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X. George Russell 
 

Although Gunther Schuller was also one of George Russell’s greatest fans and boosters, 
and in fact was instrumental in finally getting him a job teaching the Lydian Chromatic Concept, 
he and millions of other writers and critics have somehow missed the fact that Russell was one of 
America’s greatest composers and, in fact, one of the most important in the fusion of jazz and 
classical music. Perhaps this is because he, like so many artists who worked in jazz, was largely 
self-taught, although in the early 1950s he studied briefly with Stefan Wolpe at the recommenda-
tion of Miles Davis. Perhaps it is because he was something of a loner, considered by some a 
“difficult” personality; or perhaps it is because, as we shall see in this chapter, Russell had by far 
the widest range of compositional styles and not all of them appealed to listeners who wanted 
jazz to be fun or enjoyable. I will say at the outset that I myself am not convinced by everything 
he wrote. I don’t respond particularly well to his most abstract works, nor to most of those using 
funk or rock as their basis (like the Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved by Nature), but even 
within the range of those works I do like—and there are many—I also admit that Russell’s mu-
sic, like that of Schoenberg, Webern and Wolpe, sometimes tended to be cerebral and not always 
appealing from an emotional standpoint. That being said, as a composer and as a musical theorist 
I believe he deserves to be recognized not just nationally but internationally as one of the most 
important musical thinkers of all time, regardless of genre. In addition, I believe that Russell was 
the greatest and most influential musician born in Cincinnati, a city that also produced James Le-
vine, Spaulding Givens, Mamie Smith and Stephen Foster, and as such he should have a statue 
erected to his memory in that city—yet he is barely known by Cincinnatians, who would much 
rather hang up plaques and pay homage to R&B bass player Bootsy Collins. 

In fact, there is a connection—and an interesting one—between Russell and Spaulding 
Givens, who later changed his name to Nadi Quamar. He was the first person to play advanced 
classical music, in the form of Debussy’s Nocturnes, for teenaged George Russell. For the first 
time, Russell said, be could hear in his mind’s ear music that inhabited more than one harmonic 
base at a time. Debussy’s music, with its ambiguous and sometimes mixed harmonies, pulled 
him out of his “comfort zone” just as Debussy and Stravinsky did for Bix Beiderbecke in the 
1920s. Moreover, as one who would become an excellent arranger as well as a composer, Russell 
got his first taste of music that was scored in an entirely different way from both the jazz and ear-
lier classical music he had heard. Yet according to Russell—and this may very well be true—he 
learned the most about arranging from his high school friend Harold Gaston when they were 
both patients at the tuberculosis ward of the Branch Hospital in Cincinnati. Russell survived his 
bouts with TB; Gaston and his family, alas, did not. Yet there is no question, from reading about 
him from different sources, that Gaston was an exceptionally fine and well-schooled musician. 
He played bass, and very well—it was said that after the death of Jimmy Blanton, Duke Elling-
ton wired him and invited him to join his orchestra, but the fatally ill Gaston had to decline his 
offer—thus there is no question but that Gaston had the kind of formal training in music that 
young Russell only acquired in spurts. 

As we have already seen in Chapter VII, Russell was a key player in the formation of a 
melodically and harmonically advanced form of jazz during the bebop era, though his music 
wasn’t really bop at all. His most technical achievement during that era, albeit one of the most 
musically convoluted, was A Bird in Igor’s Yard for Buddy DeFranco’s orchestra (1949), but 
after the Lee Konitz group recorded his composition Ezz-thetic in 1951 he virtually disappeared 
from the American jazz scene for five years. Working as a store clerk in Macy’s and writing his 
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Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization on the side, he certainly had enough to occupy 
his mind during that period, but it was probably a small shock to the music world when, in 1956, 
he turned up on not one but two albums in RCA Victor’s “Jazz Workshop” series. The first was 
Hal McKusick’s album, which to many listeners may have been their first exposure to Russell (A 
Bird in Igor’s Yard wasn’t released until 1972 and his outré arrangements of Similau for Artie 
Shaw and Caravan for Charlie Ventura were poor-selling records and scarcely known); the sec-
ond was his own workshop album, The George Russell Smalltet which was also the jazz public’s 
very first exposure to pianist Bill Evans. 

As I stated in the previous chapter, although I love Bill Evans’ trio recordings they are 
lovely and exquisitely crafted jazz performances. The pianist’s greatest contributions to the jazz-
classical axis, outside of his Conversations with Myself recordings, came in the context of his 
performances with Russell, Tony Scott and Charles Mingus, but especially the former. Russell 
knew exactly what he wanted from his musicians, a concept of jazz composition in which the 
solos dovetailed perfectly in terms of musical continuity and contributing to the structure of the 
piece. He was very fortunate in his earlier experiments to find like-minded individuals to take the 
plunge at least once each in doing do (Gillespie, Ventura, Shaw, De Franco and Konitz), and in 
writing for the McKusick Dectet he had to take into consideration the fact that this was a stylisti-
cally diverse group of musicians, combining those who reveled in then-cutting-edge jazz 
(McKusick himself, tuba player Bill Barber, baritone saxist Gene Allen and guitarist Jimmy Ra-
ney) and those who were not particularly attuned to his aesthetic (trumpeter Art Farmer, trom-
bonist Jimmy Cleveland, bassist Milt Hinton and drummer Osie Johnson). The fact that Russell 
satin on the sessions as a tambourine player indicates to me that he also acted as musical director 
of his own scores. It wasn’t so much that the music he wrote for them was over their heads me-
lodically or even harmonically, although they were quite advanced, so much as it was tricky in 
the sense that he wanted them to play at least in part within the rules of the Lydian concept. This 
meant, in essence, improvising in such a way that you used 4ths almost exclusively in spacing 
your notes, i.e., that your improvisations were based on the Lydian chord used in Russell’s 
model. One of the benefits of using this system strictly is that if you play in the Lydian mode 
above almost any harmonic base other than the Locrian mode (a scale in which every note is flat-
ted a half-tone except the tonic and the 4th), the improvisation will sound bright and exciting de-
spite the fact that the notes played don’t really “belong” to that harmony. But this, too, was one 
of the principles of Russell’s theory, that there were no “wrong” notes as long as you followed 
his principles. One problem with this system, as we shall see, is that not every jazz musician can 
think consistently within its parameters. Another problem is that it necessarily excludes vertical 
harmonic thinking, i.e., improvising on the chord as it would appear in sheet music going from 
top to bottom. And the third problem is that it almost completely precludes melodic improvisa-
tion; your thinking must be consistently harmonic, regardless of whatever odd melodic structure 
it produces. 

Reading the paragraph above, one might think I am opposed to the Lydian Chromatic 
Concept, but this is not so. I like it, particularly as Russell and his musicians applied it much (if 
not all) of the time; but I also recognize its limitations, just as Arnold Schoenberg’s 12-tone sys-
tem had strictures and limitations—and I like a great deal of Schoenberg, too. You just have to 
admit, going into an in-depth listening experience of Lydian jazz, that you won’t get as many 
melodic signposts to follow as in other forms of modern jazz, not even in the work of Coleman 
or Mingus, whose music is certainly just as complex and valid. All three of them had a different 
if not entirely incompatible view of musical progression, and if Russell admired Coleman rather 
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more than Mingus it doesn’t mean that he disliked Mingus, any more than Mingus disliked 
Coleman or Russell. They were just different ways of solving the same problem of how to struc-
ture jazz and combine it with classical form, and if I find Russell’s and Mingus’ work richer than 
Coleman’s it doesn’t mean that I dislike Coleman either. Nevertheless, we have to admit the dif-
ficulties involved in all three systems, and to a large extent it is Coleman’s that is the hardest to 
get into and play on a consistent basis by someone who isn’t Ornette Coleman. As a sidelight to 
all this—and I speak here as someone who has only studied the Lydian Concept and listened to 
jazz based on it, not as someone who has actually played in the Lydian style—many educators 
believe that later books inspired by Russell, particularly those by Jerry Coker1 and Mark Levine,2 
make the Concept easier to break down and use in a practical sense. I can believe this, since there 
are also books on the 12-tone system that explain that much better than Arnold Schoenberg did.3 

Since this book is only designed to touch upon music theories and not examine or inves-
tigate them in depth, this will be the last time I bring this topic up in relationship to Russell’s 
jazz. After all, one’s appreciation of any music has to be, in the end, based on one’s aesthetic sat-
isfaction in listening to it, and if that satisfaction is constantly based upon a theoretical construct, 
one will quickly fall into the trap—as so much academic classical music has—of being nothing 
more than an elaborate mind game and not something that conveys or evokes feelings. The art-
work of M.C. Escher, for instance, is certainly fascinating and even at times amusing, but in the 
end it only conveys a convoluted mathematical application of art to visual unrealities…streets 
and viaducts that intersect at physically impossible angles, layered unrealities showing windows 
at the top, bottom sides and back of an illusory room or building leading into a mirror-image 
cosmos. Similarly, some of Russell’s music (particularly the complex A Bird in Igor’s Yard) is 
music that “doubles back on itself” in much the same way as Slonimsky’s chromatic exercises. 
We have already seen how Slonimsky’s system could be put to some practical use by John Col-
trane, but in the end led the tenor saxist to a music dead end. Russell never reached that dead end 
because his musical imagination was always a fertile ground for exploration, experimentation 
and growth; and he, at least, understood the Concept so well that he lived and breathed it as his 
natural environment, but it was not an environment that everyone could breathe on a constant 
basis. Russell is, in my view, the musical equivalent of Escher: a mathematically-based but gen-
erally attractive rearrangement of the tonal system to create interesting and sometimes whimsical 
structures that are an end in themselves yet still influential in their own way. 

And now, with that out of the way, let us examine the superb music left behind by this 
great genius of jazz. In addition to the early works mentioned in the second paragraph, we have 
also covered All About Rosie and Freein’ Up. Now we return to his other groundbreaking re-
cordings. We begin with Odjenar, a rather strange and surreal piece that was recorded in the 
same session with Ezz-thetic (see Chapter VIII). Curiously, although Miles Davis was the person 
who started Russell on his investigation of the tonal system, this was the only session in which 
Davis recorded any of Russell’s music, although he later claimed that Russell’s Lydian Chro-
matic Concept had inspired his Kind of Blue album (and of course both Cannonball Adderly and 

                                                
1 Coker, Jerry, Complete Method for Improvisation, Alfred Music Publishing, 1997, in which voice-leading is bro-
ken down using 4ths like the Russell system but encouraging resolution or further modulation.  
2 Levine, Mark, The Jazz Theory Book, Sher Music Co. 1995, reprinted 2005. 
3 Moreover, as Graham Phipps pointed out in Comprehending Twelve-Tone Music as an Extension of the Primary 
Musical Language of Tonality (College Music Symposium, October 1, 1984), in listening to Schoenberg’s late mu-
sic one is “struck by the fact that it sounds very much like an extension of nineteenth-century musical practice.” 
(http://symposium.music.org/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=1962:comprehending-twelve-tone-music-
as-an-extension-of-the-primary-musical-language-of-tonality&Itemid=124) 



 270 

Bill Evans, who played on that album, were also fans of Russell). It begins with alto sax, trumpet 
and guitar playing a canon, the rhythm section only entering around 1:26 and then playing a beat 
so off-rhythm that the ear takes a while to realize that the tune is indeed in 4/4. One of the more 
remarkable things about Odjenar is that, in a way, it sounds more like a Lennie Tristano piece 
than like a George Russell composition. Lee Konitz, of course, was a Tristano pupil, but so were 
guitarist Billy Bauer and bassist Arnold Fishkin who also play on it. The strong classical feel of 
the music continues straight through to the end; I doubt that any of the solo playing on here is 
improvised. This is a real set-piece and certainly one of the most interesting and advanced pieces 
that Russell wrote at this time and that Davis ever recorded. 

Yet in a way, both the issued recordings of Similau and Odjenar and the unissued re-
cording of A Bird in Igor’s Yard (which took on a sort of mythical status during the years) 
worked against Russell getting further work. Just as the Dave Brubeck Octet was too far out for 
its time, Russell was considered a “brainiac” who thought too much and wrote with no feeling 
for the average jazz listener. Thus when Hal McKusick was signed by Jack Lewis of RCA to 
make his Jazz Workshop album, he had to convince Lewis to let him use some Russell composi-
tions. To his credit, Lewis was apparently so impressed with Russell’s work that he immediately 
offered him a contract for an album of his own. This sort of excellent taste and foresight was 
rare, even then, in the record industry, but as I mentioned earlier in this book it sealed Lewis’ 
fate at RCA. The reason I am convinced that Lewis offered Russell a contract immediately is that 
during the sessions for the McKusick LP Russell also began recording performances issued on 
his own disc. Consider: 
 

RCA sessions: 
March 3, 1956 – McKusick, Barry Galbraith, Milt Hinton, Osie Johnson 
The Day John Brown Was Hanged (George Russell) 
Lydian Lullaby (George Russell) 

 
March 31, 1956 – George Russell Smalltet: Art Farmer, McKusick, Bill Evans, Galbraith, 
Hinton, Joe Harris 
Ezz-thetic (George Russell) 
Jack’s Blues (George Russell) 
Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub (George Russell) 
Livingstone, I Presume (George Russell) 
 
April 4, 1956: McKusick, Sol Schlinger, Art Farmer, Jimmy Cleveland, Bill Barber, 
Galbraith, Hinton, Johnson 
Miss Clara (George Russell) 
 
Of course, McKusick recorded other pieces besides Russell’s at those sessions listed 

above, but I have isolated the Russell pieces to indicate that the first two pieces put on tape—
Russell’s work—so impressed Lewis that he had Russell return to the RCA studios with almost 
the same musicians four weeks later to begin recording his own album. The remainder of the 
Russell tracks were recorded in October and December. Pianist Bill Evans was virtually un-
known as the time Russell used him, but this exposure led to his being hired by Tony Scott and 
Miles Davis. His contributions to these sessions are considerable, but it must also be taken into 
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account that he was playing within the style of the Lydian Chromatic Concept here, as he would 
on future albums with Russell. 

Not all the pieces that Russell recorded for RCA are really “jazz-classical” in the sense 
that we are using for this study. Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub and Ezz-thetic are performances in a 
much more straightahead jazz style; I think Lewis may have suggested pieces like these as an 
“icebreaker” for record-buyers who were bound to be confused by Russell’s thoughtfully con-
structed but sometimes emotionally distant style. Yet, all in all, it could not have been a better 
introduction to Russell’s work. By and large, the music is attractive if unconventional, and in fact 
the first of his works recorded by McKusick—The Day John Brown Was Hanged—is just as 
complex, if not more so, than the Concerto for Billy the Kid or Ballad of Hix Blewitt. 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. We need to return first to the McKusick sessions 
and The Day John Brown Was Hanged. This remarkable creation begins with a guitar lick over 
drums, played off-rhythm, over which McKusick’s alto sax plays against it in a round. At 45 
seconds in, the tempo comes to almost a dead stop; bowed bass plays against the guitar, after 
which the latter plays the familiar tune John Brown’s Body Lies a-Mouldering in the Grave, 
whereupon McKusick plays a creative countermelody against it. As the tempo becomes jazzy 
again, the alto saxist and guitarist again play opposite each other, this time strange melodic pat-
terns by the former and chords by the latter. A new theme is reached at 2:30, played by the alto, 
then the guitar improvises (?) afterwards. When McKusick re-enters, both he and Galbraith are 
playing in counterpoint to each other, and they stay this way even after pauses and tempo shifts. 
At 4:20 the bass leads into a new section which sounds like a variation on earlier material, in-
cluding double-time licks, all of it adding up to a very strange and complex composition. A riff-
like variation then comes around with harmonic changes, followed by more “spacey” music in 
which the pauses are as eloquent as the notes chosen. The canon or round briefly returns, but 
then McKusick plays a melodic passage which continues into the quite ending. 

Lydian Lullaby isn’t much of a lullaby at first, but rather a medium uptempo piece that 
opens in B� minor before switching over quickly to the Lydian. It becomes more lullaby-ish at 
around 1:04, or at least more ballad-like. Despite the Lydian bias, this is a relatively tuneful 
piece and one fairly easy to follow (possibly Russell’s concession to balance out The Day John 
Brown Was Hanged). Although Johnson’s drums are heard now and then, lightly in the back-
ground, this primarily a three-way conversation between McKusick, Galbraith and Hinton, get-
ting a bit more complex at the 2:52 mark, then relaxing into a very smooth, cool jazz solo by 
McKusick, followed by Galbraith over the saxist. At this point we move to the first Russell ses-
sion and Jack’s Blues, which starts out in bitonal fashion before settling into a modern-sounding 
blues tune in B Lydian with a break that moves chromatically through what sounds like three 
other keys. The bridge beginning at 1:17 does the same before the tempo brightens up a bit for 
the alto solo, then a bit of bitonal polyphony before we hear Bill Evans for the first time, playing 
a single-note solo in the style of Tristano. The tempo shifts briefly to 3, then returns to the initial 
tune and harmony. I found it a bit ironic that Livingstone I Presume has almost the same title as 
Artie Shaw’s best piece for his Gramercy Five, as well as a very similar opening beat, though of 
course Russell’s music is more sophisticated. This Livingstone, after the initial drumbeats, be-
gins with the piano playing an alternating E�-D-E�-D in the right hand, and D-D�-D-D� simul-
taneously in the right—immediately signaling a bitonal Livingstone. The bass then comes in, 
playing a lick in an altogether different key, followed by McKusick in his own mode (or key). 
This Livingstone certainly is lost! The polytonal web continues to build as trumpeter Art Farmer 
comes in, but Russell is a more genial creator and doesn’t grate on the ears as much as Bob 
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Graettinger. We then get a swinging guitar solo in B� minor (or its analogous mode, whichever 
you prefer), followed by a McKusick solo. I wonder how much rehearsal time these pieces took; 
even though McKusick, as I mentioned, was used to playing modern jazz with Boyd Raeburn 
and George Handy, to be able to “think” modally as one plays sometimes requires additional re-
hearsal. The quirky polytonal and polyrhythmic motif of the opening returns at the end. Here is a 
Dr. Livingstone who returns to being lost at the end! 

From here we jump back to the McKusick sessions for Miss Clara, a wonderfully swing-
ing piece in the old kind of “walking” tempo that seems to have disappeared from jazz. Again 
Russell turns the listener on his or her ear with polytonality, repeated riffs and off-kilter rhythmic 
shifts to complement a tonality that rises and falls at will. At least in these pieces, the pattern re-
mains almost the same: complex, written beginnings and endings with more relaxed beats and 
more conventional tonality to back the improvisations. Then we leave McKusick’s world for 
Russell’s own environment and Round Johnny Rondo, in which he is still working with the alto 
saxist but has again brought Evans in on piano and here switches to the man who would become 
Evans’ drummer in his own trio, Paul Motian. Round Johnny Rondo is a bright and perky bitonal 
piece, full of good humor and, at first, fairly conventional rhythms. This is the kind of environ-
ment McKusick reveled in, and he responds with a particularly good-humored solo, as does 
Farmer. Evans feeds him wonderful “rootless” chords before playing his own sparkling, single-
note solo. The last two choruses become busier and more complex rhythmically, but not so much 
as in the earlier pieces. With Night Sound, however, we are back into the kind of sound-world 
that Russell employed in Miss Clara, here made a bit slower, less bright, and somewhat more 
mysterious (Farmer has a mute on his trumpet here). The entire piece stops completely at the 
1:25 mark before continuing with one of Evans’ finest solos of these sessions. Yet as always 
with Russell, it is the overall construction of the piece that matters, not the solo moments.  

Concerto for Billy the Kid may have been a bit of a tongue-in-cheek title for Russell, 
since it is not really a particularly long piece and no more complex than most of the others. 
Again Farmer plays with a mute and the overall mood is quiet if very upbeat in tempo. As usual 
for Russell in this period, complex polyphony is set up not too long after the beginning of the 
piece, but in this case it seems to focus around a repeated tape-loop of a lick; then Evans plays 
his solo, and it is a brilliant one. (It has always rather surprised me how little most Bill Evans 
fans know or appreciate his work with Russell and Scott.) After another ensemble, Evans returns 
for a stop-time chorus beginning at 2:30, and it is here that he really takes off. Russell enhances 
rhythmic tension by occasionally overlaying 3/4 and 4/4 simultaneously. The first solo by Evans 
sounds uncharacteristic because it isn’t improvised but written out by Russell (in a TV clip, men-
tioned later, you can see Evans reading from the score as he plays); his second chorus, combin-
ing scalar runs, passing chords and little triplet figures that “hover around” the tonic, is fully im-
provised and more characteristic of Evans. Perhaps the Concerto title was inspired by how well 
Evans fit into the context of the piece and not because of the work’s structure, which is certainly 
not concerto-ish in any conventional sense. As good as Evans’ solo is, however, I think some 
listeners tend to overlook Farmer’s (open) solo, one of his finest in these sessions. 

One could go into similar detailed descriptions of the other pieces from this album, but in 
the interests of saving space I shall just give an overview here. In Witch Hunt, for instance, we 
encounter rhythmic counter-patterns similar to those in Round Johnny Rondo, only building up 
more tension in the clashing harmonic structure; Monk is, as I mentioned earlier, sometimes 
compared to Stravinsky in the way he worked with harmony and rhythm, but there is a touch of 
Stravinsky in George Russell, too. Fellow Delegates features the composer (who had briefly 
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played drums professionally before turning to composition and arranging) playing the Boom-
bams or electronic drums, following which the simple texture of the music centers around flute, 
clarinet, piano and guitar for the strange opening theme, followed by development in the form of 
written passages. Russell has a Boombam solo with an emphasis on an eighth-note rhythm and a 
bit of circular repetition before expanding and playing outside figures. Alto sax and muted trum-
pet finally enter, along with the flute, for the final peroration. The Sad Sergeant is one of the 
strangest pieces of music ever written, a combination of Reveille played softly on muted trumpet 
against a bitonal background which then becomes the foreground, following which we finally 
settle into a medium-slow-tempo blues tune with echoes of Reveille popping up here and there.  

Knights of the Steamtable swings nice and buoyantly from the very start despite typically 
Russell-like canon effects; it is possibly the tightest-written piece on the album. When the solos 
come around, they do so almost as fills to the ensemble, the guitar playing countermelodies be-
neath the trumpet and unusual metric changes entering in the middle and then abruptly ending on 
an unresolved chord. The Ballad of Hix Blewitt was recorded twice (as was Concerto for Billy 
the Kid), once in mono (the version issued on the LP) and once in binaural stereo (RCA had ex-
perimented with stereo, mostly in classical music, since early 1954 but didn’t indulge in stereo 
jazz on pop LPs until quite a bit later). I prefer the mono mix of Concerto but the stereo version 
of Hix Blewitt. This is almost a surreal nocturne, floating across your consciousness via flute and 
guitar at the outset, then adding piano, followed by bass and then vibes and drums. The middle 
section is a dialogue between Evans on piano and Teddy Kotick on bass before the flute returns; 
then a moment of peppiness tries to establish itself, but is quickly abandoned as we return to the 
flute, guitar and bass which finish up the music. 

Amazingly, a group including Farmer on trumpet, Gene Quill on alto sax, Jimmy Cleve-
land on trombone, Evans on piano and Eddie Safrinski on bass played a live performance of 
Concerto for Billy the Kid in 1958 on the short-lived (13-episode) NBC television show, The 
Subject is Jazz. The series’ musical director was Billy Taylor and the onscreen host Gilbert 
Seldes. The program featuring Evans and a group of George Russell-ites was the last show in the 
series, “The Future of Jazz,” which began and ended with performances of Taylor tunes and in-
cluded an interview with Russell. In addition to Billy the Kid, the same group premiered a Rus-
sell work that wouldn’t be recorded for two more years, Stratusphunk (which Russell, inciden-
tally, considered a more complex piece than the Concerto). What is fascinating about this per-
formance is the feeling of “spaciness” that the musicians were able to achieve in a fairly small 
TV studio under hot lights—certainly not an easy task in those days. After the theme statement 
and a bitonal repeat of the same, Cleveland plays an excellent, wide-ranging solo that chooses its 
notes quite carefully and uses space very well. An ensemble break leads to Farmer, playing in a 
minimal style eerily close to that of Miles Davis, at least for the first half-chorus. Then Evans, 
again in a single-note mood with occasional chords played in the left hand, just with the bass at 
first and then with the horns playing a little figure behind him while drummer Ed Thigpen dou-
bles the time. The typically odd tune is then used as a ride-out.  

By this time Russell had begun what was to become his life’s dream vocation, that of 
teacher. At the invitation of executive director John Lewis, Russell began teaching advanced 
composition at the Lenox School of Jazz in Massachusetts, joining faculty members Dizzy Gil-
lespie and Gunther Schuller. It’s rather ironic that Russell was not a big fan of the kind of Third 
Stream music written and promoted by Schuller, who was otherwise one of Russell’s lifelong 
supporters. Russell simply felt that jazz’s new developments, though based on classical princi-
ples, had to remain separate from classical form and orchestration. In this respect, however, he 
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was also at odds with Coleman, whose work he greatly admired, as well as several others who 
were working from outside the classical power structure to integrate the two kinds of music. 

That same year, Russell entered the Decca studios to record one of his finest and most 
popular albums, New York, N.Y. This was a jazz “concept” album using a big band of stellar mu-
sicians (the only instance of Art Farmer, Ernie Royal, Frank Rehak, McKusick, Evans and John 
Coltrane playing together, and the only real instance of Coltrane playing what you would call 
“conventional” big-band jazz) playing tunes named after or associated with New York and tied 
together with improvised jazz poetry by Jon Hendricks. In fact, Hendricks’ opening spiel—
“Think you can lick it? Get to the wicket! Buy you a ticket—Go! Go by bus, by plane, by car, by 
train…New York, New York, what they call a somethin’ else town!”—has become so iconic 
among hip listeners and jazz musicians that it is often recognized even by people who don’t 
know what album it comes from. For our purposes the entire album is not necessary to hear, par-
ticularly Big City Blues and A Helluva Town, but the other three tracks, one Russell original 
(Manhatta-Rico) and three standards (Rodgers and Hart’s (I’ll Take) Manhattan and a medley of 
Vernon Duke’s Autumn in New York and Burton Lane’s How About You?) are gems of recom-
posing and rearranging. In the first, for instance, Russell actually quotes Autumn in New York at 
the outset more frequently, not even introducing Richard Rodgers’ tune until 3:15 and then doing 
so in so complex a manner that only the first four bars are even recognizable. And once again, he 
allows his favorite pianist, Bill Evans, plenty of solo space, which he takes advantage of by 
completely rewriting what Russell already rewrote. Call it editing an adaptation if you will, but 
the transformation is so complete that, once again, I have included a 1988 original version of the 
piece by jazz-influenced singer Rosemary Clooney and a small band to illustrate just how far 
Russell changed not only the melodic and harmonic construction but in fact redistributed the 
note-lengths within the melody, not just in his ensembles but imposing his rhythmic-melodic 
configuration on the soloists (Coltrane is in a particularly inventive mood; I consider this one of 
his best and most economical solos of this era).  

From here we skip to a Russell original, Manhatta-Rico. As already mentioned, Latin 
jazz had become practically a staple of the repertoire since the late-1940s excursions by Dizzy 
Gillespie’s and Stan Kenton’s big bands, and Russell’s own Cubana Be, Cubana Bop was cer-
tainly one of the finest of these. Manhatta-Rico may not be as revolutionary for its day, but it is 
certainly a fascinating piece, opening with lots of bongos, then introducing the bass, then bring-
ing in a trumpet playing in its low register along with alto and tenor sax, then the full trumpet 
section, before moving into the buoyant if somewhat elusive melody based on the Lydian scale. 
On this track Al Cohn replaced Coltrane, but the band continued to swing and the writing re-
mained polyphonic and fascinating, switching over to a bass solo that leads into a repeated round 
behind a trombone solo. By this point the music is more Manhattan and less Puerto Rican in feel, 
the bongos dropping out and the trombone solo followed by Evans in single-note mode, but at 
7:12 Phil Woods (also new on this session) plays a wonderful, bouncy solo in front of the Latin 
percussion before again switching over to swing. 

The East Side Medley starts out with a great deal of Evans’ piano, playing his trademark 
“rootless” chords but not having the bass to underpin him. He introduces the tune of Autumn in 
New York around the 1:10 mark but then changes it around in typical Bill Evans style. The or-
chestra doesn’t come in until 2:46, and then just the trombones at first, followed by saxes (Col-
trane is back in the mix here), and finally trumpets, but the orchestra really just enhances and 
limns what Evans is playing. A kick into uptempo around 4:34 brings some of what I would call 
a “holy modal round” into being, followed by Evans piano solo again. This is, of course, the 
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How About You? portion of the medley, but Evans only alludes to it here, not really stating it at 
all, nor does the orchestra play it during a brief outburst. You just have to assume that How 
About You? is the tune being played and leave it at that. After a drum solo the tempo returns to 
ballad mode again and Autumn in New York comes back for a brief encore. 

Decca must have felt confident enough after the wonderfully creative yet still somewhat 
accessible jazz of New York, N.Y. to invite Russell back for a follow-up album, but nothing in his 
entire oeuvre was quite as far-out, challenging or less easy for average jazz fans to follow than 
Jazz in the Space Age. This disc, though ostensibly also featuring an orchestra (two trumpets, 
two trombones, French horn, one each alto, tenor and baritone sax, two pianists and rhythm sec-
tion), is actually played mostly by the dueling pianists (Evans and Paul Bley, another modernist 
who would shortly go into the realm of free jazz) with percussion, and the lines played by the 
pianists are so harmonically elusive that they sound pretty much like Lennie Tristano double-
tracking himself and, to borrow the title of one of his tunes, going “Out On a Limb.”  

The entire album is so good and so interesting that I have included it all in this discus-
sion. It is divided into six sections, titled Chromatic Universe I, Dimensions, Chromatic Uni-
verse II, The Lydiot, Waltz From Outer Space and Chromatic Universe III. To a certain extent, 
this album was an introduction to the “Living Time Orchestra” experiments of the 1970s and 
‘80s, but it is more than that, a musical journey through the Lydian Concept pushed to its then 
ultimate limits. This is music best listened to in the deep dark of night, when things are so still 
that not even the crickets are chirping; it is relatively quiet in volume. For the sake of keeping 
who’s who straight, Evans plays on the right channel while Bley is on the left channel…but if I 
didn’t tell you that you might have a hard time telling them apart. (As I mentioned in the previ-
ous chapter, some of Evans’ greatest playing occurred in the 1950s with Russell, Scott and Miles 
Davis before he became an icon with his trio, and Bley is so often underrated that I wonder if he 
has a major spot in jazz history at all.) Dimensions is a Lydian jazz-blues lick played at first by 
the ensemble, more like the kind of music Russell would soon write for his album Stratusphunk. 
The tempo relaxes for some excellent Dave Young tenor sax, followed by the brass ensemble 
(first loudly, then falling in and out of accompanying the piano) before returning to the opening 
beat. Evans has the solo space here all to himself, and he makes the most of it. All in all, Dimen-
sions is probably the most conventional jazz piece on the entire album, if you can call anything 
Russell wrote conventional! 

Chromatic Universe II picks up where the first one left off, pitting Evans vs. Bley in a 
somewhat bluesier, more uptempo piece. Ironically, Russell was not a particular devotee of the 
Gunther Schuller type of “third stream” music; he felt that if jazz was to grow and survive, it had 
to mature and develop—and of course, classical principles would be used—yet still remain jazz. 
Yet his musical mind worked so precisely and so inventively that almost everything he did fell 
into the jazz-classical axis. The Lydiot opens with incredible cross-rhythms begin the piece, and 
then when the bass and drums enter, so too do the instruments of the orchestra, only this time 
playing off each other. The harmonic base seems to be C major, but the rather complex sax pas-
sage that follows Seems to be D Lydian over the C tonic. Evans’ piano solo is sparser than usual 
for this period but clearly fitting into the context of the piece. Bley follows with an excellent solo 
of his own, then a chase chorus between the two pianists, each one complementing or completing 
the musical thoughts of the other. A bitonal horn passage follows, then an excellent trombone 
solo, after which the trumpets play interjections over a second, double-time chorus by the trom-
bone. Al Kiger, a very shy musician who was one of Russell’s favorite players, take the trumpet 
solo, then the repeated C-major lick before tenor saxist Dave Young (a highly underrated musi-
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cian) takes a good solo of his own. The trumpets play a peppy repeated series of riffs that build 
up the tension, then a drum solo and the ride-out. 

Part 5, Waltz From Outer Space, doesn’t sound like a waltz at all at first (thanks to the 
placement of the bass notes), but eventually one does hear what sounds like 5/4 or possibly even 
7/4 (it’s hard to tell because of the way the bass keeps displacing his beats). If Dimensions was 
the simplest piece in this suite, Waltz is by far the most complex. There’s even a tape splice at 
the 3:00 mark that tells you the musicians screwed up, too, and had to redo it. The solos are not 
as important here as the ensemble and that mad, shifting beat: one becomes engrossed just trying 
to figure it out. Even more so than The Lydiot, Waltz seems to be constantly in a state of har-
monic flux. It sounds as if it should be tonal, but it isn’t. Then, at the end, yet another piece of 
Chromatic Universe, this one as strange and disorienting as the first. And again we have a piano 
duet/duel between Evans and Bley, but this time the fade-out ending leads to…nothingness. Yes, 
that is how it should be. 

At this point, and for several months thereafter, Russell’s recording activity became a bit 
strange. In addition to playing several live gigs with his sextet, which had Kiger on trumpet and 
Dave Young on tenor sax, he made two more albums for Decca, George Russell Sextet at the 
Five Spot (recorded September 1960) and George Russell Sextet in K.C. (sometimes referred to 
by its subtitle, “Original Swinging Instrumentals,” recorded February 23, 1961, with Don Ellis 
replacing Kiger on trumpet), but around the same period he signed a contract with the smaller 
Riverside label and started recording for them. I can’t think of another major jazz figure—and by 
1960 Russell was becoming a major name—who did this (recording for two labels simultane-
ously), nor can I think of another major jazz artist who went from a major label to a small one. 
Even Thelonious Monk, who spent more years than he should have recording for the same inde-
pendent label (Riverside), finally signed a contract with Columbia, where he stayed for most of 
the 1960s, but Russell went backwards. Perhaps he liked the greater freedom in selecting reper-
toire that Riverside afforded him, but this period was so fertile for him as both composer and ar-
ranger that he and his groups could barely contain themselves. 

Of course, since his aesthetic (as we have noted) was more jazz-oriented, not all of the se-
lections he put on tape in those years fit into the theme of this survey, but being George Russell a 
great many of them do. It’s also noteworthy that during this period he played and recorded sev-
eral pieces by other writers, among them David Baker (who later succeeded him in the Lenox 
School of Jazz as teacher of composition), Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Clifford Brown and Carla 
Bley. I happen not to be a big fan of Carla Bley’s own bands: I find too many of her composi-
tions to be rather dour, hung up on minor keys and downward chromatic melodic construction as 
well as on what I call a sot of funky tango beat, none of which appeals to me at all, but listening 
to Carla Bley as re-imagined by George Russell is an entirely different thing. In his next-to-last 
Decca album, Russell recorded her piece Dance Class, and an even more interesting live per-
formance of this arrangement has since been issued on CD. It’s a typical Bley piece in that she 
creates a dour theme using downward chromatics, but Russell’s multi-level voicing and layered 
scoring adds interest to what would ordinarily be an uninteresting piece. In addition, Russell im-
parts a greater sense of unity to the work by increasing the swing and knitting different sections 
together via a sense of fluid rhythm, i.e., of using several subtle tempo shifts to keep interest up. 

Another non-Russell composition, again transformed via his fertile imagination, is David 
Lahm’s Lambskins which was on his first Riverside album, Stratusphunk (which also included 
another Carla Bley piece, Bent Eagle). Lambskins starts out with what I hear as a modified jazz-
Latin beat, but like so many of Russell’s own compositions, it quickly shifts gears in rhythm, 
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harmony and melodic structure; even the introduction of a swinging trumpet solo in relatively 
straight time does not change one’s unease in listening to this music, whose harmonic base seems 
to be constantly in flux. A scored asymmetrical passage at the two-minute mark adds tension, 
following which is a trombone solo with piano interjections by Russell. The music constantly 
sounds as if it would desperately like to settle into E� major, but neither Lahm nor Russell will 
allow it to. A quirky, off-rhythm yet somewhat Latin-sounding beat comes and goes behind the 
tenor sax solo; trumpet and trombone play counterpoint licks at the start of the tenor’s second 
chorus, which is cut off by a drum break before quickly shifting into a coda, and out. 

David Baker’s War Gewesen led off Russell’s last Decca album, and it is one of his real 
gems. Unsettled bitonal riffs come and go at the start, interrupted by solo piano, but the choppy 
tune construction continues into the theme, which also breaks up the rhythm via time changes. 
Russell continues playing staccato, off-kilter piano chords behind Young’s and Don Ellis’ solos, 
which are so well constructed that they might almost have been written out in advance. (Russell 
often complimented Ellis by saying that he took to the Lydian Concept in improvising so well 
that he didn’t have to write any passages out for him.) Surprisingly, Russell himself also takes a 
solo in this one, his playing not technically dazzling but fitting into the tune as if he were its 
composer and not just the arranger, then a bass solo to follow. In the bass’s second chorus Rus-
sell’s simple chord fills almost sound like he is recomposing the theme. The last minute is de-
voted to stop-time passages alternating the band with piano, although Ellis gets in one last state-
ment, riding above the band for a few bars. The ending is almost anti-climactic. Rhymes is an-
other Carla Bley tune, and in this case one of her most attractive, a ballad in E� with a shift into 
E� Lydian and back. At 1:48 we swing into a nice medium tempo with trombone and sax solos, 
then back to the ballad pace for Ellis and back again to medium swinging. This cat-and-mouse 
game with tempo continues throughout the piece, which is one reason why I like it so much. 
Would that all Carla Bley compositions were this good. Russell’s own Theme, by contrast, is 
straightforward in tempo (and texture) but not at all in the complicated melodic-rhythmic tune he 
has constructed. Interestingly, Young’s tenor solo here sounds a little like Coltrane, not just in 
note choices but specifically in the tone of his instrument—in fact, the best Coltrane imitation 
I’ve ever heard. Ellis’ almost wild-sounding trumpet complements him perfectly, and trombonist 
Baker pops in and out as the music fades out to a conclusion. 

Russell’s 1962 album The Stratus Seekers, by contrast, contained almost all original 
pieces, the lone exception being Kige’s Tune. By now, of course, Ellis had replaced Kiger as the 
group’s trumpeter, but it’s good that they recorded this piece as it is one of the most fascinating 
on the album. Here, too, Russell’s sextet was considerably changed from before, with tenor sax-
ist Paul Plummer and bassist Steve Swallow replacing Young and Chuck Israels and the addition 
of alto saxist John Pierce to make it a septet. As normal with Russell, the addition of an extra 
voice (alto sax) did not just get doubled with the tenor line; rather, he used it to provide contrast-
ing lines here and there within the ensemble. The strange, minor-key, oddly-rhythmed opening 
theme puts one in mind of a Carla Bley tune, but peppy double-time interludes liven it up here 
and there, so that it almost (but not quite) sounds like a piece by Mingus. It’s difficult to tell at 
this point how much of this piece’s effectiveness is due to Kiger and how much to Russell, but 
I’d wager that the latter had more to do with it, as its development and evolution (and the way he 
effectively contrasts and changes the themes) sound very much like his handiwork. Interestingly, 
the alto sax passage beginning at 2:37 sounds very much like “outside” jazz playing in the new 
fashion, but when Ellis follows him he is playing some of the same notes at the beginning of his 
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solo, which creates an interesting sense of continuity. The odd tempo changes continue through 
to the end which, peculiarly, simply fades out. 

A Lonely Place is essentially sui generis in Russell’s output, a moody, almost surrealistic 
piece that would make an effective scene-changer for a film noir or a stage play revolving around 
a murder mystery. It sounds through-composed, even the subtone trombone solo in the lowest 
part of the instrument’s range and the tenor sax solo which (like the alto previously) also sounds 
like outside jazz. Ellis manages to play smears on the trumpet that sound very much like his later 
quarter-tone playing, although this was a few years before Holton made him his four-valved in-
strument. Trombonist David Baker follows suit, but of course it’s much easier for that instrument 
to play between tones. Russell slows things down even more with his own minimal piano inter-
lude, then the principal theme returns to the finish. Stereophrenic pits a swinging 6/8 tune in the 
left channel against a purposely stiff 4/4 theme in the right. Interestingly, Russell scores the latter 
for trumpet near the top of his range and trombone near the bottom of his. The bridge passage is 
a contrasting theme. With the coming of the tenor sax solo at 1:43 we suddenly align both tracks 
in the jaunty 6/8 tempo (almost the same as Coltrane’s performance of My Favorite Things) but 
then when Ellis enters he is suddenly in the left channel rather than the right, and both he and 
Russell play against each other rhythmically again.  

In his next album, The Outer View, Russell created an excellent title piece; after an open-
ing drum solo, the oddly martial-sounding theme picks up steam and then begins swinging in its 
quirky, oddly-metered, two-left-feet dancing style. A Monk-like interlude comes and goes, then 
the tempo drops down to a crawl as pizzicato bass accompanies the solo trombone, which later 
picks things back up for the swinging interlude. Trumpet and tenor sax play interjections over the 
trombone come into the picture, then the tempo drops off again as the tenor enters for a solo. 
Much of this music sounds written, and rightly so; to improvise too much outside the composi-
tional framework would disrupt the flow. As in so many of his pieces from this era, Russell con-
tinues to play cat-and-mouse with the listener, increasing and stopping the tempo at will, almost 
as if one were racing down a hallway only to stop for breath and peer out the windows onto a 
strange, alien landscape. But the real gem of this session (and album) was Russell’s unique re-
working of the old “cowboy” song, You Are My Sunshine. Sunshiny it most certainly is not, but 
rather one of the bleakest, most forlorn pieces of music ever written. Russell spaces his horns 
both close together and far apart simultaneously, creating strange and disturbing chords outside 
the harmonic base of the song. Even the brief introduction of a quasi-Latin beat (just before stat-
ing the theme) doesn’t help lift the mood. This is the song of someone who has been working 
and living in a mineshaft so long that his occasional glimpse of sunshine brings him no cheer. 
But Russell reserves the greatest surprise for the second half of this 12-minute workout of Sun-
shine, a haunting, almost whispered vocal by Sheila Jordan, sounding like a hip yet downcast 
sunshine-worshipper. The fact that it comes after the only uptempo passage in the arrangement 
only adds to the surprise. In some of those big-band arrangements we heard in Chapter V (e.g., I 
Can’t Get Started, Blues in the Night, Be Careful It’s My Heart) we learned to listen to them as if 
they were instrumental lines with words, but none of them came close to Jordan’s superb han-
dling of the music, her almost whispered intimacy, or the way she inflects both the music as mu-
sic and the words for their meaning. It is a simply remarkable achievement. In her last vocal cho-
rus she effects a key change from B� to E�, and the band members play around her to create a 
strange web of sound around her.  

During the next several years, Russell relocated to Scandinavia where he concentrated on 
performing, generally with large bands of Swedish and Danish musicians. His composing style 
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also changed, moving away from the incredibly complex jazz pieces of the 1956-62 period and 
turning more to Latin and “funk” rhythms. One good example of this is his 1965 piece, Oh Jazz, 
Po’ Jazz, but the most impressive piece from this period is his 29-minute Othello Ballet Suite. 
Commissioned by Norwegian television for a program called The Net, it’s not clear how much 
time Russell had to write this piece (remember my comments a chapter back about the short time 
usually given to jazz writers as opposed to their classical brethren), but despite his use of electric 
guitars and some rock rhythms, Othello is a fine piece worthy of widespread performances and 
exposure. The recording was made with an orchestra of Scandinavian musicians, most of whom 
he had already worked with off and on in different venues for the previous two years. One of the 
handicaps of many of these “jazz ballets” is that their were either never actually performed as 
such or, if they were, that we don’t have the luxury of seeing as well as hearing them, but Rus-
sell’s Othello is written in broad, dark colors, mostly browns and oranges, surprisingly using a 
great many massive sound clusters (one might almost call this Russell’s answer to the “wall of 
sound”), using plunger trumpets and trombones à la Ellington, and all in all sounding (surpris-
ingly) a lot like Michael Mantler’s Communications pieces for the Jazz Composers’ Orchestra. 
Solos tend to be terse and emotionally tense, heightening the drama of the situation, although (as 
I inferred above) it is difficult to imagine exactly how this music fits into the scheme of a ballet 
on Othello without actually seeing it. It is, nevertheless, powerful and potent music, despite the 
fact that the mind’s eye has a difficult time imagining anyone dancing to it. This is particularly 
true in Part 1, around the six-minute mark, were the polyrhythms just get too complex and 
strange to imagine choreographing. Despite numerous descriptions of the music online, I have 
yet to discover evidence of anyone staging this as a ballet with dancers. Polyrhythms enter again 
after the 13-minute mark, but then fall away for a funky bass lick accompanying a flute solo and 
a trombone-saxophone duo. The music continues to sound forlorn as well as strange; echo cham-
ber effects (obviously difficult to perform live at that time) come and go; the music shifts in 
theme and mood, but retains its largely dark colors and feeling. The bowed bass around the six-
minute mark, and bent notes played by both bass and saxophones, lend the music a haunting 
quality difficult to put into words. A medium-tempo passage underscored by snare drum with 
bass clarinet and low trombone playing is mingled with the sound of chimes—there is a certain 
“march to the scaffold” feeling about this, probably underscoring Othello’s internal turmoil. The 
turmoil is enhanced by increasing tempos and greater harmonic clashes before the music fades 
into nothingness over a long-held organ chord.  

The second half of the ballet opens with a solo tuba and briefly (mercifully) goes into a 
bit of a rock beat, but not too heavy, as the orchestra weaves themes around it. There’s a strange 
resemblance of this music (excepting the astringent harmony) to Henry Mancini’s Peter Gunn 
music; at 2:04 this dies away as a forlorn saxophone comes in over drum rolls. If my analysis of 
this long and complex work seems disproportionately brief compared to my analysis of Russell’s 
shorter pieces, it is not because the music is less good or interesting so much as it is simply less 
detailed as a moment-to-moment experience. Othello is more of a complete listening experience 
than Russell’s jazz written for filling a smaller amount of time (and space). 

The same year he wrote the Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved By Nature (1969), Russell 
returned to America where Gunther Schuller got him a position in the newly-formed Jazz Studies 
department of the New England Conservatory of Music. Here Russell would teach the Lydian 
Chromatic Concept over the next 35 years while still occasionally writing and recording new 
works. For some listeners, the Electronic Sonata is his greatest masterpiece of this period, and to 
some extent it may be, but the preponderance of rock and funk elements remove it, in my view, 
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from the essence of this study. Much finer—in fact, his closest approach to making his jazz com-
positions sound classical—was Listen to the Silence, an anti-war mass written and recorded in 
1971 but, for some strange reason, not released until 1983.4 Like Othello, it was the result of a 
commission, in this case by the Norwegian Cultural Fund for the 1971 Königsberg Jazz Festival, 
although performed not at the festival but in the Königsberg Church, which gave the perform-
ance its beautiful ambience. It shows how well Russell could write for voices, something one 
would not normally expect of him, and how well he could adapt the Lydian Chromatic Concept 
when need be for something much closer to classical form.  

Of course, much of the choral writing is chanting on a single note, spaced an octave or 
more apart when all four voice types come in. The text uses the repeated “Ecoutez la silence” 
and its English counterpart; at times the basses and sopranos, pitched about three octaves apart, 
sing the words above while the rest of the chorus shouts in rhythm on unspecified pitches. Event 
I begins with the sopranos singing “Ecoutez le silence” on a unison B� for several repetitions. 
The bass and drums enter at about 2:27 and increases in volume, then the sopranos jump up an 
octave. The tenors and basses do spoken chant in rhythmic counterpoint, after which the bass 
enters with tympani and then the trumpet (at 2:48) playing double-time figures with a piano-
bass-drum break. This leads to a jazz interlude with chanting above it, the jazz band relatively 
soft and in the background. The chorus sings slowly rising chromatics, then chant with hand-
clapping to a set rhythm that does not always match the syllabic stress of the words.  

At 4:57 all becomes quiet, then the chorus returns, all four sections now chanting and 
clapping hands, to a different text. At 5:40 the single-note singing returns, this time with long 
pauses between sections, before just stopping. 

Event II begins with a sustained low F played by a bowed string bass, after which the 
choir basses sing “om” on F�, almost like a Buddhist chant until at 1:07 other voices enter on 
different pitches using the syllables “hey-oh” (it sounds almost like a piece by Meredith Monk) 
with solo trumpet coming in, high above them all, at 1:33. The organ underscores the sound, then 
falls away; the chorus quiets down, too, then restarts their “Ecoutez la silence” chanting, now 
with overlapping chanting in unspecified tones around them (this effect reminded me very much 
of Lalo Schifrin’s Jazz Suite on the Mass Texts). A bass singer enters, wordlessly winding his 
way around the chorus in a style halfway between jazz-blues and classical style, later singing the 
text: “Lovers, if angels could only understand them, might utter strange things in the midnight 
air. For there is energy, no, nothing more, only energy.” The chant group answers, three groups 
in counterpoint against each other. Group I: “It is as if we all are in our own unconscious, Play-
ing incredibly unreal roles in a diabolic game, looking for the answer…” Group II: “War, Hate, 
Lies, Fear, Greed, Brutality, Hitler, Stalin, Watergate, Vietnam, War…” Group III: “Trying to 
find the reason, Trying to find the answer, Trying to ask the question, Giving the correct answer 
to why, why we continue to have…” The orchestra plays an occasional counterpoint to the tri-
choral chanting, helping to build the tension, a solo flute suddenly appearing above the fray…for 
its time, a perfect fusion of classical and jazz elements. 

Event III is the most complex but, due to its content (reading Newsweek and New York 
Times accounts of the Vietnam War), the most dated. I would suggest simply substituting online 
news accounts of our most current war for present and future performances. Here, however, Rus-
sell writes some nice counterpoint for the chorus, and manages to get them to swing a little, 
which helps because solo trumpet and the rhythm section continually accompany them. Russell 
                                                
4 Russell added some post-production work, including remade choral passages by the New England Conservatory 
Chorus and sound effects, back in the U.S. in 1973. 
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achieves a wonderful flow in this section despite the simple chanting of news stories over the 
rhythm section. One of the more whimsical chants, evidently meant as an allusion to the madness 
of war, is one in which a Soviet General, Pyotr Grigorenko, asks “whether the people who find 
their way into the special mental hospitals are always real mental patients. I, myself, have seen 
Professor D.R. Lunts, the Chief Psychiatric Examiner of the Serbsky Institute in Moscow, arrive 
at work in the uniform of a colonel of the KGB Secret Police.” Russell helps rebuild tension, af-
ter a break, by means of well-placed if sparse timpani beats behind the chorus and then having 
some of the men hold long notes on vowel sounds (often pitched dissonantly) while the others 
continue to chant out words. The tenors eventually raise their pitch on their long-held notes, 
which adds further tension. Things then wind down, only to slowly build up again on word 
chanting using written texts (about Nixon’s war advisors) while the others sing bent notes on the 
vowel “oh,” constantly going up in pitch before suddenly singing a long glissando down. Then 
the bass player with Jan Gaborek on tenor sax, just the two of them, creating a forlorn mood to 
the end of the piece. 

Event IV starts with a speaker exhorting us to “Listen inwardly to the silence, in order to 
achieve Metanoia. Metanoia is a state of change which enables one to evolve above and beyond 
the conflict of the world.”   Trumpeter Stanton Davis, over the rhythm section, creates his own 
tension, following which the organ and the rest of the rhythm section turn up the heat. This sec-
tion has the most improvisation and the least written-out portions, but that’s all right, too. After 
this rather lengthy portion winds down, a single voice speaks of the teaching of the Gospel and 
how “the inner teaching of Christ is not sentimental.” Electric guitar, trumpet, bass and drums 
then accompany another bass vocal solo, and here I felt there were some traces of Alonzo Levis-
ter’s style (could Russell have heard Blues in the Subway during his years in New York?). When 
the chorus returns, they sing in counterpoint to each other (men in the left channel, women in the 
right) and both against the band, which then turns up the tempo and the heat once again for a 
churning, burning passage of great intensity. The chorus adds wordless atonal chords to the mix 
as the whole thing comes to an unsettling and somewhat inconclusive finish. In my view, Listen 
to the Silence is one of Russell’s greatest masterworks, worthy of greater study and certainly of 
live performances. 

In 1972 Russell and Evans came together for the last time on a recording project, the Co-
lumbia LP Living Time. Conceived on a grand scale as both an allegory to the life cycle and a 
modernistic, wide-ranging large band piece with Evans on acoustic and electric piano, Living 
Time puzzled many listeners—including Evans and his trio, which consisted at the time of bass-
ist Eddie Gomez and drummer Marty Morell. Evans commissioned Russell to write the work, but 
as Morell later said in an interview with pianist Jan Stevens, “we later found out that George had 
already written the piece! So, when he was asked if he would compose a work for Trio and a 
large ensemble, he just stuck in a few trio sections and called it a composition for trio and large 
ensemble --and I don’t believe that he really had the trio in mind for it at all. In my opinion, it’s 
evident when you listen to it. That is, if you can get through it all! Eddie and I -- and even Bill -- 
kept looking at each other during the date with confused expressions as if to say ‘what is going 
on?’”5 One jazz critic has called the music “rather dull and surprisingly forgettable,” but to my 
ears dull wasn’t the problem. The problem as I hear it is that the music focuses far too much on 
continuous tone clusters spread out across the sonic landscape, and Evans’ playing tries to fit in 
but somehow doesn’t quite succeed. Most of the score sounds to me like Michael Mantler’s 
Communications but without the directionality and focus of Mantler’s work. In fact Evans fans, 
                                                
5 Quoted in the website The Bill Evans Webpages, http://www.billevanswebpages.com/2morellintvue2.htm. 
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used to his chamber jazz performances with his own trio, hated the recording so much that they 
wrote letters to him via Columbia that if he ever recorded anything like this again, they would 
abandon him.6 I have chosen to include Event VIII in this survey because it is indeed the closest 
thing to modern classical music in the suite and an example of the work as a whole. Evans has an 
extended solo introduction, and here, at least, sounds very much like the Bill Evans we know 
from his earlier work. At 2:05 a tenor sax is heard playing along with him; at 2:21 the full or-
chestra comes in, and I think you will be able to hear what it is that I don’t like about the music: 
the tuba pulling against the strident, atonal trumpets and saxes, scored so peculiarly that they 
sound at first like bagpipes. An explosive “free” passage comes and goes without rhyme or rea-
son, then around 3:50 the whole orchestra explodes in a riot of sound. Musically, Russell has 
some good ideas here and manages to make some of them work, but the ugly-sounding textures 
and chaotic explosions defeat his purpose. Not everything a genius would write is necessarily a 
work of genius. 

Much better, and the work on which we shall end this survey, is Vertical Form VI from 
1977. Commissioned, once again, by Scandinavians, in this case the Swedish Radio Broadcast-
ing Company, was viewed by Russell as “an investigation of layers or stratum of varying 
rhythms.”7 Written for the same size ensemble and with a similar use here and there of rock 
rhythms, Vertical Form VI simply holds together brilliantly whereas Living Time (to my mind) 
does not. Without casting stones at the Bill Evans Trio for not fitting into the overall structure 
(chaotic though it was) of Living Time, the musicians on Vertical Form VI simply feel each oth-
ers’ pulse and the evolving pulse of this complex and fascinating score much better. Moreover, 
even from the beginning there is a clearer sense of structure. I believe that Russell simply learned 
from Living Time and was able to evolve his style here—yet another case of a creative musician 
who took two steps forward and then one step back before being able to coalesce his new con-
ceptions into something that is as communicative as it is well crafted. In a sense, Vertical Form 
is Russell’s Skies of America, except that it is scored for a jazz orchestra in a jazz fashion, using 
his strong classical-modal principles to push the envelope towards something new and exciting. 
There are almost no dull moments in Vertical Form and also no musically confusing ones, at 
least not for a listener with an advanced listening experience and an open mind. It is also, for me, 
one of the very few works in either the classical or jazz spheres to use electronic sounds intelli-
gently and musically.  

There are little themes or snippets of themes throughout Vertical Form VI, and it is so 
Russell’s credit—and the credit of the Swedish musicians—that they were able to make this 
work sound reasonably cohesive. Unlike Skies of America, where long stretches of thorough-
composed music alternate with the improvised sections played by Coleman’s jazz ensemble, 
Vertical Form sounds to my ears like a completely composed piece with written-out solos. Only 
occasionally, such as the double-time soprano sax outburst near the end of Event I, do I get the 
impression of improvisation, yet again improvisation that fits the structure of the whole. In Liv-
ing Time, except for Event VIII where he was simply asked to play solo for a few minutes prior 
to the ensemble coming in, almost none of Evans’ contributions sounded as if they really “fit” 
the rest of the music. 

                                                
6 In his book Bill Evans: Everything Happens to Me (Backbeat Books, 2002), Keith Shadwick (who happens to like 
Living Time because he liked the heavy rock rhythms and ugly tone clusters) attributes this to the fact that the music 
was “too far away from Evans’ normal ambit to appeal strongly to his regular fan base.” (p. 154) 
7 Cited by John Fordham in his obituary of Russell in The Guardian, July 28, 2009. 
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Event II begins with a bowed bass underpinning celesta electric guitar and electric bass, 
and drumming that hovers between a rock beat and funky jazz, but the overall quietude of the 
piece and the lovely melodic line played by the piano (in the left channel) give the music an al-
most Moorish tinge and maintains interest. Unlike Living Time, too, Vertical Form contains 
some highly original scoring of interest, such as the ensemble passage in the right channel that 
begins at about the three-minute mark. It took me two listenings to realize that this passage was 
scored for winds, since Russell makes them sound very much like an electric string section. Part 
of this effect was created by “layering” the sound so that these wind instruments are slightly re-
cessed, which puts them behind the trumpets and electric guitars in the left channel. The music 
then becomes very jazz-funky while still maintaining an evolving line, although here the compo-
sitional style is more in the nature of (as Alonzo Levister calls it) a tune, which is all very nice, 
but not a composition. Soft bass notes with Latin percussion open Event III, followed by also sax 
(right channel) and guitar (left channel) playing the same quirky theme in unison. Trumpets then 
enter from soundstage left, the other reeds from soundstage right, as the music becomes more 
complex. What sounds to me like an electric harpsichord (or an electric piano on a harpsichord 
setting) also emerges from the right channel, eventually added to by two pianos, one from the left 
and one from the right, while the electric bass comes to the fore with a funky groove. Yet even 
here, Russell maintains musical interest as somehow, in little bits and stages, the music evolves 
in and around these various pieces of the puzzle. An electric piano solo is heard in center stage. 
Some rather wild-sounding solos (trumpets in the left channel, reeds in the right) build up the 
tension, yet most of these sound written out as well, though it’s difficult to be certain.  

Event IV leads off with an organ playing rapid triplet figures, followed by electric bass 
and drums in a funkier mood; flutes and clarinets enter in the right channel, then the electronic 
harpsichord playing quite loudly in contrasting rhythm against the continuing fast triplets from 
the organ. Ambient-type music is then heard in the right, while in the center of the soundstage a 
snare drum is heard. Listening to Vertical Form, one really starts to wonder if Russell conceived 
this music as it sounds on the record, i.e. layered from left to right with different instruments 
coming at different times in the different channels. Certainly for him, this concept was an exten-
sion of Jazz in the Space Age many years earlier. The question then arises, Can this music be 
played in a live concert setting and still have the same musical and psychological effect? It’s a 
legitimate question, and one that pop and rock artists normally have to face much more fre-
quently than their jazz and classical relatives, but it remains a valid argument. Ominous, long-
held brass chords are heard while the organ’s crazy triplets continue unabated, then everything 
just sort of fades away at the end. Event V is the shortest portion of the score, lasting a mere 1:57, 
not counting the applause, and as in the case of so much of Russell’s work it sounds like a con-
tinuation of his musical thought and not very much like a finale. A somewhat chaotic-sounding 
rhythm plays under the trumpets and reeds for a while, then a sort of jazz-rock groove crops up 
only to be undermined by the chaotic sounds once again. A screaming trumpet leads into a 
deadly silence as the music is cut off like the chop of a guillotine.  

In my view, there is no question that Vertical Form VI is a masterpiece and the height of 
George Russell’s work in the combined field of jazz, jazz-rock and electronics. Although The 
African Game won a Grammy, to me it is simply too much rock which undercuts its construc-
tion.8 Nevertheless, I believe the works discussed here are enough to mark Russell as one of the 
most original and powerful creators jazz has ever known. Would that all jazz composers had his 
incredible imagination and sense of exploration! 
                                                
8 Although the 2002 live performance has less funk and more of a jazz feel, and sounds better constructed to me. 


