or-
chestra Association or JCOA in 1965 with Carla Bley, recently divorced from pianist Paul Bley. 
According to Matt Endahl’s blog (http://archive.today/0q5OK), there were philosophical as well 
as racial tensions within the Guild that led to some uneasy divisions. By year’s end the Guild dis-
solved, but Mantler and Bley, who married in 1967, decided to keep the orchestra going. 
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Mantler enjoyed a fruitful personal and musical relationship with Carla for the next quar-
ter-century. The Dutch Fontana label issued the orchestra’s first album, but not trusting a com-
mercial company to release the kind of raw, avant-garde jazz they were evolving, the duo 
founded their own label for the orchestra. The height of this association was the double-LP set 
released in 1968, recorded over a period of six months, of which the second disc consisted en-
tirely of a long, two-part, atonal piano concerto for Taylor, Communication #11. 

To listen to Communication #11 today is even more astounding than listening to Cole-
man’s Free Jazz. The music practically levitates; it is chaotic, but highly organized chaos. More 
interestingly, Mantler found a way to give structure to Cecil Taylor’s intricate but abstract piano 
improvisations. This is the most wonderful and amazing thing about this piece, that the 
orchestration and the contributions of the other musicians fill in the missing floors and walls of 
Taylor’s usual surrealistic, half-finished musical skyscrapers. The music, played by a mixture of 
progressive hard bop musicians and committed avant-garde modernists, takes off because 
Mantler’s scoring is enervating and fantastic, much more so than the work of his wife, Carla 
Bley, whose music I normally find to be so mixed-up and eclectic that it lacks direction. If any-
thing, Communication #11 is so focused that it is almost overwhelming. I cannot think of another 
piece of music, not even Coltrane’s Africa, that comes close to this as a total immersion experi-
ence. It is like listening to Leif Segerstam on acid, a musical cocktail of the Molotov variety, so 
heated that it is almost explosive. A technical description of the music is, in this case I believe, 
not only difficult (although possible) but unnecessary because the listening experience tells you 
everything you would want to know about it. Starting with two clashing diminished 7th chords 
played simultaneously, flugelhorn and trombone play a descending figure that tends towards C 
minor (why is this the favorite key of the avant-gardists?), followed by flutters from the saxes 
and other brass in the left channel before Taylor enters, playing in his usual complex-compound 
manner. But as I say, this time it works out: Taylor’s solo complements what the orchestra is do-
ing, chaotic as it might seem, and the orchestra continues to alternate between long-held notes 
and instrumental flutters. There is a brief switch to E� diminished at 1:59 with a B� augmented 
tossed in for good luck, but as I say, this is primarily an auditory and emotional experience and a 
pretty overwhelming one. Although this was not true of all of his music, every little gesture that 
Mantler tossed into this score seems to work, and Taylor captures not only the musical gist of the 
piece but also its emotional changes with unerring accuracy. All I can say is that I’ve never really 
enjoyed or admired Taylor’s playing in anything resembling a standard jazz tune, but in this one 
piece I find him extraordinary, as is Mantler’s stupendous score. 

Moving on then to Ellis’ Variations for Trumpet is to hear a blaring, atonal explosion at 
the outset fall away to reveal a surprisingly tender theme played first on trumpet and then on 
flute, with what sounds like electronic keyboard with reverb in the background. Saxes flutter, the 
trumpet returns to continue the theme, and before long the whole orchestra is in on it. Once again 
it begins in Ellis’ favorite time signature, 5/4; once again, he uses the echoplex to play part of his 
solo; yet after having composed his Contrasts, Ellis was clearly growing as a composer. Varia-
tions is a piece that continually develops and moves forward organically; each section leads into 
the next with perfect timing and exactly the right feel. Nothing in it sounds superfluous, or as if it 
needed later rewriting or editing. Unless one is listening carefully, one might miss some of the 
time signature changes, only being aware of a change when the band begins swinging in what 
sounds like a very remote tempo. And remote it is: 32/8, to be exact, after having gone through 
9/4 and 7/4, but the incredible thing about Variations is that if you’re not sitting there counting 
the music is just very enjoyable and very interesting. Like Ornette Coleman, though in a different 
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style, Ellis makes the listener enjoy his musical trip. The score even seems to move into a Latin 
feel the more complex the rhythm gets. Eventually, at about the 17-minute mark, the initial 
theme returns, played gloriously by the full orchestra with Ellis’ trumpet soaring over it all like a 
meteor crowning a sunburst. No matter which angle you hear it from, Variations for Trumpet is 
both superb music and emotionally engaging music. It works, and it’s enjoyable to hear. 

Watching video clips of Ellis and his orchestra performing in person, you see an audience 
of mostly young people caught up in the excitement of his music, although I can’t help feeling 
that it wasn’t too far removed from what Artie Shaw complained of back in the 1940s, mindless 
listeners simply hooked on the beat and ignoring the sophistication of the music around the beat. 
Still, I wonder why university jazz players and orchestras don’t play this work as frequently as 
Shaw’s Concerto” for Clarinet. Do you have any idea? I do. They can’t. It’s too damn hard. 

 
1969 
Just as 1935 and 1959 were years that changed jazz, so too was 1969. In July of that year, 

George Wein produced a jazz festival at Rutgers University that I attended. Mixed in with Can-
nonball Adderly, Dizzy Gillespie, Herbie Mann, Donald Byrd, Miles Davis, the Newport All-
Stars with Red Norvo and Ruby Braff and the Buddy Rich Orchestra were B.B. King, Booker T 
and the MG’s, Jethro Tull and Blood, Sweat & Tears. Wein had long included blues acts in his 
jazz festivals, but the presence of Booker T, Jethro Tull and Blood, Sweat & Tears signaled a 
new bow to rock acts, even though I admit finding Ian Anderson’s flute playing, which he did 
standing on one leg(!) very amusing. Of course, the one person I looked forward to seeing more 
than the others was Davis because of his legendary status. I particularly recall the emcee telling 
us that they had just flown in from Paris that afternoon and so may be suffering from jet lag. The 
Davis Quintet, which then included the great tenor saxist James Moody, proceeded to play a sin-
gle unannounced number lasting about 35 minutes. Despite their fatigue, the band played surpris-
ingly well, at times reaching great heights in their improvisations.  

What I didn’t know at the time (and neither did anyone else) is that a month later, in fact 
two days after the now-iconic Woodstock Music Festival ended, Davis would take a funk-rock 
band into the Columbia recording studios and record Bitches’ Brew. Later in life Davis claimed 
that these recording sessions had all the spontaneous brilliance of the jam sessions at Minton’s 
Playhouse back in the mid-1940s, but a lot of jazz lovers missed that connection entirely, for 
Bitches’ Brew was a bizarre concoction of electronic funk, reverb, and Miles basically blatting 
out notes on his horn. Thinking that I may have misjudged it, I listened to the recording again 
while writing this book. The music hasn’t improved with time. 

A classical piece premiered in 1969, but not released on records until 2015 was the brief 
song cycle Trident by Latvian composer Pēteris Plakidis. The majority of Plakidis’ music, excep-
tionally well written as well as accessible to the average listener, does not concern us here, but 
the middle song from this cycle, titled “Song of the Wind,” is altogether remarkable in that 
Plakidis wrote the piano part very much in the manner of modern jazz while retaining a more 
formal structure for the vocal line (albeit with a certain amount of syncopation). Although this 
work was broadcast over Latvian Radio, one wonders how much more wide-ranging an influence 
it might have had if it had been released on records at that time, as no other composer—not even 
the gifted and resourceful Alonzo Levister—quite figured out by this period in time how one 
could or should write a jazz cantata or opera in such a way that the trained vocalists needed for 
such an endeavor could be reconciled with a jazz swing and/or a jazz musical environment. 
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Meanwhile, in America, a very young pianist-composer named Armando “Chick” Corea 
(1941 - ), who had studied piano with Salvatore Sullo and composition on his own, was getting 
involved in the growing avant-garde movement. Two of his compositions during this period 
qualify for inclusion in this book: Converge and Waltz for Bill Evans. The former is an eight-
minute excursion with an almost Mingus-like flair about it, beginning with Hubert Laws’ flute 
playing a repeated riff over assorted percussion instruments, followed by an upward riff played 
by trumpeter Woody Shaw and tenor saxist Bernie Maupin. Like so many of Mingus’ own 
works, Converge is as much if not more about mood than the actual musical content, but also 
like Mingus a sense of structure is clearly evident if one listens carefully. The music grows in 
intensity as the tempo slowly increases, the flute becomes busier and even agitated, and Shaw 
plays a slow mid-range solo underneath him. Once again, structure is maintained in part because 
of the excellent chart and in part because the soloists are really listening to one another. One is 
constantly reminded, in the best of the music from this period, of Red Nichols’ and John Kirby’s 
musical aesthetics, that the musicians needed to really listen to one another in order to produce a 
well-formed piece. In the wilder moments of Converge, one is briefly reminded of Ornette 
Coleman’s Lonely Woman, but this piece is actually more complex than that and therefore con-
tinues to develop as it moves on. The almost frenetic double-time passage at the 5:45 mark may 
sound at first to be somewhat chaotic, but careful listening reveals its structure, which continues 
as the music quiets once again. Waltz for Bill Evans is a richly-scored and –conceived composi-
tion that begins ostensibly in C major but constantly uses the “rootless” chords that Evans pio-
neered in jazz. In this case, the music is played primarily by Laws on flute over the rhythm sec-
tion, although in the second strain he is joined (softly) by Maupin on tenor. The constantly shift-
ing, rather elusive melody line, again, has more in common with Mingus than Evans, and there 
are moments in this performance that even sound a bit like an early-1950s Tristano session. 
Corea is constantly in motion behind his band, and it is here that most (but not all) of the im-
provisation takes place. He plays primarily single lines in the right hand with occasional chords 
in the left, and although the solo sounds a bit meandering he always knows exactly where he is in 
the piece, when and how to change the underlying harmony, and how to tie in the various threads 
he unravels in a logical yet inventive way. In its understated way it is a masterful piece and an 
entirely remarkable performance. 

And then there was percussionist Warren Smith (1934 - ). After working in the mid-
1950s with Capt. Walter H. Dyett’s concert and marching bands, he relocated to New York and 
studied at the Manhattan School of Music, following which he began a series of jazz gigs. He 
played with Kenny Burrell at Minton’s, with Gil Evans at Birdland, and from 1960-1972 worked 
regularly with the big band of jazz composer Johnny Richards. Yet he also freelanced as a rock 
drummer, playing some of the live rock ‘n’ roll shows with Murray the K as well as backing 
Gladys Knight and Aretha Franklin on their records. He also managed to play on occasion with 
jazz greats Tony Williams, Charles Mingus, Miles Davis, Muhal Richard Abrams, and Max 
Roach. Despite this eclectic background, however, he was primarily a jazz musician, and in 1968 
he formed his “Composer’s Workshop Ensemble.” I put quotes around their name because, al-
though he did use a few compositions by pianist Horace Silver and his friends Coleridge Taylor 
Perkinson and Eddie Smith, most of the works his ensemble played were either written by him or 
re-imagined by him. Proclaiming that his band played “a little bit inside and a little bit outside,” 
meaning that they could play conventionally or avant-garde, Smith recorded some really splen-
did compositions and arrangements between 1968 and 1982 with a band anchored by pianist 
Bross Townsend, bass trombonist Jack Jeffers, and himself on drums, and featuring several ex-
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cellent reed players (Howard Johnson, Al Gibbons, Courtney Winter and George Barrow) and 
three of the best jazz French hornists around (Julius Watkins, Sharon Freeman and Vincent 
Chancey). His arrangements and performances are all marked by an excellent sense of structure 
and often quite ingenious orchestration, but the two works that I have chosen for this book are 
the most interesting of all. 

Lament, like many of Smith’s pieces, has a melodic line oddly divided metrically (by 
which I mean that tied notes within each bar carry the melody from, say, beats two to three on 
one note and beat four of one bar to beat one of the following bar) which gives the music an un-
usual feel. The “development” section is, predictably, in a medium-tempo 4/4 and carried by the 
soloists (Johnny Coles on trumpet with Townsend comping beneath him and the French horn and 
bass trombone playing soft chords in the right channel), but no less effective for that. Occasional 
shifts of meter from 4/4 to 3/4 keep the listener on his or her toes; then a Watkins solo on French 
horn, interestingly playing with notes between the interstices of the tonality while still pretty 
much keeping to the basic key of C. One of the more interesting things about Smith’s melodic 
constructions is that they bear a close resemblance to the unusual music of Herbie Nichols. Al 
Gibbons’ tenor sax plays the last solo, then comes the outro which essentially repeats the mate-
rial of the opening. 

Another fascinating piece is Blues By Monk, a rewriting (much more so than simply an 
arrangement) of Thelonious Monk’s tune Blue Monk. Since this is one of Monk’s sparsest melo-
dies, it lends itself well to this treatment. Monk’s tune is essentially overlaid onto a slow-moving 
but quite complex “underline” of trombone, saxophone, and bass, to which a bass trombone is 
added while the trumpet plays Monk’s Mood over the counterpoint. The move to uptempo only 
makes things more involved as the piano plays not only against the drums but also against the 
horns, playing just a hairsbreadth off from one another. I really think that, if he heard this, Monk 
would have liked this treatment. It had his quirkiness. 

But 1969 was the year another New York cultural icon made his first “classical” re-
cording for a major label. Moondog, born Louis Hardin (1916-1999), was blinded at age 16 by 
an exploding dynamite cap, yet even from age five he showed exceptional ability on percussion, 
playing a set of drums he had made from a cardboard box. He also attended (with his father) an 
Arapaho Sun Dance where he sat on the chief’s knee and took up the drums in his high school 
band before losing his sight. Although he learned the basics of music in various schools for the 
blind, he was largely self-taught in ear training and composition. In the 1930s he moved to 
Batesville, Arkansas, then to Memphis in 1942 where he earned a scholarship to study music. He 
also married an older, socially prominent woman at this time, who he left a year later when he 
moved to New York City where he spent the next 31 years of his life.  

Hardin, who had no connections at all, began attending rehearsals at Carnegie Hall where 
he met such prominent musicians as conductor Artur Rodzinski and the young Leonard Bern-
stein. Rodzinski introduced him to his friend and colleague Arturo Toscanini, and Bernstein in-
troduced him to jazz greats Benny Goodman and Charlie Parker. Rodzinski also helped him 
learn orchestration, partly through lessons and partly by allowing him to sit in on many rehears-
als. At first he continued to shave every day and dressed normally, but his restless nature led him 
to begin performing as a street artist, reciting his poetry and playing not just conventional drums 
but also a bewildering array of percussion instruments he invented himself: the trimba (a triangu-
lar drum), the oo (a triangular stringed instrument struck with a clave),the yukh (a log suspended 
from a tripod struck with two rubber mallets held in the right hand), the tuji (a series of mounted 
sticks of graduated lengths) and the hüs (a triangular stringed instrument played with a bow…it 
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should be obvious by now that Moondog had a thing for triangles). He let his beard grow and 
dressed in casual clothing, but became so annoyed by people comparing him to Jesus Christ that 
he radically changed his appearance around 1947, donning a cape and a large horned leather 
helmet that he made himself, and changed his name to Moondog after a pet he had as a child who 
always howled at the moon. He thus became known as “the Viking of 6th avenue” (his usual 
haunt, the corner of 53rd Street and 6th Avenue). He had an apartment but spent most of his life 
on the street playing his percussion instruments and reciting poetry, and sometimes slept there as 
well. In 1949 he made his first recording, a two-sided 78 with the tongue-in-cheek title Moon-
dog’s Symphony, which was later played nightly on the radio by early rock music DJ Alan Freed. 
Unfortunately, Freed took to calling himself Moondog and his unseen audience the “Moondog-
gies,” which led to a famous lawsuit against him to stop using that name. It went all the way to 
the Supreme Court. Moondog won easily, in part because those who testified on his behalf in-
cluded Goodman, Toscanini and Igor Stravinsky, who was working in New York at that time. 

To make a long story short, Moondog cut a few records during the 1950s, mostly for 
small labels, and in the 1957 participated in a strange album of kiddie songs with Julie Andrews 
and Martyn Green. He became a favorite of the Beat Generation and appeared in a film with Wil-
liam Burroughs. Strangely enough, his song All is Loneliness was recorded in 1967 by the rock 
group Big Brother and the Holding Company (featuring Janis Joplin) for Columbia. In 1968 
James Guercio, a producer at Columbia, bought a copy of Moondog’s self-published book of 
rounds from him and a year later brought him to the studio to make a professional album of his 
music. The record was issued not on Columbia’s pop label but on their prestigious Masterworks 
series along with their star classical performers. 

Guercio’s gamble was a big one: Moondog was not well known outside of New York, 
and even within the confines of that city he was generally viewed as a very talented oddball. (I 
particularly remember him showing up at the dais on the Allan Burke TV show, either reciting 
his poetry or making long-winded complaints against things that most New Yorkers simply took 
for granted, like leash laws for dogs.) There was a good chance that the record, if it was reviewed 
at all outside New York, would be dismissed or panned, but as luck would have it the album did 
surprisingly well. Despite Moondog’s casual friendship with and admiration for jazz musicians, 
many of whom worked just one street away from his usual post (in the 52nd Street clubs), his 
music did not call for improvisation—nor would he tolerate it. He generally worked in very strict 
canon form, although he admitted in the liner notes for his album that he was rhythmically mod-
ern if formally reactionary. (In later years, after he moved to Germany, he appeared on TV there 
and claimed that his use of canon form was even stricter than Bach’s.) Yet the lively “swing” of 
his performances mark them as jazz-inspired, in a similar way to Ravel’s Bolero, and so I have 
included several of them here.  

Three of them are titled Symphoniques, a bit of a tongue-in-cheek definition, for they are 
not symphonic in either length or development. Indeed, one of the charms of Moondog’s music 
is that he considered brevity the soul of wit, thus he rarely overstayed his welcome. The subtitle 
of Symphonique No. 1 is Portrait of a Monarch, described by the composer in the liner notes as 
“a musical portrait of Thor the Nordoom, Emperor of the Earth, a fictional person but nonethe-
less factual. By means of having a monopoly on the world’s gold supply, he rules from behind 
the scene, by means of agents and double agents.” The music is dramatic, starting with brass fan-
fares in F minor which then transposes to B� minor; when things get quiet, we are suddenly in 
D� minor. A syncopated figure in C minor starts up that has strong overtones of Dukas’ The Sor-
cerer’s Apprentice, following which we jump to G� major—and all this within the first minute 
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of the composition. Dramatic brass outbursts come and go, followed by more syncopated figures. 
This is one strange piece of music. 

Lament No. 1 has always attracted jazz lovers because it is subtitled Bird’s Lament and 
dedicated to Charlie Parker, but as usual Moondog allows no improvisation in the work. It is, 
however, a lovely, repeating background lick in G minor, over which alto and baritone sax play a 
canon that slightly resembles the kind of theme Bird might have played. Symphonique No. 3, 
subtitled Ode to Venus, starts with a viola melody very similar to the bridge of Cole Porter’s In 
the Still of the Night, followed by the same tune on the violin while the viola plays a countermel-
ody; then the cello joins in, creating a three-voiced canon (remember, Moondog loved canons), 
then four voices as the bass comes in. Then come the variations, beautifully sculpted, with other 
voices (such as a second violin and a clarinet) entering on top. Symphonique No. 6 is titled Good 
for Goodie; this was Moondog’s tribute to Benny Goodman. It sounds very much like the kind of 
upbeat, high-register tune that Goodman might have played, except, again, no improvisation al-
lowed—and again, he builds a canon out of it. Minisym No. 1 starts with what I call the “usual” 
Moondog rhythm, a percussive backbeat using woodblocks and what sounds like maracas (but 
probably isn’t). This one is in a minor key and starts out with polyphonic lines playing against 
each other, the oboe basically taking the melodic line. This is the first “movement” of his “mini-
symphony,” which lasts only 1:15. The second “movement” features clarinet, cellos and French 
horn with no percussion, playing a plaintive melody that is then developed by the horn with flut-
tering strings—one of Moondog’s finest creations. This movement lasts 1:29. The third section 
actually picks up from where the second leaves off, but increases tempo and adds string tremolos 
in the background. The fourth and last is a real Moondog romp, his typical rhythm played in a 
quick tempo while winds and strings interact around each other in a syncopated fashion. There is 
a quirky bassoon solo, followed by a bassoon duet, then rising string figures interject, the open-
ing melody returns, and the piece goes its merry syncopated way to the finish line. 

To jump from the rhythmically modern but harmonically tonal music of Moondog to the 
spacey, modernistic music of the Art Ensemble of Chicago only illustrates further how splintered 
the music scene had become by this time. The AEC, as they were known, came out of a Chicago-
area collective known as the Association for Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM), a 
non-profit group (according to Wikipedia) founded by pianist-composer Muhal Richard Abrams, 
pianist Jodie Christian, drummer Steve McCall and composer Phil Cohran. In addition to the 
founding members of the AEC—trumpeter Lester Bowie, saxists Roscoe Mitchell and Joseph 
Jarman, bassist Malachi Favors (who later tacked on the word “Maghostut” to the end of his 
name) and drummer Don Moye (who later added the first name of Famoudou)—the AACM in-
cluded such future famous musicians as Henry Threadgill, Anthony Braxton, Jack DeJohnette 
and Chico Freeman. From the beginning, the AEC identified itself by performing in costume, 
Bowie dressed in a doctor’s lab coat (often with a splatter of blood on it) and the other four shirt-
less and wearing elaborate African-styled face and body makeup and headgear. Their music was 
often abstract in the extreme, as exemplified by such pieces as Tutankhamun, The Ninth Room, 
Toro and The Spiritual, which went on for anywhere from eight to 30 minutes and seldom fol-
lowed conventional rules of melodic or harmonic construction, even within the rules of free jazz. 
But where the AEC excelled over most other avant-garde groups was in their sure grasp of the 
“long view” of a work: they knew what they were doing and generally where they were going, 
even if the listener didn’t have a clue. The key to following their music is not, as in the case of 
Coleman, Cherry or Mantler, the connection of short musical cells that create a cumulative effect 
so much as the expansion of one or two cells over a long period of time. Thus the average jazz 
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listener, used to compact solos (even if they go on for several choruses, like Coltrane’s), find 
themselves completely asea if they only listen to a portion of an AEC piece. This was my own 
reaction the only time I heard them in person, performing at the Chicago Art Museum in the 
early 1980s. I watched and listened for roughly five minutes and couldn’t make heads or tails out 
of what they were doing. I didn’t know that their music relied on space, and thus walked away 
from them convinced that they were just playing abstract lines that had no meaning.  

For this study I have selected a piece that is not normally chosen to represent them, the 
astonishing, 40-minute People in Sorrow. Unlike Tutankhamun or The Ninth Room, which really 
are completely abstract creations, People in Sorrow is a real composition with a beginning, 
theme statements, development and contrasting themes being introduced—some as improvisa-
tions, some as written motifs—as the music progresses. In short, People in Sorrow is never going 
to appeal to the standard jazz listener (particularly when, around the 12-minute mark, such bi-
zarre instruments as a police whistle, a rattle, and even chanting and dog barks are heard), but if 
one is patient the beauty of the music and its strong emotional projection begin to be apparent. 
This is the jazz equivalent of those avant-garde classical composers who also use space in their 
music, but to be honest, except for John Cage (who was often just putting his audiences on) I 
can’t think of any such composers who preceded the Art Ensemble of Chicago.  

During the performance of People in Sorrow, one hears the players of the AEC switch in-
struments; at times one hears a flugelhorn instead of a trumpet, a bassoon played by Joseph Jar-
man, a flute played either by Jarman or by Mitchell. The effect is often magical, particularly 
around the 21-minute mark when several of these instruments come together in new and unex-
pected ways. Despite the AEC’s use of space and sparse textures, they also knew how to create 
an ambience. This was one thing I did take away from my one exposure to them performing live. 

Less appealing, or comprehensible, is the shouting and brittle percussion effects around 
the 26-minute mark. This is the kind of thing that turns people away from the AEC. To them, this 
isn’t music in any definition of the word, and although it does fit the definition of music as “or-
dered sound,” it’s hard to disagree. But remember, AEC uses space, and in a 40-minute work this 
is just another episode like others within its framework. Let it ride, listen to the whole thing, and 
I think you will be impressed and moved. In this respect, People in Sorrow is just like a modern 
classical work. It demands careful listening and a good attention span. 

 
1970 
I have chosen but one work from 1970 for this survey, Duke Ellington’s ballet suite The 

River. For those who, like myself, are still scratching their heads wondering at the abysmal fail-
ure of his aborted opera Queenie Pie, it’s possible that a major project like The River sidetracked 
him. According to Stanley Slome, former president of the British Duke Ellington Society, the 
initial idea for this ballet came from Lucia Chase, director of the American Ballet Theater, who 
called choreographer Alvin Ailey and suggested a collaboration between Ailey and Ellington. 
Ailey flew to Vancouver, where Ellington was performing, and met him in his dressing room. 
Long-time Ellington friend and booster Stanley Dance told Slome that “At his request for some-
thing new, Duke offered him The River or, I think, Queenie Pie, neither of which was then be-
yond the thinking stage.”12 Hubert Saal, writing a combination performance review and Ailey 
interview in the July 6 issue of Newsweek, stated that Ailey later flew to talk with Ellington in 
Toronto, where Duke had a slew of water-related classical scores laid out, “the scores and the 
records of Debussy’s La Mer, Britten’s Peter Grimes, Smetana’s Moldau, Handel’s Water Music 
                                                
12 All this information is in Slome’s long article on The River posted at http://ellingtonweb.ca/Slome-River.htm. 
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– everybody.  He’d call me at 5 a.m. and say: ‘Did I wake you, Alvin?’ I’d say, ‘No Duke,’ and 
he’d say, laughing, ‘Come on over, I’ve got something for you to hear.’ Did he ever.” 

Ellington wrote eleven numbers, along with a prologue and epilogue, which he then re-
hearsed and recorded with his band: 1) The Spring, 2) The Run, 3) The Meander, 4) The Giggling 
Rapids, 5) The Lake, 6) The Falls, 7) The Whirlpool (Vortex), 8) The River (Riba), 9) The Neo-
Hip-Hot Kiddies Communities, 10) The Village Of The Virgins and 11) Her Majesty The Sea. Of 
these, Ailey chose seven numbers (omitting Nos. 2, 6, 9 and 11) which were then orchestrated 
for a conventional symphony orchestra by Ron Collier from Ellington’s band charts. Both Saal in 
his Newsweek article and Clive Barnes in the New York Times review of the premiere perform-
ance suggested that this was not the complete ballet but a “work-in-progress,” but for whatever 
reason the ballet never evolved further. In 1983 conductor Akira Endo and the Louisville Sym-
phony Orchestra recorded all seven of these selections plus The Falls, which had apparently also 
been orchestrated by Collier, then in 1992 Neeme Järvi recorded the seven selections that were 
initially part of the premiere.  

What is left, however, is extremely good—not only better than Queenie Pie (which re-
mains a mess 40 years after the composer’s death), but also better than most of those suites for 
which jazz critics extol Ellington but which, good as they are, do not hold together thematically 
as a musical unit (Such Sweet Thunder, Afro-Bossa, The Far East Suite). Collier’s orchestration 
remains a question mark, however. It is most certainly a first-class job. It makes Ellington’s mu-
sic sound very classical in texture with a jazz swing. But does it really represent Ellington’s 
wishes? Collier was, apparently, quite angry when Mercer Ellington later released the tapes of 
his father’s rehearsals of the music, stating that Duke made it quite clear that he wanted this bal-
let scored for a regular symphony orchestra. He also claimed composer status for The Lake, say-
ing that Ellington only handed him one sheet of music with some chord changes and telling him, 
“This is a pas de deux, two dancers.”13 All this may indeed be true, thus I have chosen to use 
those eight pieces that were orchestrated by Collier in this study, but I have also included Elling-
ton’s own performance of The River (Riba), which I feel is a beautiful and sensual performance 
despite Collier’s complaints.  

The opener, The Spring, begins (in Collier’s orchestration) with the French horn, follow-
ing which buzzing cellos and basses are heard. Then woodwinds carry the mysterious, elusive 
melody, embroidered by glockenspiel and low strings, followed by solo clarinet. One of the re-
markable things about this music—even if you listen to it played by the Ellington orchestra—is 
that, for the first time in his life, Ellington was actually thinking classically when he wrote it. 
This, of course, reinforces Collier’s view that the music was intended to be scored classically, no 
matter how beautifully the Ellington band played it. Slome particularly liked The Run, one of the 
pieces cut from the final score, in Ellington’s original recording of it, yet although I found it a 
fun piece I agree with Ailey that it didn’t work all that well in context. 

                                                
13 Readers of this book with a strong classical background will undoubtedly find this hard to believe, but in the jazz 
world even the most prestigious composers often turn to others for help completing their work. Even Charles Min-
gus did this from time to time, and he was a great and prolific composer. I think it is because jazz composers often 
don’t get the time to finish their work accorded to classical composers. A perfect example in regards to this study 
was Bernstein’s Prelude, Fugue and Riffs, commissioned in 1947. Bernstein took two years to finish this seven-
minute piece, and when he was finished the man who commissioned it (Woody Herman) had temporarily disbanded 
and couldn’t premiere it. No worries: Bernstein just waited another six years and premiered it himself. Few, if any, 
jazz composers have that kind of time or the luxury to premiering a finished work when they wish. Even Clare 
Fischer, who made a lot of money writing pop arrangements to pay the bills, had to wait years, sometimes decades 
to get the time to revisit and finish certain works, and some of them were not performed in his lifetime. 
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The Meander has a real undulating jazz swagger in the beginning which then calms down 
to a more relaxed, truly classical pace before suddenly swaggering even more with the drums 
prominently kicking up the beat and the heat. Open trumpets play loud wavers on their instru-
ments, then the mood quiets once again. One gets the feeling that Ellington wouldn’t have neces-
sarily wanted his band to play this music in performance, but he definitely wanted an orchestra 
that knew how to swing. Giggling Rapids builds up from a typically Ellingtonian piano intro in 
6/8, after which the orchestra falls in playing the same rhythm. This is a simpler, less thought-
fully composed interlude, really just a good swing tune with some counterpoint to add interest. 
Ellington may have insisted on including it because he just plain liked the feel of the piece, but 
we have no way to really judge. As in the case of so many jazz ballets, the visual element is 
missing, and without being able to see a ballet and hear how the music suits the dancing, it’s dif-
ficult to judge its effectiveness. 

One major difference between Ellington’s original version of The Lake and Collier’s or-
chestration comes at the very beginning, where Collier added sustained cello and Ellington just 
had the bass play a quiet, solo introduction. This piece, however, is more than just a tune, the de-
veloping beginning at around the two-minute mark, after which subsidiary themes are introduced 
that add both contrast and interest. A sort of habanera rhythm enters at 2:50, a good, relaxed beat 
for dancing (and featuring maracas in Collier’s orchestration), then relaxes before returning. A 
quieter, more reflective mood ensues, then eventually the initial melody returns, now played 
loudly by the violins with the Latin-styled beat underneath before relaxing and suddenly ending 
on a diminished chord. Ellington’s original version  with his own band is, of course, not as lush, 
but the performance has a nice, relaxed sensuality about it and maintains a good mood, particu-
larly through Norris Turney’s flute and the exquisite interplay of Harry Carney’s bass clarinet 
(and I still want to know why this man is not recognized for the jazz pioneer he was on those two 
instruments, bass clarinet and baritone sax!). True, without strings and with a limited palette of 
wind instruments the Ellington band doesn’t quite match the sensuousness of Collier’s orchestra-
tion, but it’s not embarrassing by any means. One will also note that the tempo is a shade faster 
than the orchestral version, but this may have been adjusted for the tempo of the ballet. 

The Falls, the missing piece of the suite only recorded by the Louisville Orchestra, has a 
driving edge to it emphasized by bitonal harmonies. A particularly edgy passage features the 
trombone playing over hard downbow figures on the violas; later, Psycho-like strings bite and 
stab. It builds to a climax and then leads into Vortex (The Whirlpool) with good effect. This is 
also one of Ellington’s finest creations, an even more biting, driving yet brief piece that creates 
the required tension, does so with economy of gesture and interesting, dissonant harmonies, and 
ending as abruptly and mysteriously as it began. The last piece in the suite, The Village Virgins, 
opens with soft horns and winds before slowly building to a gorgeous yet slightly swinging and 
insinuating tune. This is Ellington at his earthiest and most natural; a piano plays cross-rhythms 
against the insinuous tune, now played by the horns, as the volume slowly decreases. Then a 
sudden crescendo and out.  
 

1971 
As luck would have it, the next piece in our survey is also by Ellington, the late suite 

Afro-Eurasian Eclipse. The strange title comes from one of Marshall McLuhan’s bizarre ideas, 
of which he had an unlimited fund, that in the future, the whole world would go Oriental, so 
much so that no one will be able to retain his or her cultural identity, not even the Orientals. El-
lington’s spoken introduction indicates that the music was premiered a year earlier, but since it 



 256 

was not recorded until 1971 and—even stranger—not released until four years later, after Elling-
ton’s death. The interesting thing about this suite is that it holds together very well indeed; in 
fact, this is—along with The River, The Clothed Woman and Tonk—some of the most advanced 
and interesting music Ellington ever composed.  

I say this not because of the oriental overtones in the music (harmonically as well as 
rhythmically) but because of the interesting ways that Ellington made the various pieces fit. The 
opening number, titled Chinoiserie, works its quirky melodic contours into a good Harold Ashby 
solo over occasionally extended chords, adding piquancy to the ongoing musical discourse. 
Moreover, the growing harmonic clashes inspires Ashby to some of his finest work, including a 
surprising bit of “outside” playing. Didjeridoo has a sort of swinging eight-to-the-bar feel, El-
lington’s opening piano played over underpinning by Carney before muted trumpets playing over 
tenor and baritone saxes come in. Here one is continually aware of Ellington’s ability as a com-
poser; even the little spot solos are not as important as the development of the opening theme 
through a series of variants, and once again Ellington stretches the harmonic base a bit. (A low, 
droning trombone simulates the instrument in the piece’s title.) Carney, the only soloist besides 
the leader, rides things out. Afrique brings a swinging bass drumbeat into the picture, sounding 
vaguely African without actually using African rhythms. Piano, trumpet and trombone weave in 
and out of the picture, which builds suspense. A brief, single note solo by the leader comes and 
goes; eventually a repeated off-rhythm riff enters and leaves until the drummer takes over for a 
solo, against which dissonant brass chords intrude to bring the piece to an uneasy close. Acht 
O’Clock Rock is that rarity, Ellington playing with a sort of early rock/R&B feel, although Paul 
Gonsalves’ superb tenor sax solo and the richly scored ensemble figures that come and go lift it 
miles above rock music in terms of interest and sophistication.  

Gong has to be one of the strangest pieces Ellington ever wrote: a driving piece in asym-
metrical rhythm (it sounds like 8/4 but split into eight notes by the bass with the orchestra play-
ing a steady 8/4 against the bass’s 16/8) and the harmonic base is also skewered, with brass and 
reeds playing descending diminished chords a whole tone apart against the bass’s constant B� 
major, with solo interjections that also play against the harmony. When the orchestra opens up, it 
is in E� minor but doesn’t stay there, rising in chromatic chords to an almost frantic climax, re-
leased by the drum before Ellington enters over the rhythm section to play a medium-tempo solo, 
also in E� minor. A strange flute-clarinet theme enters above the piano trio with interjections by 
Carney solo and the other saxes as a section. Yet most of this strange track is dominated by the 
leader, and justly so; it is an excellent indication of what he could do when inspired. 

Tang opens with a startling D-diminished chord, loud and abrasive, which repeats itself 
twice more over edgy, high bass before Ellington and the band enter. The melody itself, how-
ever, is not as modern as the opening would suggest. This is about as edgy as his most progres-
sive late-‘40s work, meaning good but only comparatively modern, despite an interesting theme 
at the bridge that goes outside the chord changes. Yet the fascinating thing about Tang is that it 
fulfills the prophecy of McLuhan’s premise, at least musically: it has become Eastern in melodic 
and harmonic feel without losing its Western structure and rhythm. What part of it is Oriental, 
and what part European or American? The diminished chords return to end the piece as if to 
leave the question hanging in the air.  

True is a bit of a puzzle. Musically, it is a fairly conventional 6/8 swinger with a simple 
tune and not really a lot in the way of construction; in fact, this is one piece that could be played 
outside of the suite and just sound like a Gospel-influenced jazz tune with a 4/4 middle. Mostly a 
vehicle for Gonsalves, Duke just lets the tenor saxist go to town on the changes. Being an imagi-
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native player, of course, Gonsalves gives us some excellent jazz to savor, but in a certain sense 
this is the suite’s weak link structurally. Other critics besides me have noted that the final num-
ber, Hard Way, just seems to be a nice medium-tempo ride-out tune, and this is so, but in a subtle 
way—if you listen carefully—Ellington has informed this very Western jazz piece with sly ele-
ments of, well, Chinoiserie to at least suggest that we have come to this conclusion by process of 
attrition since the opening piece. Complexity is scraped away; it’s another nice jazz piece, but at 
least it fits into the overall scheme of the music. 

In a sense, all of our examples from 1971 are retro because all of the musicians involved 
go back in their musical sensibilities to at least the early 1930s. Moondog’s second album for 
Columbia, released in 1971, made much less of a splash and in fact was scarcely noticed by the 
press. In part it was because it came out without any fanfare, but in part it was because the music 
was generally less complex. It consisted entirely of canons and rounds sung by Moondog, his 
daughter, and a handful of others with a small instrumental group accompanying them. Nonethe-
less, the music thus produced was also to have a ripple effect on certain styles of jazz as well as 
classical music, particularly the emerging “minimalist” style of composers Terry Riley and 
young Philip Glass. We will examine five samples from the album, the first of them being 
What’s the Most Exciting Thing? This starts with the typical “Moondog shuffle” beat played by 
the composer, into which a harpsichord enters playing a tune that slightly resembles Jeannie 
With the Light Brown Hair in the first few notes but quickly changes. A second harpsichord en-
ters in the left channel playing against the first, then a couple of recorders, until we have a nice 
little round going on. The vocals begin at the 1:12 mark, now creating a canon against the multi-
lined instrumental background. As usual with Moondog, the rhythm is highly syncopated and 
playful. The tune, unexpectedly, fades out—a strange concession to the fact that apparently 
Moondog couldn’t think of a way to end it. Nero’s Expedition starts with a cymbal wash, then a 
quirky drum rhythm (not his typical one) comes in behind it, followed by what sounds like elec-
tric piano playing in the low register with harpsichords. The composer begins singing the odd 
lyrics, followed by others in canonic form. This one is, unusually for Moondog, in a minor key, 
and once again it fades out. Pastoral is played throughout on solo harpsichord, first in the lower 
range of the instrument and then with the right hand coming in. Its quiet, major-key yet somehow 
sad little melody continues on, with variations coming in at the two-minute mark, yet finishing 
up by 2:36. All is Loneliness is, of course, the most famous of all Moondog compositions due to 
its being performed and recorded by Janis Joplin with Big Brother and the Holding Company. 
Here the 5/4 rhythm is broken up as 3-2, 3-2, 3-2, the plaintive D minor melody simply repeating 
itself. In Joplin’s version, the voices overlapped to form a canon, but in Moondog’s own version 
it is just a sort of tape loop. 

Next we have Don Ellis’ complex and classically-structured Loss. Recorded at a time 
when his band included a string quartet and woodwinds, it is one of his most beautiful and mov-
ing pieces. Set initially in A minor with chordal emphasis on the open fifth and fourth, it takes a 
while to realize it is in 7/4. Ellis skillfully blends the strings and electric organ to create a haunt-
ing effect over which he solos softly. There is a sudden, magical modulation to B� 7th at 1:14, 
then to C major and (at 1:55) to A major. What makes these transpositions so intriguing is that, 
like Eddie Sauter’s work, they are done so skillfully that although the listener is aware of them 
he or she is not altogether sure which pivot notes were used to effect the changes. A violin solo 
over woodwinds is heard next, and at 2:35 we are back in A major with the violin playing the 9th 
(B). Ellis, now tightly muted and at a distance, plays with soft electric guitar, followed by Chris-
tine Ermacoff’s lovely cello. Ellis continues to develop his composition thematically (none of the 
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solos sound improvised) with the string quartet behind him (and, sadly, not miked particularly 
well…this was a live concert), slowly but surely building to a climax at 5:53 that eerily resem-
bles the music of Rodrigo, before falling away towards the soft ending. 

From this beautifully structured concert work we move to the startling complexity of Earl 
Hines in full cry. Listening to him at his best in the actual chronology of his recorded prime (and 
I emphasize the word “recorded” simply because he wasn’t recorded very much as a solo pianist 
in most of the decades prior to 1970) almost seems an anachronism. For all his astounding poly-
rhythmic structures, Hines is still, when you come down to it, playing the same “super-stride” he 
was doing in the 1920s, only now he had more time to stretch out on records. Several years later 
he lamented that “all my tunes are so doggone long…I don’t plan on them being so long, it just 
works out that way,” but this is yet another indication as to why Hines was, and in the view of 
many critics is still, vastly underrated. He never really had the ego to push himself into the lime-
light as a soloist during all the decades he was before the public, partially because of his fear of 
Tatum and partially because he was happiest when playing with a big band, but when he was fi-
nally unleashed in the 1970s he practically stunned the world. Of course, it also didn’t help that 
Hines was a melodist at heart and generally stuck to older tunes to play. We have two examples 
here from 1971, Kurt Weill’s Mack the Knife (which is, of course, the “Mackie Messer” song 
from Threepenny Opera) and Who’s Sorry Now, a chestnut from the 1920s. 

Both are excellent examples of what Hines did with songs. He didn’t completely decon-
struct them as Tatum did, but rather would state the melody and then build upon it, bit by bit by 
bit, taking themes and sub-themes apart and then putting them back together to create a truly Ba-
roque edifice (using Baroque in its general definition as ornate). And he always swung. Ironi-
cally, some of the problem in judging Hines’ work during this period is that he didn’t always 
have the luxury of playing on good pianos. Because he was more or less considered a relic from 
the distant past and not a “contemporary” artist, the labels he recorded for (Black Lion, Chiaro-
scuro, LaserLight and others of that type) seemed to stick him with some of the tinniest, most 
beat-up-sounding pianos ever put on record. These two tracks, from his Black Lion album Tour 
de Force Encore, are actually a little better than most. (One of the few times Hines had a good 
piano to play on was, ironically, in the late album Earl Hines at Home.) Yet to hear what he 
could do with the music remains astounding for any era: stop-time, fractioned time, double and 
quadruple time, sometimes playing two different rhythms in the two hands and somehow making 
it all come out by the end of the chorus, then using the next two or three choruses to play varia-
tions on his variations—these are just some of the wonderful things one hears in a Hines per-
formance. He had impeccable taste and he seldom seemed at a loss for ideas, and even recording 
the same number twice in a row would produce entirely different musical ideas, logically strung 
together and constructed. For those classical lovers who think that the music of Franz Liszt is the 
sine qua non of virtuosic musical invention, I strongly suggest a half hour of Hines or Tatum as 
an antidote. They will show you how flash and substance can, and should, be combined in im-
provisations with both a solid musical structure and artistic integrity. Who’s Sorry Now is, per-
haps, a bit more playful and less serious-minded than Mack the Knife, yet even here Hines finds 
more in the cute but simple melody and its harmonic base than one would ever expect. Note, for 
instance, how he turns a right-hand trill into a motif that he then evolves in the next half-chorus; 
and while doing that, he takes the rhythm and syncopates it further, using that as the basis for his 
next chorus. In this manner did Hines keep the listener off-balance and on the edge of his or her 
seat through an entire performance. He was Cecil Taylor with not only all the walls and floors 
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installed, but also the grout, the wood putty, and the little tacks under the putty. Earl Hines gave 
you the whole mansion and then added some curlicues to it. 

 
1972 
1972 was the year that one of the most complex and misunderstood pieces of jazz-

classical fusion, Ornette Coleman’s symphony Skies of America, was produced and eventually 
recorded. Skies is a continuous but multi-themed work in two huge parts, each lasting roughly 40 
minutes when played in the manner the composer intended it, which is as a symphonic structure 
with interlaced improvisation by Coleman and his group, but when he went to London to record 
it that year he ran into all sorts of problems. The worst of them was that, although he was identi-
fied by the British Musicians’ Union as a classical musician due to his performances of Forms 
and Sounds in 1965, his band (Prime Time) was not, and so they were not allowed to make the 
recording with him. Another problem was that, although he had a sympathetic and understanding 
conductor in David Measham, the musicians of the London Symphony Orchestra, though sea-
soned professionals with much experience in modern classical music, had trouble with Cole-
man’s unusual rhythmic and harmonic language, making a bit of a hash out of it. Yet another 
was that, due to the time constraints of commercial LPs at the time, several themes had to be 
omitted completely and others shortened; and then, on top of all this, only Coleman himself was 
allowed to improvise extemporaneously over the ensemble. The result was, as The Penguin 
Guide to Jazz put it—despite a three and a half-star rating—a “grand mess, generously and 
boldly conceived but stifled by the grim playing of the LSO.”14 Despite extensive research 
online, I could only find reference to three performances of Skies by Coleman’s band with a 
symphony orchestra, and none of these were from the 1970s. The first was given in his home-
town of Fort Worth, Texas, on “Ornette Coleman Day,” September 29, 1983, with the Fort 
Worth Symphony Orchestra conducted by John Giordano;15 the second is the performance I 
chose to use as an example, with superior sound, given in Verona, Italy and also conducted by 
Giordano (who Coleman apparently liked and trusted) with the Symphony Orchestra of the Ve-
rona Arena on July 27, 1987; and lastly with the New York Philharmonic conducted by that 
stodgy old fossil Kurt Masur on July 9, 1997. 

As usual with Coleman, themes are more often juxtaposed than developed, at least by the 
formal scoring. The development is in the improvisation, which is why you need to hear Skies of 
America in its combined symphony orchestra-jazz group setting. One alone—either one, not just 
the symphony orchestra part alone—will not give you the full impact of the music, although (and 
I say this with full knowledge that it is not ideal), what Coleman was able to produce in the stu-
dio recording was rather miraculous. He was able to edit his own jazz symphony down in a way 
that made musical sense, held your interest, and still had something coherent to say. 

But the full performance is simply astounding. The real problem, as I hear it, is not that 
Skies is a poor or badly-conceived piece of music (it isn’t), incoherent, or any of the things that 
critics without ears have said about it (we’ll get to one of the worst in a moment), so much as 
that it is so specifically, almost overwhelmingly Ornette Coleman music that it is extremely dif-
ficult to imagine the score surviving without him and his band to play in it. The opening is, in 
fact, written in A minor and is fairly consonant, starting softly and building to a powerful climax. 
followed by string tremolos with soft winds playing over them; then the harmony becomes poly-

                                                
14 The Penguin Guide to Jazz, Ninth Edition, ISBN 978-0-141-03401-0, p. 277. 
15 This performance, in poor sound quality, can be downloaded at http://gemsofjazz.blogspot.com/2011/05/skies-of-
america.html 
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tonal and things begin to get strange. Rhythmic figures played by the trumpets are heard against 
the opening theme, now played bitonally; there is a certain amount of development here, but then 
another outburst occurs and the winds play what I refer to as the “Ornette Coleman lick,” a little 
eight-note motif that recurs over and over again in Coleman’s own playing (if you are familiar 
with his music, you’ll know it when you hear it); Then the music breaks off and Coleman’s band, 
with heavy polyrhythms, comes crashing into the sonic picture, along with some electronic per-
cussion reverberation in the background. Coleman runs his little “Coleman lick” into the ground 
a bit, yet in a sense he is setting up the variations to come. 

To a certain extent, the scored and improvised sections of Skies are not so much comple-
mentary as contrasting. The point, as I hear it, is to enhance the scored passages with the im-
provisation and vice-versa, but this is exactly why I’m not sure if other musicians besides Cole-
man could pull this off. Of course, stranger things have happened in the history of music, and 
there are certainly enough jazz musicians around now who like and appreciate Coleman’s aes-
thetic that they could conceivably play in a manner similar to his, so my fear may be unfounded. 
Still, there is no question that Coleman himself “fills out” Skies better than anyone else probably 
will, just as (in my view) Giordano’s conducting does more with the written portions than 
Meacham, Masur, or anyone else probably could. But again, I may be (and I hope I am) wrong. 

As for critical reaction to the complete performances, I’ve read nothing regarding the Fort 
Worth or Verona excursions, but the reaction to the Masur-New York Philharmonic performance 
is so off target as to almost be delusional. One could, perhaps, understand the negative critical 
reaction from the fact that (as I mentioned above), Kurt Masur was nothing better than a milita-
ristic time-beater who drew a nice sound from an orchestra, and thus in the New York perform-
ance this had a deleterious effect on the performance. So much is suggested in A.D. Amorosi’s 
review of the concert in the Philadelphia Citypaper, where he said that “Masur guided crisp mili-
taristic beats and downtrodden brass to sail away from the noirish strings to surround the black-
outfitted Coleman” while the composer and his jazz band, possibly trying to make things a bit 
less grim and formal, “pounded like a hard summer's rain. Coleman blared his alto over scattered 
swinging rhythms and Dave Bryant's oddly psychedelic organ. The strings grew optimistic and 
the brass danced brightly—you could sense Coleman's visual intent of sky and earth whispering 
in your ear like a breeze.” Eventually, then, “it seemed a battle for domain.”16 Which is exactly 
what I would have expected in a meeting of Ornette Coleman and Kurt Masur, something akin to 
having Charles Mingus and his band combining their talents with Lawrence Welk. 

Yet to read Bernard Holland’s review in the New York Times, titled Jazz Musicians With 
Nothing Better To Do?, you’d think that Skies was the most preposterous and shoddily-written 
piece of drivel ever forced down the throats of a long-suffering New York public. Holland’s tear-
ing Coleman to shreds is, of course, his right as a critic. In fact, were I to have heard even the 
excellent Verona Arena performance of Skies when I was 30 years old and not yet advanced 
enough in my musical thinking or having yet developed a taste for much modern music, I might 
have agreed with him on that point. But to say, as Holland did, that Coleman frankly doesn’t 
know what he is doing, that he produced a jazz symphony that is essentially musical garbage, is 
nonsense. As he put it, “Why does a man so distinguished in his field go to such trouble to write 
bad classical music?… Mr. Coleman has better things to do than ‘Skies of America.’ If he wrote 
well in classical formats, if he had the experience and knowledge to use their hardware effec-

                                                
16 You can read the full review at http://archives.citypaper.net/articles/073197/article024.shtml. 
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tively, I would run to hear him. But ‘Skies of America’ inadvertently reinforces spurious theories 
that jazz is a subspecies of music aspiring to Beethovenian heights, not a free-standing art.”17 

And thus, as we near the end of this chapter, we inadvertently return to the sad condition 
noted at its beginning, that when jazz finally became truly classical in scope and structure as well 
as ambition, no one was happy—apparently, least of all, the classical folks. For Holland does not 
stop at bashing Coleman for having written this “drivel.” He goes further, using Duke Ellington, 
whose music he understands and is happy with, to bash Coleman. It makes you wonder if he un-
derstood a note of what Coleman wrote.18 Holland insisted that Coleman’s band provided all the 
kicks one needed to appreciate his music, and that to even have the formal elements present was 
a complete waste of human activity. Read the review if you don’t believe me. It almost boggles 
the mind that such a piece could actually be published in an American newspaper—and one of 
the most prestigious newspapers, at that—in the late 20th century and be taken seriously. 

Well, there’s always some good to come from even the most misguided viewpoint. I’d 
suggest that the local library in Bernard Holland’s home town blast Skies of America from the 
loudspeakers in front of it to deter Holland and his friends from loitering around its premises. 
Use it as a deterrent to keep the culture snobs away from the library. 

Mind you, I’m not saying that Skies of America is a happy, pleasant or easy listening ex-
perience. It constantly challenges the mind, the music is exceedingly dense, and you definitely 
need a break between the two large portions of it. It’s not music for all occasions; you have to be 
in the right mood to even listen to it. And yes, it’s possible that Bernard Holland had a bad day, 
or a headache, or was in a Johann Strauss mood when he reviewed it, but to say that Coleman 
wrote a shoddy and meaningless piece is ludicrous. Much as Skies is not to everyone’s taste, it is 
most decidedly complex, challenging and well-thought-out music. Sometimes you really do need 
to walk the extra mile to meet the composer halfway. 

That being said, it’s possible that Holland would have liked Hank Levy’s composition 
Chain Reaction, written for the new Don Ellis band of 1972, by which time he had electric vio-
lins, violas and cello to play with. By this time, too, Ellis had hit the big time, having written the 
soundtrack for the hit film The French Connection and (the kiss of death for anyone who wanted 
to take themselves seriously) playing both of Bill Graham’s Fillmore Auditoria. The trumpeter-
bandleader was definitely ticking off the jazz community by this; once you go commercial, in 
their view, you’ve sold out. But Chain Reaction remains one of Levy’s most complex and fasci-
nating creations. Though written in 13/4, the beats are divided as 3, 3, 2, 2 and 3, thus the inat-
tentive listener may not even notice how complex the time signature is. In addition, the music 
starts slowly, almost in a meditative mood, with electric violin holding a long note while the 
French horn plays around it; then electric piano and the string section enter playing the unusual 
meter while Ellis’ trumpet states the opening theme. Once again, we almost have a throwback to 
the old days, a complex piece of music that is really and essentially jazz but built around classi-
cal principles. Both the theme and its harmonies change and morph; flutes and muted trumpet 
play a secondary theme, then a bridge passage that leads back to the original melody, now 
embellished with rich and complex scoring. This time, when Ellis enters, his trumpet dances and 

                                                
17 Holland, Bernard, The New York Times, July 27, 1997, http://www.nytimes.com/1997/07/27/arts/jazz-musicians-
with-nothing-better-to-do.html. 
18 I’ve not read any of Holland’s reviews of classical music by Ligeti or Penderecki, but I assume that he approves 
of those. In his review, he also takes a shot at Keith Jarrett for giving “mediocre performances of Mozart,” yet does 
not defend trained classical musicians—of whom I could name two prominent ones active at that time—who also 
gave mediocre performances of Mozart. 
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darts in and around the odd meter while the orchestra creates a contrapuntal ambience around 
him. Levy creates a fascinating contrapuntal web of instruments around Ellis, who becomes ever 
more excited, rising to a long-held high A before the orchestra restates the theme. Then, at 5:27, 
a synthesizer starts playing a loping, syncopated rhythm, the tempo increases, and a wild piano 
solo by Milcho Leviev, almost building to Cecil Taylor-like complexity, follows, then the elec-
tric string section. The band, now concentrated on upper-range instruments, does a wild dance in 
13/4 time before returning one more time to the principal theme, now played majestically and 
with surrounding counterpoint, before the tempo relaxes, Ellis enters in a mellow mood, and the 
piece comes to a surprisingly quiet conclusion. 

1973-74 
The last two years of this survey are being combined into one because, except for George 

Russell and Charles Mingus who will have their own separate chapters, not much else was going 
on in those years regarding jazz-classical fusion. In addition, this gives me the excuse to discuss 
two Earl Hines performances—two of his very greatest—that happen to come from these two 
different years. Deep Forest, you may recall, was one of Reginald Foresythe’s unusual third 
stream pieces from the early 1930s and the one that Hines made his band’s theme, but I men-
tioned at that time that Hines’ way with the tune as the signature for his big band made it more of 
a jazz piece and less “classicalized.” This 1973 solo piano performance goes a long way towards 
making us realize that Hines really did understand and appreciate its unusual quality, but possi-
bly chose to simplify it to help it gain public acceptance. Certainly, this solo performance is one 
of his gems and uses Foresythe’s original tune structure, something the band arrangement did 
not. Unfortunately, both this piece and his version of Stardust that follows were recorded on two 
of the worst pianos he ever played for recording. Their sound is simply atrocious, thus one must 
listen carefully to catch the beauties of Hines’ conceptions through the defective sound. 

Deep Forest begins, like his band version, with a piano tremolo, but in this case Hines re-
tains the unusual original harmonies and plays an interesting introduction. When he reaches the 
theme proper, it is at the same quasi-funereal tempo as Foresythe’s original, but with variations 
in its presentation that actually make it more interesting. Several critics, including Gunther 
Schuller in The Swing Era, have pointed out that Hines always seems happier and more comfort-
able when he is doubling the tempo and swinging mightily, and much of the time this is so, but 
this performance of Deep Forest has a rich texture and melancholic cast about it that proves 
Hines could be a sensitive interpreter when he chose to. The variations begin around the three-
minute mark, and yes, he does double the tempo here and there, but he does not rush it, and the 
second chorus of variants show him displacing the rhythm in an interesting fashion. Count Basie 
said that Hines cold play until he was 90 years old and never go out of fashion, yet it took a 
complex piece such as this to prove him right.  

Hines’ 1974 performance of Stardust, played on a piano that, if anything, sounds even 
worse than the one on Deep Forest (although it is recorded a bit better), was cited in Schuller’s 
book as one of the greatest Hines performances of all time. I agree, especially insofar as the un-
believable creativity of the variations goes, but as an overall structured performance it has some 
problems. I think Hines simply let himself run wild once he hit the double-time sections (he 
sometimes did) and said, “To hell with structure, I’m just going for broke on this one.” He cer-
tainly does, though even in the long, slow opening section he is quite inventive, more so than 
about a dozen modern classical composers of piano music I could name. The first fully impro-
vised chorus is also taken at a nice walking pace, and although it’s really just a warm-up for what 
follows it’s certainly good. But then things get more complex and more interesting; by the time 
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he starts fractioning the rhythm at 5:12 he’s off and running. The passage at 5:41 could be mis-
taken for Cecil Taylor except that it has more structure. By 6:12 Hines is bouncing up and down 
the keyboard via arpeggios, then at 6:38 he ups the tempo a little, creating a pseudo-boogie feel 
before playing dazzling right-hand variations against left-hand staccato chords. At the 7:30 mark 
he is suddenly suspending time so that it hangs in the air, then he dazzles the ear further with a 
quadrupling of tempo before slowing down and riding it out for another chorus, then a coda. 

It was also during 1974 that another pianist, often slighted by critics because he could be 
garrulous without doing anything really creative, presented us with a fine piano etude in a 
boogie-woogie style. This was Oscar Peterson (1925-2007), called by Ellington “the Maharajah 
of the keyboard” and sometimes cited as the only post-Tatum pianist who could emulate the ear-
lier pianist’s dazzling runs and flurries of notes. This he could most certainly do, but where 
Tatum was consistently inventive and working on several levels at once, Peterson could be bril-
liant in one chorus and coast for the next two. This may have been conditioned by his training, 
since he was a pupil of Paul de Marky, whose own teacher was Liszt pupil István Thomán. He 
also studied with his older sister Daisy Peterson Sweeney (1920 - ), who he credited with foster-
ing dedication in him. Daisy Sweeney, according to the Internet, has been a gifted pedagogue 
who taught many pianists in her native Canada but doesn’t seem to have ever recorded. 

The Boogie Blues Etude is pretty much as advertised, and because it is presented as an 
etude, e.g. as a study for pianists to perfect their technique, one can accept it in that vein. Listen-
ing carefully to what Peterson plays, one can understand the positions of both those who adored 
him and those who found his playing a bit too cautious and circumspect. The fast opening sec-
tion of the etude is, in fact, comprised of several standard jazz licks, only sped up and combined 
to produce a dazzling effect, yet after he slows down and states the theme of the etude, one also 
hears real invention at work, the subtly shifting harmonies, the way he links together motifs and 
the various permutations he puts his boogie theme through. At 2:08, Peterson suddenly shifts into 
high gear, playing a superannuated version of Meade Lux Lewis’ “honky tonk train” style of 
boogie, the left hand maintaining an almost miraculous moto perpetuo while the right plays daz-
zling runs. Guitarist Barney Kessel, along for the ride, contributes an excellent solo, but this is 
Peterson’s show, and when he returns he gives the listener an object lesson indeed in piano tech-
nique and, more importantly, how to swing using it. A doubling of tempo takes the music out of 
the boogie category and into the realm of super-stride, including a passage where Peterson plays 
piano trills with the right hand while the left walks through several changes, then a miraculous 
passage where it sounds as if a third hand has suddenly entered the picture, playing a mid-range 
improvisation while the right hand continues its trills and the right continues walking. This is fol-
lowed by a dazzling two-voiced fugue before Kessel and bassist Niels Pedersen come in behind 
him for the ride-out. A boogie blues etude, indeed! 

Before we leave 1974 and the end of this chapter, I am most happy to extol the merits of 
a musician who I believe is a musical genius. This is pianist-composer-bandleader Toshiko Aki-
yoshi (1929 - ), undoubtedly the greatest Asian jazz musician who has yet come forward and in 
my view one of the greatest musical creators of the 20th and 21st centuries. I only saw Akiyoshi 
and her husband, the brilliant tenor saxist-flautist Lew Tabackin (1940 - ), once in person, and 
that was at the 1978 Aspen Music Festival when they were playing with and leading a band of 
student jazz musicians. I am happy to say that, through diligence and hard work, Akiyoshi was 
able to get this student band to play her music at a level not very far beneath that of her profes-
sional big band. Akiyoshi was a demanding taskmaster, yet one whose lessons are richly reward-
ing for any aspiring jazz musician lucky enough to work with her. 
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What makes Akiyoshi’s story all the more inspiring is that she overcame a great many 
obstacles to achieve her dream of leading, playing and writing for her own orchestra, not the 
least of which was that she is a woman. Japanese by descent, Akiyoshi was born in Manchuria 
but her family was forced to return to Japan in 1945 when they lost their home and settled in 
Beppu. This was right around the time that she began to develop an interest in jazz, playing in a 
local club that was usually filled with American soldiers. According to her Wikipedia page, a 
local collector played Teddy Wilson’s recording of Sweet Lorraine for her and she was hooked. 
By 1952 she was listening to such American jazz pianists as Bud Powell, Art Tatum and Oscar 
Peterson, and emulated some of what they did in her own style. That same year Peterson heard 
her play during a tour of Japan and convinced Norman Granz to record her, which he did in 
1953. The album became a sensation, with critics such as Leonard Feather raving about her style. 

In 1955 she wrote to Lawrence Berk, founder of the Berklee School of Music in Boston, 
to ask him if she could come over and study there. It took a year for Berk to work out negotia-
tions with Japanese officials and the State Department, but she did eventually come and study 
there. An important sidelight: while a student at Berklee, she also studied privately with Herbert 
Pomeroy and Richard Bobbitt, and the latter taught her the Schillinger System of Musical Com-
position, which she admits had a profound effect on her. She married alto saxist Charlie Mariano 
in 1959 and spent eight stormy years with him, although through his connection with Charles 
Mingus she was lucky enough to work with the latter in his famous but ill-fated 1963 Town Hall 
Concert. In the year she divorced Mariano she met Tabackin, who she married in 1969. Thanks 
largely to the excellent salary he earned as a member of the Tonight Show Band under Doc 
Severinsen, she was finally able to fulfill her dream and form her own band in March 1973 after 
Toshiko and her daughter Michiru moved to California. Thus whereas Duke Ellington became a 
full-time bandleader at age 25 and Artie Shaw at 26, Akiyoshi had to wait until she was 43 years 
old before she was able to fulfill her dream. 

Happily, the Akiyoshi-Tabackin relationship has flourished, at least musically, in part be-
cause she included his name on the band and made him the number one soloist. For his part, Ta-
backin has responded with some of the most inspired and inspiring playing that one could possi-
bly have hoped for. Their mutual encouragements of each other’s talents is one of those rare in-
stances where two major artists combine and flourish, and have continued to do so, for more than 
40 years. Akiyoshi has developed a three-pronged approach to big band writing. First, and 
probably the most popular, has been her straightahead uptempo jazz numbers which are bop-
inspired. In this respect she became the most potent and visible successor to the old Dizzy Gil-
lespie orchestra. Second, she has written a great many jazz pieces, normally at a medium or bal-
lad tempo, which fuse the sensibilities of Japanese folk music with jazz. And thirdly, there are 
those pieces that are the most interesting of all, and will shortly become the focal point of our 
study of her work, where she builds long, evocative, multi-themed works out of Japanese motifs, 
skillfully orchestrating them and interspersing them with jazz solos and brisk ensemble work. 
These are the real treasures of her life’s work, and the thing that marks her as a giant in her field 
and a prime candidate for this study. 

I have chosen four pieces from her first recording date in April 1974. Memory is a perfect 
example of the way Akiyoshi builds a piece: starting the a “ground bass” played by low saxes 
and bass trombone in F, over which flutes and clarinets play some fills up above (with soft cym-
bal washes), this exquisite introduction leads into an ambiguous melodic line which (typically for 
her) straddles the line between Eastern and Western music. At 1:31, spaced-out bass notes un-
derpin a trumpet solo while a pre-recorded, tape-looped voice speaks works like “I remember,” 
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“rest,” “with – that – you,” “go far,” etc., with some of the words distorted by reverb. The aim is 
to distract the listener and spur his or her own memories while overlaying the musical progres-
sion. In short, this is an early example of what came to be known as a “theater piece” in music. 
After the pre-recorded words stop, the trumpet solo continues, now intertwined with the low 
saxes and trombone down below and the flute and clarinets up top, building to a climax with a 
suspended chord in the middle of the chorus. Akiyoshi was lucky, when forming her band, to 
have some of the top studio musicians in California to work with, a luxury afforded to no other 
leader working with a permanent band I can think of, and Akiyoshi was also lucky enough to 
convince them to tour with her when the offers came. Their consummate professionalism is here 
combined with a real commitment to play her music as well as possible, and it shows; Memory is 
as fine a performance as she could have hoped to draw from these players. The pre-recorded 
voice re-enters at around 6:15, with more words of remembrance, before dropping back out 
again. At about 7:06 Tabackin’s tenor sax, played with exquisite softness of texture, enters to 
complement the trumpet which is really the star of the show.  

Kogun is her earliest recorded example of the Japanese-music-based piece somehow con-
verted, via an alchemy that only she knew the secret of, into jazz. A noh speaker opens the piece 
with Japanese percussion and solo flute playing overhead; at the 36-second mark, the saxes enter, 
playing smeared and bent notes to suggest the more fluid tonality of Japanese music. At 1:35 
everything changes as the flute plays over a 5/4 rhythm, but this stops 20 seconds later as the noh 
speaker returns, this time over the orchestra; then a suspended trumpet chord at 2:29, after which 
the music suddenly and magically morphs into a more conventional 4/4 jazz beat, the orchestra 
swinging in relaxed fashion, albeit with flute and trumpet interjections up top. The music then 
becomes more complex, including double-time out-of-chord runs by the reeds, before slowing 
down once again at 3:52 for another flute solo, this one going on for some time. At the 5:30 
mark, the flute emulates Japanese music, after which the brasses re-enter, then another rallen-
tando to allow the saxophone smears to return over the 5/4 rhythm before the final ride-out. This 
is unquestionably a masterpiece, and one of many that Akiyoshi was to create in the years ahead. 

American Ballad somehow retains the feel of Memory despite having nothing overtly 
Asian about it. Perhaps it is just in the wonderfully languorous way she has the orchestra phrase 
her lovely yet ambiguous melody, the combination of flutes and clarinets (as an orchestral de-
vice, harking back not to the way Eddie Sauter wrote for Goodman but rather to Chick Webb and 
his Little Chicks), including a bass clarinet. Although Akiyoshi’s scoring for saxophones (except 
in the Japanese-flavored pieces) tends towards a more conventional “book” kind of orchestration, 
she almost always places her stamp on an arrangement by her insistence on including passages 
for flute and clarinets. Indeed, she can be said to have returned the clarinet to jazz, if only in 
terms of orchestral blend; she almost never allows a clarinet solo, and this is no exemption. 
Trombonist Britt Woodman is the solo voice of choice for this piece, and once again she shows 
how masterfully she can create a lush-sounding framework around her soloists.  

Long Yellow Road, like Memory, straddles both Eastern and Western sounds; note the 
odd rhythm and beat displacements throughout the piece. When combined with her typical five-
part harmony in the reeds and her proclivity to use heavier instruments such as the bass trom-
bone, bass clarinet and bass sax in the mix she is able to project a sound that is both clean and 
modern on the one hand yet somehow harking back to some of the more advanced arrangers of 
the 1940s. In the liner notes for her RCA Novus Series reissue on CD, Tabackin also noted that 
very often his wife’s harmonies are as different as the rhythm, saying of one piece, “It’s in G mi-
nor, but starts on a G7 and goes to C minor. It sounds very natural, but when you try to play the 
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changes it kind of hits you that it’s different.” I can think of no finer piece to end this chapter, 
which surveys so many different styles of jazz within the same period, on. The polyglot musical-
ity of Long Yellow Road, though different from all the jazz we’ve been examining, is still within 
the framework of what we were discussing at the beginning of this chapter. The fact that Akiyo-
shi received the plaudits and recognition for her work that escaped Rod Levitt, for instance, is no 
discredit to the earlier pioneer. He was just unlucky enough to be ahead of his time while Akiyo-
shi, working in the mid-1970s instead of the mid-1960s, was very much a part of hers. 

 
*  *  *  *  *  * 

 
1974 was also the year Duke Ellington died. Some of the tributes to him were almost em-

barrassingly over-the-top, particularly Gunther Schuller’s piece Ellington in the Pantheon for 
High Fidelity magazine. As much as I admire what Ellington did, I also realize that he was sel-
dom orthodox in the compositional sense; in fact, most of the time Ellington merely juxtaposed 
themes rather than developing them. On the other hand, I would hope that the reader of this book 
will give me credit for isolating the great moments of Ellington’s career and praising him for his 
ability to coalesce sound into unique statements. Particularly in the case of his best work, some 
of the early “tone poems” with his orchestra, Black, Brown and Beige (the original version, de-
spite its structural flaws), The Clothed Woman, Harlem, Night Creature, The River and Afro-
Eurasian Eclipse, he left us something marvelous and moving that should be programmed in 
concert, and not necessarily by jazz bands, but, in my view, by playing the music more or less 
the way he scored it. With the sole exception of The River, what Ellington did with his own mu-
sic is finer and more interesting than what Maurice Peress or Ron Collier could do with it. I hope 
I have shown throughout this book that it is my firm belief that classical composers should be 
borrowing and using techniques from jazz orchestration in the creation of modern works, that 
what such remarkable musical minds as Morton, Ellington, Parham, Isham Jones, Sauter, Miller, 
Mundy, Gil Evans, Monk, Franklyn Marks, Mingus, Levitt and Russell did with music is not 
only equally valid as classical orchestration but, in my view, often superior because it opened the 
doors for far greater timbral combinations and sonic possibilities that didn’t previously exist. 
And as I’ve consistently pointed out, for Ellington timbre was at least half of his music’s sub-
stance. But to say, as Schuller did, that Ellington is on a par with “the Beethovens, the Monte-
verdis, the Schoenbergs, the prime movers, the inspired innovators” because he “had in common 
with them not only musical genius and talent, but an unquenchable thirst, an unrequitable passion 
for translating the raw material of musical sounds into his own splendid visions,”19 is to invite an 
argument that is not winnable. Fifteen years later Schuller tempered his view somewhat, writing 
that “he may yet one day be recognized as one of the half-dozen masters of all time,”20 but now, 
40 years after his death, Ellington’s position is not quite so secure. Nor is it, as Schuller pre-
dicted, due to the stubborn view of jazz musicians (which does still exist in some circles) that the 
“best” jazz is completely and spontaneously improvised, and that anything written out or struc-
tured is antithetical to that, but rather the fact that greater and better structured musical minds 
have emerged, and some of these were late-period contemporaries of Ellington.  

We shall now examine two such composers and give them their own separate chapters. 

                                                
19 As reprinted in full in The Duke Ellington Reader, ibid, p. 415. 
20 Schuller, Gunther, The Swing Era, New York: Oxford University Press, 1989, p. 157. 


