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ROBERT G. O’MEALLY, BRENT HAYES EDWARDS, AND FARAH JASMINE GRIFFIN

Introductory Notes

o

Our new century is witnessing the development of jazz studies as a new field in the liberal arts curriculum at the college and graduate school levels—and with implications for students at all levels. Jazz is not new at the university in the United States. For at least fifty years there have been maverick efforts as well as established classes tracing jazz’s beginnings and development; and for years there have been courses teaching students to play. (One of the wondrous oddities of our current moment is that the best advice to a serious jazz player in training is not to drop out and study in New York’s nightclubs but to attend one of the several conservatories where excellent jazz instruction, by accomplished jazz artists, is richly available. At Berkelee or the Manhattan School would-be Mileses and Sarahs can major in jazz.)

What is new here is the conviction that jazz is not just for players and aficionados who can count the horns and boxes of the music “from Bunk to Monk,” as the expression goes; but that knowing about jazz and its cultural settings is part of what it means to be an educated woman or man in our time—this regardless of a student’s own specific major or field. Certainly this does mean that citizens of the new century should know who Bunk Johnson and Thelonious Monk are, that they should be able to trace a crisscross line from early cornettists and trumpeters to brass players of our own era and from early jazz pianists and composers through Monk and beyond. Jazz experts love to chart the ingredients that jazz lovers listen for: Where is the melody? Where is the harmony? What are the colors? How to define the polyrhythmical universe in which jazz reigns, the complex rhythmical play? Where’s the music’s sense of momentum called swing? Where is the dance-beat orientation? Where is the individuality of sound? Does the soloist “tell the story?” Where is the call and response? The sense of conversation? Where is the improvisation? The bluesiness? The “Latin tinge?” The sense of a jazz tradition, the artwork as archive? How to chart the will to spirituality? The vocal qualities of the instruments, the instrumental sound of the voices? What is the magic that makes a piece with only one or two of these qualities somehow a “jazz” piece anyhow? And, by the way: Why do so many musicians, including veteran percussionist-composer Max Roach and trombonist-composer George Lewis, disapprove of the word jazz? How is such a word constricting? What might such a label leave out of what Roach and Lewis do as artists?

These questions of definition, history, and form will always be part of jazz studies. Getting a small part of the answers to such questions right can be the work of a lifetime. But what more is there to explore?

Uptown Conversation asserts that jazz is not only a music to define, it is a culture. Which is to say that not only might one study Bunk and Monk as individual musicians in a broad stream of musicians who influenced them and by whom they in turn were influenced. One also can consider the immeasurably complex worlds through which they moved, and which they helped to shape. What would cultural historians—with their insistent drive to questions of nationality, race, sexuality, gender, economics, and politics—say about the extraordinarily complex terrains of the New Orleans of Bunk Johnson, the North Carolina and West Side Manhattan of Thelonious Monk? Of these artists’ other geographical travels? What did their images, including mistaken conceptions of who they were, tell us about the cultures that mythologized them?

How did these jazz musicians influence not just musicians but other artists of their era and milieu: the poets and novelists, painters and sculptors, photographers and filmmakers, dancers and choreographers who regularly heard them play and often shared with them a sense of common project? One thinks of Jackson Pollock dancing to the music as he spun the drips of paint on canvasses placed on the studio floor; of Langston Hughes writing detailed instructions to the musicians he hoped would accompany performances of his poetry; of Romare Bearden’s beautifully turned stage and costume designs for Alvin Ailey and Dianne McIntyre, whose improvisatory jazz dance workshop was called Sounds in Motion; of the drummer Jo Jones in an interview naming as key influences a series of tap dancers he admired; of Stanley Crouch, stirring his high-powered essays in a room where jazz drums stand at the center, the old dream-kit inspiration; of Ralph Ellison, who kept in touch with his beginnings as a musician in Oklahoma City through hourlong conversations with his childhood friend the singer Jimmy Rushing; of Toni Morrison reading her brilliant prose to improvisations by Max Roach and the dancer Bill T. Jones; of the pianist Jason Moran playing at the Studio Museum in Harlem, where he introduced his group as including Beauford Delany, whose paintings hung on the wall near the bandstand—vigorous call and recall across the art forms.

What is a jazz painting? A jazz novel? What is jazz poetry? What is jazz dance? What is a jazz film? What are the sources of jazz as an art form? What are the sources and meanings of art? What work does the music do for the whole community?

With such questions now we are talking about jazz “across the curriculum”—as our colleagues in English departments say about teaching students to write: not just the province of Ph.D.s in English but of the whole liberal arts faculty.

There are other questions, too, once jazz steps outside the music building: What are jazz’s implications for the student of law? What issues of copywriting and licensing apply here? How does one protect the intellectual property rights of an improvised jazz solo? Are there styles in jazz that have something to teach the law profession? What about business? Business schools typically hold up the symphonic conductor as an important model for someone running a business: cuing, keeping time, building toward climaxes and endings. What could a jazz orchestra, typically without a conductor standing in front of the band, tell a business student about how to swing together, to improvise without losing the time or the sense of ensemble? What could the Duke Ellington Orchestra, which endured from the early 1920s till the artist’s death (and still exists today, led by Duke’s great-grandson Paul) teach the business world? What economic and political forces have shaped jazz? Who buys jazz? What is its audience? What are the economics of being a “sideman,” not a group leader but “just” a player in the band? What are the economics of being Albert “Tootie” Heath—to pick an example of a masterful drummer not known for his own leadership of bands?

Appropriately enough, Uptown Conversation derives from the ongoing meetings of a group of scholars and artists who have been attempting to function as a kind of band or scholarly jazz orchestra. These essays are the work of the Jazz Study Group, a scholarly seminar that has met at Columbia University two or three times a year over a period of eight years. A collective of more than thirty members based primarily but not exclusively in the New York metropolitan area, the Jazz Study Group has been a dynamic springboard for the new jazz studies emerging in the past decade.

Uptown Conversation may be regarded as a kind of sequel to our seminar’s first book project, The Jazz Cadence of American Culture (1998): an anthology of seminal works on jazz and jazz’s influence on its sister art forms—classic interviews, definitional texts, and landmark essays by Ralph Ellison, Zora Neale Hurston, Amiri Baraka, and others. Following through on that first book’s effort to define a new field of jazz studies across the curriculum, Uptown Conversation now records some of the best work, virtually none of it published before, by new voices in this vital emerging field. If the single most striking feature of this book is its robust interdisciplinarity, it thus reflects the composition and working methods of the group itself, which has included a remarkable range of participants: musicians, literary critics, social historians, art and dance historians, musicologists, archivists, film scholars, anthropologists, sociologists, journalists, poets, and visual artists. The aim of this book is that of the seminar, which has pursued, through dialogues between participants from a wide variety of disciplinary perspectives, new methods of studying the history of jazz, its social contexts and broad cultural ramifications.

A number of the essays included here were first developed as presentations at meetings of the Jazz Study Group, literally as parts of conversations held in uptown Manhattan. In order to provide as much space as possible for dialogue and discussion, the topics at these meetings have been deliberately broad and speculative: the jazz voice; women in jazz; Thelonious Monk; musician and icon; jazz and the visual arts; jazz and film; jazz and dance; jazz and poetry; jazz and spirituality; the criticism of Albert Murray and jazz aesthetics; jazz and Africa; jazz and photography; musicians’ collectives in Chicago and Detroit. Held over two-day periods, our meetings typically have been structured around one or two formal presentations by group members, followed by free-flowing conversation. In the afternoons we have regularly invited guests to answer questions about their work, to give demonstrations of various techniques or styles, and sometimes to perform. Such visitors during the last few years have included musicians, writers, curators, critics, and dancers: we have hosted Kenny Washington, Amiri Baraka, Geri Allen, Max Roach, Jim Hatch and Camille Billops, George Wein, Marion Coles, Jimmy Slyde, Robert Farris Thompson, Nathaniel Mackey, Randy Weston, Albert Murray, Gerald Cyrus, Chuck Stewart, Daniel Dawson, David Pleasant, Abbey Lincoln, and George Lewis.

Other papers collected here originated as presentations at public events: the conference at Columbia University in May 2000 called “Rhythm-a-ning: A Symposium in Jazz Culture,” the symposia for scholars and journalists held at the 2000 Newport Jazz Festival on “The Meanings of Jazz,” the conference at the 2001 Verizon Music Festival in New York on “Where Jazz Comes From.” While these events—or the speakers series organized for the past three years at the Center for Jazz Studies at Columbia University, drawing on a number of members—have been the most visible face of the Jazz Study Group, the group has also had an impact in ways that are equally important. Mentoring has been another goal of the group: four contributors to this volume are recent Ph.D.s who first joined as graduate students writing their dissertations.

At a number of meetings the discussions have returned to a constellation of concerns at the heart of jazz and of the jazz studies project—the processes of collaboration itself: the lessons that we as scholars seek to learn from the music, about modes and methods of working together. How does one approach a long-term collective project? How does one learn to listen, and then to respond as much to a pattern of silences as to what has been said? How do we make room for spontaneity while adhering to the discipline of organized interaction—find the flash of the moment while attending to the rigors of the longue durée? How does one learn to critique in a manner that constructs and advances a dialogue rather than shutting it down? To hear an interlocutor’s devotion to an unfamiliar vocabulary, a peculiar perspective, as an invitation or a provocation instead of a barricade? How can we be a better working scholarly band?

Some of our most important work has been accomplished at a level that to some would seem mundane: exchanging packets of reading and listening material before each meeting, sharing bibliographies and course syllabi, offering commiseration and encouragement, emailing one another with queries or requests. These practices have emerged out of a shared approach to interdisciplinarity, a sense that modes of crossing barriers must be elaborated out of the practice of crossing—improvised, that is, rather than imposed in a preset method. Some of that shared knowledge is evident in the text that came—after a number of group conversations around the need for such a teaching tool—to comprise The Jazz Cadence of American Culture. Other traces show up in the essays that follow here, if not primarily in projects written as outright collaborations, then in the footnotes and acknowledgments of the work individual members have pursued, the sense of conversation, piece by piece.

The essays are loosely organized around a series of interwoven themes. The collection opens with a number of essays on jazz historiography, considerations of the political stakes of telling the story of the music and its cultural import. These include both salutary attempts to come to terms with the legacies of collectives and coalitions in the music’s experimental wing (George Lewis’s much needed and thorough overview of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians, Salim Washington’s unraveling of the very notion of an “avant garde,” or George Lipsitz’s polemical juxtaposition of Ken Burns’s documentary Jazz and Horace Tapscott’s Pan-Afrikan Arkestra) and revisionary takes on some of the most familiar figures in the canon: Thelonious Monk, Miles Davis, Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong.

One of the key developments in new jazz studies has been its forthright attention to transnational concerns—in terms of impact, performance spaces, symbolic resonance and transmission, and practitioners—and a second grouping of essays consider the ways jazz travels, and the ways that outernational settings have in turn transformed the music. Issues of interdisciplinarity in the music are then breached through a number of particular archives, particular cross-fertilizations and links between jazz and creative expression in other media: the visual arts, literature, electronica. The point in this work is not so much to echo old assumptions about the ways that a novelist emulates or evokes a saxophonist but more to suggest that certain aesthetic issues, certain modes and structural paradigms, show up in a number of media—or, more precisely, operate at the edges of media, at what one might term the interface of sound and script and pigment. Rather than simply supposing that a visual artist or a writer tries to capture the quality of Charlie Parker’s horn, this work strives to evaluate the ways that a variety of art forms are shaped by, as one painter put it, “a brush with the blues.”

This volume both builds upon and departs from decades of insightful writing about jazz music. In two important essays prior to this volume, “Jazz Criticism: Its Development and Ideologies” and “Constructing the Jazz Tradition,” John Gennari and Scott DeVeaux document the major trends in jazz criticism over the last century. While the earliest forms of criticism were faced with the task of legitimating jazz as a genuine art form, later writers debated critical approaches: Should the critic focus on the technical accomplishments of a particular artist? Should he or she focus on the political, economic, cultural, and social context out of which the music emerges? Both Gennari and DeVeaux demonstrate how the next generation of critics focused on the development of jazz styles through the construction of a linear history focusing on key innovators.

Uptown Conversation is strongly influenced by a variety of developments in the academy: by African American studies, cultural studies, literary studies, the new musicology, and by insights of poststructuralism. Fine examples of this new wave of jazz scholarship include two anthologies, Representing Jazz and Jazz as Discourse, edited by Krin Gabbard, Eric Porter’s recent What Is This Thing Called Jazz? and Sherrie Tucker’s Swing Shift. The essays of Uptown Conversation join these works by focusing on moments, meetings, gatherings, gestures, and scenes. Urging us to look past the familiar, the essayists ask that we consider jazz in conversation with other genres of music and other art forms. At times they ask us to look at jazz musicians as thinkers, activists, writers of prose and poetry, and visual artists. They challenge any notion of a strictly linear development of singular jazz styles and insist that we look around or behind the Giants of Jazz to consider less well-known figures as well as the communities that surround, support, and imbibe the music. These writers do not construct a triumphant narrative of jazz as representative of a democracy lacking in disruption and dissent and counternarratives. Most important, they inspire us to listen to music we thought we knew, to discover new artists and sounds, and to anticipate possibilities in the name of a freshly invigorated field.


part 1


GEORGE LIPSITZ

Songs of the Unsung:

The Darby Hicks History of Jazz


Nobody agrees on anything about jazz (except that it survived beautifully and blossomed), but everybody thinks they know all about it, anywhere in the world. There is an interesting ownership of jazz.

—Toni Morrison

Beware of the prevailing view of “jazz” as some kind of history lesson that you have to sit through because it’s good for you…. Understand that this is a living art form whose most esteemed practitioners are continually evolving and engaging with the world around them.

—Vijay Iyer

They get to think in a memory kind of way about all this Jazz; but these people don’t seem to know it’s more than a memory thing. They don’t seem to know it’s happening right here where they’re listening to it, just as much as it ever did in memory.

—Sidney Bechet



n

New members of Harlan Leonard’s Territory jazz band in the 1940s began to hear about Darby Hicks as soon as they were hired. None of them recognized his name, but evidently the musicians in their new band knew him well. “Oh yes, I heard about you,” a band veteran would say upon being introduced to the new recruit, “Darby Hicks told me that you can’t play a lick.” If a musician failed to hit a high note or adjust to a key change, someone would always say, “Darby Hicks would have nailed that.” Even worse, Darby Hicks seemed to know them. Senior members of the band would pull newcomers aside and confide to them, “Darby Hicks was talking about you last night, man. He was saying some terrible things about you, and about your sister, and about your mother, and even about your grandmother too.” At this point the initiate often reached the breaking point and exploded in anger, vowing to settle things with Darby Hicks directly by challenging him to a fight.

Darby Hicks did not exist. The musicians made up a name they could use to tease newcomers, to initiate them into the band with an in-joke. Eventually the new band members would become insiders and play the same trick on those who joined the aggregation after them. The “Darby Hicks” story worked because musicians are competitive, proud, and sensitive to peer pressure, because reputations have professional and personal consequences. The story served a disciplinary function for the band as well, placing newcomers on notice that they were being watched, evaluated, and judged. Whatever the new band members thought of their own talent when they entered the band, they soon learned that they had not measured up to the standards of Darby Hicks. Whatever music they were about to play did not matter, because it could never be as good as the music Darby Hicks had already played.1

Ken Burns’s film Jazz has more than a little of Darby Hicks in it, although the name is never mentioned. Its opening and establishing shot presents the high-rise buildings of New York City’s skyline illuminated at night during the 1920s as the sounds of automobile horns transform into the sounds of the brass horns of a jazz ensemble. This opening serves to prefigure a connection between black music and modernity as a central focus of the film. A second connection becomes evident immediately as Wynton Marsalis’s voice provides a sound bridge to a close-up of his face. Marsalis declares, “Jazz objectifies America,” and then explains that jazz music is something that can tell us who “we” are. The trumpet virtuoso then identifies collective improvisation as jazz’s core concept and key achievement. He notes that Bach improvised while playing his own compositions on the keyboard, but relegates that accomplishment to a secondary level because Bach did not improvise with other musicians as jazz artists must do. Thus, in rapid order in its first three scenes, Jazz (the film) links jazz (the music) to three key signifiers: modernity, America, and the apex of artistic genius.

The opening scenes of Jazz brilliantly encapsulate much of what follows during more than twenty hours of film stretched over ten episodes. Burns and his fellow filmmakers compress the infinitely diverse and plural practices that make up the world of jazz into one time—modernity, one place—“America,” and one subjectivity—the heroic artist who turns adversity and alienation into aesthetic triumph. As the opening shots of the New York skyline suggest, the film depicts jazz as the quintessential creation of modernity, an art form shaped by the technological and social complexities of the twentieth-century city.

A linear developmental narrative traces the journey of jazz across space, from its origins in the rural areas of the southern U.S. and Europe to the racially mixed and ethnically diverse cities of the twentieth century. The same developmental narrative governs the growth of jazz’s key styles from the foundational ensemble style pioneered by Dixieland innovators in New Orleans during the 1910s and 1920s to the section-playing, written arrangements, powerful sounds, and rhythms of swing bands in Kansas City, Chicago, and New York during the 1930s, to ultimate fulfillment in the sophisticated styles of bebop players in New York and Los Angeles in the 1940s and 1950s. The film presents jazz as an art form that emerged from urbanization and industrialization, that fused folk forms with modern improvisation, and that echoed the upheavals of modernity with artistry oriented toward originality and innovation. In this narrative, jazz had a beginning, a middle, and an end.

Jazz music not only has its designated proper time in this film, but it also occupies a discrete physical space: the geographic and juridical boundaries of the United States of America. Jazz music’s importance in this film comes from its identity as the most important art form to originate in the United States, from its value as a metaphorical representation of the tensions between diversity and unity that define “American” society. When Wynton Marsalis begins the film proclaiming that “jazz objectifies America” and that it can tell us who “we” are, the audience is being interpellated as national subjects, as “Americans.” But as Jazz proceeds, we see that Marsalis’s comments mean even more, that in this film jazz has metonymic rather than merely metaphorical significance. It not only reflects the nation, it somehow constitutes it. In this film, the story of jazz is also the story of America. The ability of black and white jazz musicians to blend European and African musical traditions into a new synthesis despite the rigidly racist and segregated nature of the nation’s social (and musical) institutions is what makes jazz music quintessentially American.

As a means of staking a claim by blacks for inclusion in the celebratory nationalism of the American nation that has routinely excluded them, this narrative strategy makes sense. It urges white nationalists to acknowledge the importance of black people to the national project, while allowing blacks to see themselves as key contributors to a project in which all Americans presumably take pride. In addition, Jazz pays homage to artists who deserve to be honored while it recalls a history that very much needs to be told. Yet by telling the story as a narrative about modern time and American space, the film necessarily, and regrettably, occludes other temporal and spatial dimensions of jazz that also need to be illuminated.

The privileged time of modernity and the privileged space of America come together in Jazz to draw attention to a privileged social subject: the heroic creative artist. Louis Armstrong serves as the anchor of this project, the prototypical genius who played better (louder, higher, longer) than anyone else and whose creative innovations influenced everyone else. The film’s narrative voices use the word genius again and again, frequently by connecting Armstrong, Ellington, or Parker to Bach, Mozart, Beethoven or some other recognized genius of the classical canon.

In this formulation, each instrument has its own history and its own exemplary performer. Louis Armstrong perfects the possibilities of the trumpet. Lester Young and Charlie Parker define the limits of artistry on the tenor saxophone. Multi-instrumentalism is only a footnote to this story. Yet in the lives of individual musicians a dialogic history of moving from one instrument to another has often led to innovations undreamed of by single instrument players. Lionel Hampton and Lester Young explored scales extensively when they took up melodic instruments (vibes and saxophones) because they started out as drummers who had not had to think very much about harmony and melody. Under the tutelage of his father, Young learned to play clarinet, piano, flute, and piccolo. The unique sounds that Lester Young coaxed out of the tenor owed much to his previous playing on the C Melody and alto saxophones.2

Within the heroic narrative the particularities of black experience and American white supremacy serve as little more than dramatic background for the emergence of individuals who turn adversity into aesthetic perfection through their art. Wynton Marsalis describes the triumphs over adversity by Armstrong and the other geniuses of jazz as part of a universal process that takes place in all societies. Consequently, for Marsalis, racism’s relationship to jazz is only as the historically specific obstacle to genius that these artists faced, more part of a general pattern than a constitutive force. “It happened to be racism,” in this case Marsalis observes, “but it is always something.”

The narrative strategies deployed by the producers of Jazz are understandable, logical, and part of a long and honorable tradition. They reflect the efforts by Houston Baker and Paul Gilroy to claim a central place for African Americans in the history of modernism. They echo the insistence of Albert Murray on “the inescapably mulatto” character of “American” culture and on the inalienable contributions by blacks to the national narrative. They continue the claims made by Billy Taylor, Grover Sales, Reginald Buckner, and many others for the canonization of jazz as “America’s classical music.” Yet, like any historical narrative, the evidence and arguments advanced in Jazz are partial, perspectival, and interested. In telling its own truths about time, place, and subjectivity, the film directs our attention away from the many other temporalities, spaces, and subject positions that are central to the story of jazz.

It is not incorrect to view jazz as an exemplary modernist creation of the twentieth-century city, but doing so suppresses other temporalities and spaces equally responsible for the art. The migrant to the city who fashions a new art out of alienation is a recurrent story in the history of modernism, but to tell the story that way privileges the community of artistic practices that migrants create in the city over the community of shared historical experience they leave behind and, in some cases, even bring with them to the metropolis. When Lee Young moved to Los Angeles from New Orleans, Mutt Carey took him into his band without an audition because he already had a long history with the Young family that included walking Lee Young to grade school when they both lived in New Orleans.3 Black migrants to urban areas have rarely been afforded the luxury of cutting off contact with their previous places of residence. Black urban life has always entailed secondary migrations from regional gateway cities like Memphis, New Orleans, and Atlanta to large metropolitan centers like Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York. Survival strategies often required moving back and forth between cities, maintaining contacts with family and friends in the countryside, using the dispersal of the black population as a way to counter shortages of opportunities and resources in any one place.4

In the version of modernity described in Jazz, art becomes a specialized and autonomous activity detached from tradition, something created by alienated individuals rather than historical communities. Modernist aesthetics place the value of a work of art in the work itself, not in the broader social relations and practices that shape artistic creation and reception. The aestheticization of alienation is seen as an end in itself, as an episode in the history of art rather than as an individual and collective strategy for living better in the world by calling new realities into being through performance.

This celebration of modernism masks the creative tensions in black culture between modernity and tradition. As Farah Jasmine Griffin explains in her brilliant analysis of the African American “migration narrative,” black artists’ enthusiasm for modernity has often been tempered by the pull of the past, by the power of “talkative ancestors” warning against a form of freedom based upon detachment from tradition. The honor that elite white artists and critics reserve for high modernism understandably generates a desire among African Americans to celebrate the dynamic presence of African Americans within it. But this prestige comes at a high price when it diverts attention away from the even more impressive African American tradition of refusing to be absorbed completely by either tradition or modernity, but instead to fashion a dynamic fusion built upon a dialectical relationship between the past and present.5

It is not incorrect to view jazz as a quintessential expression of U.S. national identity, as an art form that emerged from contacts between European and African musical traditions on the North American continent. But the added prestige that jazz seems to acquire from its association with celebratory nationalism comes at the expense of appreciating jazz’s capacity to create identities far more fluid and flexible than the citizen-subject of the nation state.

Duke Ellington may be quintessentially “American” to Wynton Marsalis and Ken Burns, but when the South African pianist Abdullah Ibrahim started playing with the Ellington band in Switzerland he did not think of his boss as a citizen of any particular nation, but rather as “the wise old man in the village—the extended village.”6 Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie invoked Africa as well as America when they performed with dancer Asadata Dafora and an assortment of Cuban and African drummers at New York benefits for the African Academy of Arts and Research in the 1940s. Mary Lou Williams and Dafora staged a two-day Carnegie Hall show in 1945 structured around the links between African and Western music and dance.7

The story of jazz as a joint creation of black and white Americans does little to help us understand how light-skinned Puerto Ricans like Louis “King” Garcia and Miguel Angel Duchesne wound up playing for white bandleaders Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, and Paul Whiteman while dark-skinned Puerto Ricans played with bands led by Fletcher Henderson and Noble Sissle. Can a celebratory equation between jazz and “America” lead us to a productive understanding of Rafael Hernandez who played in James Reese Europe’s African American Fifteenth Regimental Band in France during World War I, but with the Trio Borinquen (made up of two Puerto Ricans and a Dominican) in Cuba, Mexico, New York, and San Juan in the succeeding decades? Are we still dealing with “American” culture when Sidney Bechet moves to France, Albert Nicholas to Egypt, Buck Clayton to China, Randy Weston to Morocco, Art Blakey to Kenya, Hampton Hawes to Japan, and Teddy Weatherford to India? Did Django Reinhardt cease being Belgian by playing jazz? Did Toshiko Ayoshi cease being Japanese? Does music made in America (the continent) by Machito, Tito Puente, Mongo Santamaria, or Carlos “Patato” Valdes count as jazz in America (the country)? Does the celebratory America of Jazz prepare us adequately for the Charles Mingus compositions “They Trespass the Land of the Sacred Sioux,” “Remember Rockefeller at Attica,” or “Once There Was a Holding Corporation Called Old America?”

It is not incorrect to view jazz as a crucible of heroic artistry. Jazz musicians have discursively transcoded the hard facts of slavery, migration, industrialization, and urbanization in U.S. history into aesthetically rich and complex creations. Their harmonious balance between individual soloists and collective improvisation provides a metaphorical solution to one of the recurrent dilemmas of social life in the U.S.—how to encourage individuality without selfishness and how to encourage civic mindedness without totalitarianism. The formal complexities of jazz composition, the risks and rewards of collective improvisation, and the artistic virtuosity demonstrated by its most accomplished performers make jazz a logical and suitable site for the exploration of art as transcendence and existential fulfillment.

Yet this emphasis on the heroic individual depends upon hierarchies that are not universally accepted among jazz artists and audiences. The history of Western culture is replete with linear developmental narratives that attach art forms to celebratory nationalisms and to canons of great works and artists, but it does not necessarily follow that placing jazz within that pantheon elevates it or even helps explain it. Jazz’s emphasis on immediacy, on involvement, and on engagement encourages a sensibility entirely at odds with the romanticization of the alienated artist that is so central to the Western tradition. The jazz sensibility prizes connection rather than canonization, it finds value in the social relations that playing and listening creates rather than in the notes and chords and rhythms all by themselves. As New Orleans drummer Baby Dodds emphasized when speaking about how social connection rather than social alienation permeated the spirit of the bands in which he played, “When the leader of an orchestra would hire a new man there was no jealousy in the gang. Everybody took him in as a brother, and he was treated accordingly. If a fellow came to work with anything, even a sandwich or an orange, the new man would be offered a piece of it. That’s the way they were. They believed in harmony.”8

Some musicians left successful orchestras to return to communities that offered them a greater sense of social connection. That sensibility is what informed Horace Tapscott’s decision to leave the Lionel Hampton Band in the late 1950s and devote the remaining forty years of his life to playing and teaching in community based art and music collectives. Sun Ra summarized this school of thought eloquently when he explained, “Musicians often play wonderful things, bring together wonderful sounds, but it doesn’t mean a thing. Not for themselves, not for other people. Everyone says that’s wonderful, that’s the work of a great musician. Of course, that’s true, but what’s the significance of it? People don’t get better because of the music even though they certainly need help. I believe that every artist should realize that. That his work has no meaning whatsoever unless he helps people with it.”9

The story of jazz artists as heroic individualists also overlooks the gender relations structuring entry into the world of playing jazz for a living. Women musicians Melba Liston, Clora Bryant, and Mary Lou Williams can only be minor supporting players in this drama of heroic male artistry. Bessie Smith and Billie Holiday are revered as interpreters and icons but not acknowledged for their expressly musical contributions. Although Jazz acknowledges the roles played by supportive wives and partners in the success of individual male musicians, the broader structures of power that segregated women into “girl” bands, that relegated women players to local rather than national exposure, that defined the music of Nina Simone or Dinah Washington as somehow outside the world of jazz are never systematically addressed in the film, although they have been investigated, analyzed, and critiqued in recent books by Eric Porter, Sherrie Tucker, and Ingrid Monson, among others.10

Moreover, the separation of music from other art forms obscures the broader creative activities in which musicians have been engaged. The creation of new social relations through art has taken many unexpected forms for jazz musicians, not all of them limited to playing music. In the early 1960s, Charlie Mingus worked with Max Roach and Jo Jones on plans to open a “school of arts, music, and gymnastics” in New York.11 Reed player Roscoe Mitchell, trombonist Lester Lashley, and trumpeter Bobby Bradford were also accomplished painters, while painter/collagist Romare Bearden composed songs including “Seabreeze,” which he wrote with Billy Eckstine.12 The mingling between members of different races celebrated in Jazz did not occur easily or unproblematically in most places. For example, in Oklahoma City, interracial dances did not take place until the Young Communist League deliberately crossed the color line in 1932 by promoting an interracial dance featuring the Blue Devils in that city’s Forest Park.13

Tenor saxophonist Lester Young and clarinetist Wilton Crawley sometimes found the English language inadequate for their purposes, expressing their creativity by inventing and speaking languages that they made up. One day Crawley accidentally boarded a train filled with mental patients and spoke to them so successfully the authorities took him to the sanitarium too. Young’s original wordplay complemented the originality of his artistry on the saxophone. The same person who signaled other musicians to go to the “bridge” of a song by shouting “George Washington,” who said “I feel a draft” to indicate that he was picking up bad vibrations, and who indicated a conversation was over by saying “doom” also used different fingerings and variations in density and tone to make his playing mimic the sounds of vernacular speech.14

The pure musicality of artistic innovators in Jazz emerged out of a performance tradition that often privileged participation and sensation over cerebral virtuosity. Crawley would disassemble his clarinet during choruses and juggle all six pieces in the air while tap dancing.15 Charley Siegals entertained audiences at Langford’s nightspot in Minneapolis in1927 by playing the trumpet in the style of Louis Armstrong with one hand while mimicking the style of Earl Hines on piano with the other hand.16 In the early days of his career, Lester Young delighted carnival audiences by dancing the Charleston while he played the saxophone. He amazed his band mates during the days he played with Count Basie’s Orchestra by turning the mouthpiece of the saxophone upside down and holding the instrument over his head as if it were a pipe that he was smoking. At one recording session in 1947, the assembled musicians watched in amazement as Young sat across the room from them on the other side of the studio during fifteen of the sixteen-bar introduction they devised to “East of the Sun.” Then, halfway through the sixteenth bar, Young jumped into the air “like a gazelle” and ran over to the microphone to begin an amazing solo.17

Even within music, jazz does not exist in a vacuum isolated from other genres. Horace Tapscott’s neighbors in Houston included rhythm and blues musicians Floyd Dixon, Amos Milburn, and Johnny Guitar Watson.18 Lester Young’s work with Johnny Otis and others in small combos after World War II developed the core musical features of rhythm and blues, yet Young also insisted repeatedly that he admired the singing of pop performers including Frank Sinatra and Jo Stafford.19 Preston Love and Tapscott worked together in the West Coast Motown band backing up Diana Ross, the Temptations, the Four Tops, and other Motown acts when they toured California, Oregon, and Washington during the 1960s and 1970s.20 The dancing performed by the Motown acts on these tours was choreographed by Cholly Atkins under the supervision of stage manager Maurice King, a former jazz saxophone player who first met Preston Love backstage at the Apollo Theatre in New York in 1944 when Love played alto saxophone for the Lucky Millinder Orchestra and King managed the International Sweethearts of Rhythm.21

Trumpeter Phil Cohran played rhythm and blues in Jay McShann’s band when that group was the house band for Don Robey’s Duke and Peacock record labels in Houston, and he also played behind blues singer Walter Brown. Later Cohran worked with jazz composer Oliver Nelson and played trumpet in Sun Ra’s Arkestra before founding the Afro Arts Theatre in Chicago to produce plays, poetry, films, theatre, dance, and music. The Artistic Heritage Ensemble started by Cohran later became the Pharaohs, who in turn provided the nucleus for the rhythm and blues jazz fusion group Earth, Wind, and Fire. Cohran invented an amplified mbira that he called the “frankiphone” (named after his mother “Frankie” Cohran). Earth, Wind, and Fire’s Maurice White never played music with Cohran, but he heard him play many times and became skilled on the electric thumb piano because of his admiration for Cohran’s playing.22

The grand narrative of modernity, nationalism, and alienated artistry presented by Jazz is understandable and plausible but incomplete. Yet its perspectival partiality is not random, but rather a way of serving a pernicious set of interests. The film purports to honor modernist innovation, social struggle, and artistic indifference to popular success, yet its own form is calculatedly conservative and commercial. Jazz is a “Darby Hicks” history of jazz that interpellates viewers as consumers rather than creators. The important history of jazz has already happened, it tells us. Jazz’s consummate artists are already known and its effects already incorporated into the glory of the nation state. There is nothing left for viewers to do but to honor—and, more important, to purchase—relics and souvenirs of an art greater than ourselves. Darby Hicks has decreed that all the great art has already happened.

Consequently, the film is a spectator’s story aimed at generating a canon to be consumed. Viewers are not encouraged to make jazz music, to support contemporary jazz artists, or even to advocate jazz education. But they are urged to buy the nine-part home video version of Jazz produced and distributed by Time Warner AOL, the nearly twenty albums of recorded music on Columbia/Sony promoting the show’s artists and “greatest hits,” and the book published by Knopf as a companion to the broadcast of the television program underwritten by General Motors. Thus a film purporting to honor modernist innovation actually promotes nostalgic satisfaction. The film celebrates the centrality of African Americans to the national experience but voices no demands for either rights or recognition on behalf of contemporary African American people. The film venerates the struggles of alienated artists to rise above the formulaic patterns of commercial culture, but comes into existence and enjoys wide exposure only because it works so well to augment the commercial reach and scope of a fully integrated marketing campaign linking “educational” public television to media conglomerates.

Horace Tapscott’s autobiography, Songs of the Unsung, offers an alternative to the Darby Hicks history of jazz. Even the titles of the two works reflect the profound difference between them: Jazz is encyclopedic, comprehensive, and canonical, while Songs of the Unsung searches for the obscured, the underappreciated, and the as yet unknown. Tapscott’s opening sentences do not reference the New York skyline of Jazz, but instead start the story in the segregated hospital named after Confederate leader Jefferson Davis in Houston, Texas where he was born. Tapscott does not designate the modernist city of immigrant and exiled artists meeting each other through their work as the crucible of jazz, but instead details the ways in which his neighbors in the Houston ghetto (and later in Los Angeles) nurtured and sustained a musical culture. The film Jazz opens with Wynton Marsalis claiming that “jazz objectifies America,” while Songs of the Unsung starts with Tapscott telling us that with his birth he “was locked here on this earth.” While Jazz delivers a story about heroic individuals, Tapscott’s autobiography delineates a collective world “where everyone was family,” where the goal was to “gain some respect as a whole people,” where “we had to learn things in groups,” and where “how many mentors you’d have in a day was impossible to count.”23

Songs of the Unsung presents jazz as the conscious product of collective activity in decidedly local community spaces. The modernist city and the nation pale in significance in Tapscott’s account in comparison to the home, the neighborhood, and the community. Physical spaces far more specific than the “city” shaped his encounter with music, and these spaces had meaning because they were connected to a supportive community network. Tapscott remembers his mother placing the family piano inside the front door of their home in Houston “so when you came in my house, you had to play the piano to get to the couch.”24 The family moved to Los Angeles in 1943 when Horace was nine, and his mother immediately connected him to resources in the black community. As soon as they got off the train at Union Station she arranged to have them taken to meet Horace’s new teacher, Harry Southard, a barber who lived at 52nd and Central. “We hadn’t gotten to the house yet,” Tapscott recalls in wonder. “I don’t know where I live. And before we get there I’m introduced to my music teacher.”25

Like many of his fellow musicians, Tapscott drew inspiration from the city itself, from the sights and sounds on Central Avenue, the ghetto’s main thoroughfare in those days. It was not just that a network of neighborhood musicians played together in high school bands and orchestras and then became employed in Central Avenue clubs, but rather that the avenue itself pulsated with the sounds of jazz. Buddy Collette and Charles Mingus lived on 96th Street and 108th Street, respectively, but often had to take a streetcar to rehearse with bands downtown. Mingus would frequently carry the bass on his back to 103d Street where he and Collette could catch the Pacific Electric interurban Red Cars downtown. Collette recalled, “Mingus was so excited about playing, he’d get on the car and zip the cover off his bass, and we’d start jamming on the streetcar…. He was always a very open guy with his thoughts: ‘Let’s play! Are we gonna play today?’ And I’d say ‘Well, OK,’ and get the alto out, and the conductor and the motorman would wave—they didn’t mind.”26

Like so many of the artists described in Jazz, Horace Tapscott immigrated to a big city and found fellowship within a community of musicians. But the subject position he developed from those experiences was the polar opposite of the isolated heroic individual artist celebrated by Jazz. He learned to think of himself as a responsible part of a larger collectivity. After he graduated from high school, his mother and sister saved up money to send him to the prestigious Julliard School of Music in New York, his sister’s share coming from the money she had been saving for her own college education. But Tapscott turned down their offer because he felt he would be giving up too much by leaving his community. “No thank you,” he told them. “I appreciate it. I love you. But I have the best right here. You already put me in the best atmosphere, and I can’t leave. It was SWU, ‘Sidewalk University,’ because these cats would be on your case all the time.”27

Tapscott’s sense of the links between “place” and “people” influenced the most important decision of his life. On tour with the Lionel Hampton Band, surrounded by great musicians and performing with them every night, making more money than he had ever made before, he realized he was miserable. He felt that audiences didn’t really listen to the music the band played, and that the musicians were wasting their talents playing only the things that would bring them another recording date or another tour. He decided to get off the road, go home to Los Angeles, and set up a new kind of space capable of giving rise to a different kind of subjectivity.

Back in Los Angeles, Tapscott started the Pan Afrikan People’s Orchestra, or, as he called it, the Ark (short for Arkestra, a spelling he borrowed from Sun Ra). The Ark was a locally based group set up to preserve, teach, show, and perform the music of black Americans and Pan-African music, “to preserve it by playing it and writing it and taking it to the community” (80). The members of the Ark taught music, theatre, poetry, art, and dance to their neighbors in South Central Los Angeles. They played concerts in the parks, in auditoriums, and in their own rehearsal space. They played every day, rarely for money, but somehow they supported themselves. “Everybody became part of the scene,” Tapscott recalls. “No one was left out, and everyone felt like they were a part of it. There were people who had a lot to say and didn’t have anyplace to say it” (106).

The Ark revolved around the arts, but it advanced an understanding of the arts that embedded them in the everyday life of the community. At some performances, the admission charge was a can of beans. Ark members would deliver personally the food they collected to people who were hungry “and somebody else would be happy because they’d have something to eat that day” (197). Professional artists with global reputations donated their services to the Ark including William Marshall, Marla Gibbs, and Rahsaan Roland Kirk (who told Tapscott that his mission was to see to it that every kid in the neighborhood learned to play two horns at once). But Tapscott did not acknowledge that the Ark was a success until one day when for some reason the group could not hold its usual noisy rehearsals or performances. A wino on Central Avenue stopped him and asked, “Hey man, where’s our band?” By calling it “our” band, the derelict expressed the community’s sense of ownership of the Ark, and to Tapscott, nothing could do more to honor their efforts (89, 143, 148).

Eager to expand their activities beyond the Arkestra, Tapscott and his group started calling themselves the Underground Musicians Association (UGMA), and later the Union of God’s Musicians and Artists Ascension (UGMAA). They recognized that their pro-black and pro-Africa sentiments made them unwelcome in white supremacist America, “because we played and talked about being black, about Africa, about preserving our culture, it scared them,” he recalls (88). But it was not just race consciousness that made the UGMA seem subversive, it was their distance from the heroic individualism so celebrated in Jazz. Tapscott observes,


In those early days, UGMA became a very dangerous commodity to the community, because of our comradeship and because of what we were saying about what was happening in the community. People started caring about each other and that was dangerous. We watched each other’s back and took care of each other as a group. That became intimidating, to the point where we were called a gang or a ‘perversion against the country.’ Everywhere we went, the whole group would be with me. We’d be in cars, four or five of us, all the time, and we’d go to places together, not only to play but also to listen.

(IBID.)



The sense of collectivity that UGMA cultivated was not only physical. The group ran classes for children in reading, writing, and spelling as well as instruction in playing instruments, singing, and drawing. They were rooted in their local community, but from that vantage point they developed a global perspective. Newspapers from all over the world appeared at the UGMA house, and visiting speakers provided firsthand reports of struggles by oppressed people around the globe. “Our concern was our particular area and black people,” Tapscott recalls, but we sympathized with people’s struggles around the world” (90). Saying that “jazz objectifies America” as Wynton Marsalis did would not necessarily be a compliment to jazz from Tapscott’s perspective. Instead, in his account, America becomes the local point of entry into a wider world. For example, remembering concerts that he played with pianist Andrew Hill in Oakland, California, Tapscott recalls “this young Chinese kid sitting up front and bowing to me…. He said his name was Jon Jang” (182). Tapscott relates that moment as the start of his friendship with Jang, now one of the world’s leading composers. They collaborated on the 1998 Asian American Jazz Festival, for which Tapscott wrote an original piece, “The Two Shades of Soul.” Tapscott claims, “Chinese music has never been foreign to me, because I can hear a lot of things within it.” But, by way of elaboration, he then makes a social point, remembering, “When I was growing up in Houston, there was a Chinese guy who used to run the local food store across the street from us and who would let us have food when we needed it just by signing a piece of paper. He was the first Asian I’d seen in my life. I’ve never forgotten that and have always felt a kind of kinship with the Chinese people” (ibid.).

The new spaces created by the Ark encouraged the formation of new subject positions. Tapscott did not believe that autonomy was a proper goal for art—quite the contrary. His compositions and playing (first on the trombone and later on the piano) drew upon a rhythmic complexity he gleaned from everyday life, from the way people walked down the street to the rhythmic patterns of work. “Every time I write something, it’s about what I’ve been a part of or seen,” he maintained. “If the community changes, then so goes the music” (200).

Songs of the Unsung presents a story about jazz that contains no linear developmental narrative, no canon of great art or artists, and no embrace of modernist time or American space. It rejects the idea of the isolated and alienated artist, investing meaning in the power of art to transform social relations and our sense of the self. “Our music is contributive, rather than competitive,” Tapscott insisted, and a contributive person is someone far less likely to be hurt by Darby Hicks than a competitive one would be.

To fans of Jazz, Horace Tapscott’s story probably seems eccentric and parochial, little more than an engaging footnote to the real history of the art. But the particularities of Tapscott’s tale should not detract our attention from the more general truths it contains. Racism might just be the particular historical obstacle in the way of artistic genius to Wynton Marsalis, but it is a part and parcel of the music business to Horace Tapscott. From his perspective, the music industry does not just happen to reflect a legacy of racism that exists outside it in the broader society, rather one of the core functions of the music industry and its categories is to produce and reproduce racism every day. Collective improvisation may be a wonderful artistic metaphor for social relations in Wynton Marsalis’s universe, but it is a form of social organization and oppositional struggle in Horace Tapscott’s world.

Modernist time, American space, and heroic artistry cannot be considered universal simply because they claim universal validity. Preston Love, Horace Tapscott’s band mate in the Motown West Coast touring band of the 1960s, provides a perspective very similar to Tapscott’s in his splendid autobiography A Thousand Honey Creeks Later: My Life in Music From Basie to Motown and Beyond.28 Unlike the linear development of jazz from New Orleans to Chicago to New York that Ken Burns and Wynton Marsalis use to connect jazz to the modernist city, Love tells the history of jazz from the vantage point of a working musician in Honey Creek, Iowa; Guthrie, Oklahoma; Big Spring, Texas; Alma, Nebraska; St. Cloud, Minnesota; and Roswell, New Mexico. He recognizes Minneapolis and Albuquerque as key venues in the life of Lester Young. Love pays proper tribute to jazz greats he encountered in his life as a musician—Jo Jones, Freddie Green, Lester Young, Count Basie, and Dizzy Gillespie—but he also argues for the value of spontaneous moments when unheralded players reached extraordinary heights, like the chord changes that he heard George Salisbury play one night at the College Inn in Boulder, Colorado, the alto saxophone solo by Frank Sleet on Jimmy Witherspoon’s “T’Ain’t Nobody’s Business,” and Buster Coates’s innovative playing on electric bass in small jazz clubs in Amarillo, Texas and Clovis, New Mexico in 1955.29

The life and career of Sun Ra also testifies to the limits of thinking about jazz as coterminous with modernist time, American space, and artistic heroism. Sun Ra refused to acknowledge that he had a birthday or even a year in which he was born, demurring, “Me and time never got along so good—we just sort of ignore each other.”30 Although observers noted his close resemblance to Herman “Sonny” Blount, born in Birmingham, Alabama on May 22, 1914, Sun Ra did not claim Alabama, America, or even the planet Earth as his space. “I had this touch of sadness in the midst of other people’s parties,” he explained. “Other people were having a good time, but I would have a moment of loneliness and sadness. It puzzled me, therefore I had to analyze that, and I decided I was different, that’s all. I might have come from somewhere else.”31 He claimed “somewhere else” was outer space, perhaps Saturn. He encapsulated his strategic disidentification with modernist time, American space, and artistic individualism all in one sentence when he told an interviewer, “Liberty, too, is not all it’s cracked up to be; even the liberty bell is cracked, for that matter, and it was liberty that led people to the use of crack.”

Of course, the versions of jazz narrated by Horace Tapscott, Sun Ra, and Preston Love are also partial, perspectival, and interested. The collectivity Tapscott celebrates included women, but in subordinate and secondary roles. Sun Ra’s Arkestra was a dictatorship, not a democracy, an aggregation in which the band leader determined what clothes band members could wear, what instruments they would play, and even what color the walls would be in the hotel rooms where they stayed. Preston Love’s pantheon includes Billie Holiday, Aretha Franklin and Big Mama Thornton but not Melba Liston, Clora Bryant, Alma Hightower, or Vi Redd.

At stake here is not just an issue of a comprehensive mainstream narrative versus the eccentric tales told by imaginative outsiders. Our entire understanding of music may hinge on what kinds of histories we valorize. Christopher Small rightly urges us to learn from the great African traditions that inform jazz music, to “learn to love the creative act more than the created object,” and to not let our respect for the relics of the past inhibit our capacity to create culture relevant to our own experiences.32 The history of jazz as creative act rather than created object can be represented in an infinitely diverse and plural number of equally true narratives.

Instead of the linear progression from genius to genius and the constant references to Bach that propelled Ken Burns’s film, it would be possible to present the history of jazz through many different narratives, perhaps as a history of rhythmic time created in unexpected places. This is a history that might include the Whitman Sisters as well as the Four Step Brothers, Josephine Baker and Mae Barnes as well as Buck and Bubbles, Shorty Snowden and Big Bea as well as Stretch Jones and Little Bea.

Instead of modernist time, this would be a history of dance time, starting with ragtime, not as a showcase for the personal “genius” of Scott Joplin but as a site where African attitudes toward rhythm (and polyrhythm) became prominent in U.S. popular culture. The difference between the rhythmic concepts in ragtime’s right-hand melodies and left-hand bass accompaniment and the genre’s additive rhythms (eight semiquavers divided into 2/3s and 1/2s) evidenced a taste for multiple patterns at the same time that it opened the door for future rhythmic innovations.33 Rather than the era that gave rise to Dixieland and swing, the 1920s and 1930s could be see as a movement from the fox-trot to the jitterbug and lindy hop.34 More than a way to distribute music more effectively to a broader audience, the development of electrical recording techniques would be seen as a shift that enabled bass and drums to replace tuba and banjo as the key sources of rhythm. Such a story would feature the tap dancing of John “Bubbles” Sublette, who was dancing “four heavy beats to the bar and no cheating” fourteen years before the Count Basie band came east and popularized swing.35 This narrative would honor the moment in 1932 when Bennie Moten began to generate a different kind of rhythm and momentum for dancers by replacing the banjo with the guitar and substituting the string bass for the tuba.36 The transition from swing to bop in this story would not focus on the emergence of the saxophone over the trumpet or the small ensemble over the big band as much as it would highlight how string bass players and frontline instrumentalists began to assume responsibility for keeping time so that drummers could be free to experiment with polyrhythms and provide rhythmic accents for soloists.37

The distinctive creators of “dance time” would not be the virtuoso instrumentalists of modernist time but rather virtuoso “conversationalists” like drummer Max Roach and dancers Earl Basie (better known by his stage name, Groundhog) and Baby Laurence. “I learned a lot listening to Hog’s feet,” Roach acknowledged, explaining that the multiple tones and variations in pitch that he produced on the drums were simulations of how Groundhog dropped his heels and stamped his feet. For his part, Groundhog claimed that “Max taught me how to drum paradiddles when he was working with Benny Carter. I lie in bed and listen to a metronome for two hours every night, inventing new combinations. I don’t like to repeat a step unless it’s necessary to help the audience catch on.”38 Roach usually reserved his collaborations with Baby Laurence for an “encore” in which the drummer and dancer would exchange rhythms through “call and response.”39

Horace Tapscott took some of his time signatures from the rhythms that he encountered on Central Avenue, not in the performances of other musicians, but in the pace of people carrying out their everyday chores and tasks. “When I’m walking down the street I might do something in five or I might do something in six that could run into five,” he explained, adding, “I might see somebody walking and think what time is that. Every day, you see different patterns and rhythms going on, and it’s just paying attention to what’s around you.”40

From the perspective of modernist time, Sun Ra’s contributions to jazz might seem small. But from the vantage point of dance time, his attitudes toward rhythm make him an important part of a broader collective artistic effort to change the relationships between the drums and the rest of the orchestra, to put the drums up front. He objected to composers who wrote melodies but left it up to the musicians playing drums, bass, and piano to provide the rhythm. “For me,” he explained, the note is in my mind at the same time as the rhythm, My music is a music of precision. I know exactly the rhythm that must animate my music, and only this rhythm is valid.”41 His band once included as many as five drummers, not to mention the bells, congas, tympani, timbales, and other rhythm instruments that he distributed to horn and reed players.42 During the recording session that ultimately produced Island of the Sun, one of the Arkestra’s regular drummers could not play the rhythm that Sun Ra wrote for him. The composer and band leader asked the drummer’s female companion, a dancer, to play the part and she got it immediately.43

When critics described his music as “far out,” Sun Ra replied that “there’s humor in all my music. It always has rhythm. No matter how far out I may be, you can always dance to it.”44 Such a history might even have room for the rhythmic and sonic achievements of hip hop, techno, electronica, and other contemporary forms built around the sounds of drums, bass guitars, and the fat sonic booms of Roland TR-808 drum machines.

By telling the history of jazz through the dialogic and collective inventions and improvisations of dancers and drummers, as part of a process that moved the drums “up front,” we would have a useful alternative to the heroic narrative of modernist time, American space, and artistic virtuosity authored by Ken Burns, Wynton Marsalis, Stanley Crouch, and Albert Murray. Both histories are “true” in the sense that they rely on presenting verified facts in a linear chronology and fashion a developmental narrative about changing forms of musical expression. But the two stories lead us in very different directions. The heroic narrative is designed as a genealogy of elitist blackness. It was consciously designed to counter the perceived excess of democratic thinking among black intellectuals, as Marsalis argued when he contended that black professionals “are so gullible and worried about being accused of not identifying with the man in the street that they refuse to discern with the interest in quality that makes for a true elite.”45 This black elite, like the white elite it hopes to join, derives its legitimacy precisely from its distance from the majority of the population. For Wynton Marsalis, “the biggest problem with democracy, and with our education, is that every opinion becomes law and fact, just because it exists…. Yet we mustn’t forget that beneath all those opinions there is an underlying truth and reality.”46

One might also say, however, that “all those opinions” evidence multiple, conflicting, and contradictory realities and truths. Efforts to identify and honor a classical black tradition in a country historically ruled by elite whites follow an understandable and ideologically overdetermined logic. Yet there is more to be learned from the history and enduring creativity of black music than this. Los Angeles newspaper editor Charlotta Bass used to urge her constituents to look beyond the desire to see “dark faces in high places,” to think about how the exclusion of blacks from full citizenship and social membership in U.S. society was symptomatic of larger problems that could not be cured by integration alone, that called instead for fundamentally new ways of knowing, thinking, and being. The true genius of black music has not been confined to the production of individual “geniuses,” but rather has been manifest in the plurality of new social relationships that the music has helped bring into being. The created objects and creative artists celebrated in Jazz do not tell us enough about the broader African American imagination and activism that gave them determinate shape. As Vincent Harding explains, “This people has not come through this pain in order to attain equal opportunity with the pain inflictors of this nation and this world. It has not been healed in order to join the inflictors of wounds. There must be some other reason for pain than equal opportunity employment with the pain deliverers.”47

With its compression of modernist time, American space, and artistic struggle, the opening sequence of Ken Burns’s Jazz captures a part of the truth about the history of jazz. But I suggest we turn to another compression of time, space, and struggle for an even truer and more useful understanding. It occurs in a story that Clora Bryant tells in an oral history interview about jazz on Central Avenue, a story that encapsulates more of the actual history of jazz in this country than all ten episodes of Jazz. Bryant related how hard it was to get paid by Curtis Mosby, owner of Central Avenue’s Club Alabam. Mosby promised musicians good wages but was slow to keep his promises. Some times he would pay the right amount to keep in good standing with the musicians’ union, but then demand kickback from artists before he’d let them play again. As Bryant tells it, one night blind singer Al Hibbler came to the club to demand money that Mosby owed him. “You’d better give me my money or I’ll shoot you,” Hibbler screamed, drawing a pistol from his pocket. Then evidently remembering that his vision was impaired, Hibbler shouted, “Say something so I’ll know where you are.”48

One joke about one artist and one club owner on one night in one city might not seem like an adequate substitute for the monumental reach and scope of Jazz. But Al Hibbler’s anger helps us see a side of the music business and the American dream that was largely absent from Ken Burns’s film. It may be true that jazz objectifies America, but it does so at least as powerfully through the promises that it breaks as the ones it keeps. Even Darby Hicks knew that.

NOTES

 1.  There have been at least two people named Darby Hicks in show business, a Cajun singer and a dancer from Chicago, but this Darby Hicks comes from the folklore of the streets—a character who sleeps with other men’s wives and girlfriends, something like the “Jody” character in the folklore of U.S. military personnel in the mid-twentieth century.

 2.  Douglas Henry Daniels, Lester Leaps In: The Life and Times of Lester “Pres” Young (Boston: Beacon, 2002), 69, 72, 101, 128.

 3.  Ibid., 33.

 4.  See, for example, Earl Lewis, In Their Own Interests: Race, Class, and Power in Twentieth-Century Norfolk, Virginia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).

 5.  Farah Jasmine Griffin, Who Set You Flown? The African American Migration Narrative (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).

 6.  Karen Bennett, “An Audience with Dollar Brand,” Musician, March 1990, 41

 7.  Eric Porter, What Is This Thing Called Jazz? African American Musicians as Artists, Critics, and Activists (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 78.

 8.  Quoted in Daniels, Lester Leaps In, 34.

 9.  John F. Szwed, Space Is the Place: The Lives and Times of Sun Ra (New York: Da Capo, 1997), 236.

10.  Porter, What Is This Thing Called Jazz? 26–32; Sherrie Tucker, Swing Shift: “Al-Girl” Bands of the 1940s (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000); Ingrid Monson, “The Problem with White Hipness: Race, Gender, and Cultural Conceptions in Jazz Historical Discourse,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 48 (Fall 1995): 397–422.

11.  Porter, What Is This Thing Called Jazz? 135.

12.  Robin D. G. Kelley, “Dig They Freedom: Meditations on History and the Black Avant Garde,” Lenox Avenue 3 (1997): 18.

13.  Daniels, Lester Leaps In, 130.

14.  Ibid., 383, 158–59.

15.  Marshall and June Stearns, Jazz Dance: The Story of American Vernacular Dance (New York: Da Capo, 1994), 234.

16.  Daniels, Lester Leaps In, 94.

17.  Ibid., 154, 158, 273.

18.  Tapscott, Songs of the Unsung, 14.

19.  Daniels, Lester Leaps In, 102.

20.  Tapscott, Songs of the Unsung, 129–30.

21.  Preston Love, A Thousand Honey Creeks Later: My Life in Music from Basie to Motown and Beyond (Hanover and London: Wesleyan/University Press of New England, 1997), 161. Tapscott, Songs of the Unsung, 129–30.

22.  Clovis E. Semmes, “The Dialectics of Cultural Survival and the Community Artist: Phil Cohran and the Afro-Arts Theater,” Journal of Black Studies 24.4 (June 1994): 449, 451, 452, 457, 458.

23.  Tapscott, Songs of the Unsung, 1, 4, 27.

24.  Ibid., 13.

25.  Ibid., 18.

26.  Robert Gordon, Jazz West Coast (London: Quartet, 1986), 38.

27.  Tapscott, Songs of the Unsung, 29.

28.  Love, A Thousand Honey Creeks Later.

29.  Ibid., 57, 235, 144.

30.  Szwed, Space is the Place, 5

31.  Ibid., 6

32.  Christopher Small, Music of the Common Tongue: Survival and Celebration in African American Music (Hanover: Wesleyan/University Press of New England, 1998), 72.

33.  Ibid., 269.

34.  Stearns, Jazz Dance, 1.

35.  Ibid., 215.

36.  Ibid., 325.

37.  Lewis Erenberg, Swingin’ the Dream: Big Band Jazz and the Rebirth of American Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 229.

38.  Stearns, Jazz Dance, 345.

39.  Jacqui Malone, Steppin’ on the Blues (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996), 95, cited in John Mowitt, Percussion: Drumming, Beating, Striking (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 88.

40.  Tapscott, Songs of the Unsung, 178–79.

41.  Szwed, Space Is the Place, 235.

42.  Ibid., 143.

43.  Ibid., 113.

44.  Ibid., 236.

45.  Cited in Porter, What Is This Thing Called Jazz? 310.

46.  Cited ibid., 307.

47.  Vincent Harding, “Responsibilities of the Black Scholar to the Community,” in Darlene Clark Hine, ed., The State of Afro-American History: Past, Present, and Future (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1986), 281.

48.  Clora Bryant, Buddy Collette, William Green, Steven Isoardi, Jack Kelson, Horace Tapscott, Gerald Wilson, and Marl Young, Central Avenue Sounds: Jazz in Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 356.


SALIM WASHINGTON

“All the Things You Could Be by Now”:

Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus and the Limits of Avant-Garde Jazz

t

The entire history of jazz, with its rapid advancements of styles and genres, could be understood as an avant-garde movement. As historians attempt to frame jazz as the quintessential American music, it has become a symbol of United States culture and is beginning to gain some of the intellectual prestige and institutional support previously reserved for the European art music tradition. As the more celebrated cultural and educational institutions of the country help jazz gain the reputation of a respectable, bourgeois art, its official face accepts an increasingly restrictive view of what is “real jazz” and what is not. This is not only a matter of personnel and repertoire but also of aesthetic criteria and social/political orientation. The emerging canon of jazz history frames jazz as an American music rather than as an African American music.1 No widely accepted jazz history text denies that the music is an African American creation, or that most of its innovators have been black. In many dominant narratives, however, certain black social and aesthetic practices are routinely marginalized, if not rendered invisible. One way that these important emphases tend to be lost or misrepresented is by severing the avant-garde character from the mainstream of the music. Rather than explain avant-garde aesthetics as a primary principle of the music, jazz writers and critics have often chosen to isolate the avant-garde as a style practiced by a fringe element of the jazz community.2

With the normative influence of repertoire bands like the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra, recording canons such as the Smithsonian jazz compilations, and “official” histories such as Ken Burns’s film documentary Jazz, there is a diminution of the perceived connection between jazz’s canonical performances and recordings and its avant-garde tradition, a maneuver that has caused a profound misreading of the aesthetic values of the music. This essay looks at Charles Mingus’s1960 recording Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus as an example of how an established jazz musician can fruitfully engage the history of the music without relinquishing the aesthetic and ethical concerns traditionally associated with the jazz avant-garde.

An Avant-Garde Tradition: Jazz’s First Century

Jazz at its best has always been a perpetual avant-garde movement in at least two ways. Jazz musicians have conducted a continuous search for expansion of the formal parameters available for artistic expression and have often related these breakthroughs in “structures of feeling” to a simultaneous yearning for progress in the concomitant social arrangements of its society. Still a young art, jazz has almost built-in aesthetic preferences for the new sound or novel approach. This century has seen an astonishing rate of development in jazz’s musical parameters, including orchestration, instrumental and vocal timbre, harmony, and rhythm, making the jazz enterprise an exciting terrain for formalists. Nevertheless, the ongoing project to create a canonical history of the music has made it easier to posit a permanent avant-garde in jazz music than it has to support the notion of jazz as a perpetual avant-garde tradition.

More than an artistic expression, jazz, writ large, is a set of cultural products and processes that provide insight into the way African Americans do and feel things even as it models their higher aspirations simply as a part of humanity. Its most compelling claim to be avant-garde in the best sense is that it has modeled an artistic and aesthetic vision that seeks a more democratic and egalitarian social praxis. The permanent avant-garde is ostensibly more narrowly defined primarily according to its formal properties and not by its spiritual intent, political content, or social-aesthetic agency.

The attempt to posit an apolitical aesthetic for the avant-garde by certain canon makers and institutions that are seeking to define the tradition, however, is in itself a political stance. As long as jazz’s putative political content is confined to a liberal democratic vision that valorizes the triumph of the assertive, ingenious individual, it can be touted as representative of American ideals. Within these limits even the troubling, racialized subjectivity of black jazz artists can be useful in this regard as witnessed by the State Department’s willingness to employ artists such as Louis Armstrong and Dizzy Gillespie as cultural ambassadors fighting on the perceptual front of the Cold War. The cultural range of black jazz artists is necessarily wide and certainly includes musicians whose allegiance to American liberalism is less laden with tricksterlike irony than is the case with these two trumpeters. Wynton Marsalis’s wholesale adoption of the American nationalism espoused by Albert Murray and Stanley Crouch, as evidenced by Marsalis’s various writings and his commentary and voice-overs in Jazz is a case in point.

While the underrepresentation of black cultural and intellectual achievement in the U.S. is a serious issue, what is at stake here is not the ethnicity of jazz musicians or the various racial subtexts attending the making of jazz icons. Rather, with this erasure, representations of the music’s aesthetic/social criteria and meanings are even more vulnerable to distortion. For instance, I think of my own musical experiences growing up in the Church of God in Christ where the profundity of a musical experience was measured by the extent to which it facilitated bringing down the Holy Ghost and not by technical considerations such as a musician’s virtuosity.3 In this setting, if the music enhances the purpose of the social event and helps the people attain greater involvement in it, then it is good music. Without this “anointing,” it is just music. This type of criteria for accessing art is quite different from the model of the heroic improviser (or, sticking to the paradigm more closely, the composer) who overcomes his or her alienation to create masterpieces of modernity. Oftentimes, for black people—and this is the case for jazz as much as it is for “gospel”—the success of the music/dance/spiritual event is determined by all the participants of the event and not simply the person formally designated as “the artist.” When the artists who were officially frozen as the permanent avant-garde tried to invoke this aesthetic in their music and philosophy, they were often dismissed as “crow-jim” racists.4

The historiography of jazz, with notable exceptions, adopts a “great man” theory of art primarily because it frames the music as an extension of American modernity and valorizes the heroic individual who sublimates his alienation to create triumphant art that give testament to (usually) his genius. Black musicians in America are not immune to American modernism but are not as bound by it, as the historical accounts would suggest, either. As Farah Jasmine Griffin elucidates in her study of black migration narratives, Who Set You Flowin’? African Americans are not such traditionalists that they live in the past, but black folk thought invokes “talkative ancestors.” She explains that since black thought, and even black genius, is not valorized by other folk, black folk have had to keep their ancestors alive even as they embrace modernity.5 This dual focus is very self-consciously present in much of the music that became tagged as a permanent jazz avant-garde. Consider, for example, the slogan of the Art Ensemble of Chicago (AEC), “Great Black Music, Ancient to the Future.” So, while the AEC revived polyphony and chants in their music, they do not do so in the fashion of the great repertory ensembles. Importantly, the AEC does not sound like a New Orleans band or a traditional West African ensemble, though they definitely invoke the spirits of those times and places. When the importance of this avant-garde aesthetic that converses with the ancestors is minimized within the historical account, it is easy to lose sight of the social force toward which black music normally aspires. By interpreting the innovations of emerging jazz artists as primarily a revolt against constricting forms and hackneyed expressions, critics and historians deemphasize the extent to which the work of these artists engages in an ideological battle against the political status quo.

The most subtle, and most powerful, opposition to the players whose music precipitated the present-day compartmentalization of jazz’s avant-garde spirit openly acknowledges the importance of a host of social, cultural, and economic factors. Several authors discuss the social ramifications of the music with great insight while maintaining the importance of considering the craft of the art form first in jazz criticism.6 Their dismissal of jazz’s official avant-garde does not stem from their inability to see the social/aesthetic nexus in the music, but rather from their specific ideological differences with both black nationalism and Marxism.7 This point goes to the heart of the difference between the historical (European) avant-garde and the jazz avant-garde tradition. The historical avant-garde, in its seeking to shake up the foundations of the art world, strove to separate itself from the traditions upon which they were commenting. By contrast, jazz artists—of all stripes—have not tried to flaunt their prestige and artistic standing or mock the sacred aura of the art world, but have instead been preoccupied with attaining the prestige that European art music routinely enjoys.8 Ideological battles between musicians and critics and others in the jazz industry did not begin with the young musicians of the 1960s, and black jazz musicians have a glorious history of progressive politics and have consistently expressed antiracist and anti-imperialist ideas going as far back to such founding fathers as Duke Ellington and Sidney Bechet. When musicians began to formally declare their ideological alliance with Marxism and/or black nationalism, however, they were viewed as a separatist artistic movement in a sense that was akin to what happened with the historical avant-garde.9 Thus, as jazz moves closer to a mainstream American institutional presence, the avant-garde aspects of its expression are ultimately calcified in conception, reduced to a style, and hence rendered more limited (more conservative) in its possible valences with the contemporaneous social world. By contrast, the perpetual avant-garde is about a certain attitude toward constant innovation, motivated in part by a desire for greater justice in the world. It is important to note that there is not necessarily a linear relationship between the views of the canon makers and the careers of musicians they try to exclude. Thus, certain critics used their authoritative positions to censure the expressions and careers of politically explicit artists like Abbey Lincoln for some time, while their diatribes unwittingly supported the careers of others, like Archie Shepp, even if only through increasing his notoriety and marketability by creating controversy. A similar irony may be found in the fact that in the present era the critical authority sanctioning the exclusion of an official avant-garde in jazz is headed by black Americans who prefer to emphasize individual heroism rather than the revolutionary potential or social engagement with the music.

Because jazz music (re)presents a perpetual avant-garde in both the formal/artistic sense of the term and in the social/aesthetic dimension, every major development in the music’s history is associated with significant social change in the history of the nation and of African Americans in particular. The emergence of jazz as a mature art form, for example, occurs during the 1890s, a period that represents simultaneously both the nadir of African American history and perhaps its most pervasive cultural flowering.10 Each subsequent wave of the great migrations (to use one dominant theme of African American history), out of the rural areas into industrial centers, from the South, “out West,” and “up North,” witnessed a progression of new artistic activity, especially in the music. In each case these musical innovations were accompanied by similar strides taking place in the social arrangements of black folks and the nation in general. Thus, the increased mobility and changed social and familial arrangements of African Americans during the postbellum period helped set the stage for the individualistic, peripatetic possibilities of the blues.11 The 1920s new take on the amalgamation of various classes, geographies, and “races” in the U.S. subsequent to increased industrialization, the great migration, the blues craze, and the success of the jazz recording industry all contributed to making jazz a national music. These new forms and ways of performing were later studied and further transformed by composers and arrangers such as Don Redman, Jelly Roll Morton, Bubber Miley, and Duke Ellington.12

The next (and larger) wave of the migration, associated with World War II, witnessed similar pockets of social militancy, political organization, and cultural innovation that obtained during the earlier migrations. Both the cult of respectability and the defiant militancy that black political activists observed during the 1940s and 1950s segment of the civil rights movement had its analogue in the bebop musicians, who were at once transgressive and bourgeois.13 At this juncture the jazz world experienced a great bifurcation between modern jazz (bebop) and black popular music (rhythm and blues). Sharing similar social spaces and the same cultural moment led to a preponderance of commonalties between the two musics, however. Formally, both bebop musicians and rhythm and blues musicians showed a strong preference for blues and “rhythm changes” as song types, and many musicians crossed over from one genre to the other, as did of course many listeners. The bebop scene was associated with greater social equality and fraternization between blacks and whites in the jazz community and continued the tradition of integration on the bandstand that had begun earlier during the swing era. While rhythm and blues was still more closely tied to black people and their terpsichorean outlook on the world, it too made inroads into mainstream culture, its very designation replacing the more segregated term race music.

During the 1960s the largest wave of black migration out of the South occurred, and, not surprisingly, the social and cultural changes that took place during this time were perhaps on a grander scale. If the ethos of the bebop revolutionaries reflected the patriotic yet alienated stance that produced the double V slogan of the World War II era, then the worldview of the free jazz movement was informed by, among other things, decolonization, the black power movement, the counter-culture, and the antiwar movement of the Vietnam era. In each of these historical moments the musical innovations introduced into jazz were cutting-edge musical significations of the fight for freedom, not merely from staid musical conventions but also against political injustice.14

The music’s ties to black America’s social history are not limited to the progressive strains of the culture. During the politically conservative 1980s, the black bourgeoisie tripled in size and gave rise to a generation of black, conservative, superachievers. Intellectuals like Glen Loury and Thomas Sowell and public figures such as Clarence Thomas and Ward Connerly distanced themselves not only from the parochial excesses of black nationalism that black conservatives love to ridicule but also from such mainstream black political desiderata as affirmative action. A parallel rise in prominence of a neoconservative movement in jazz centered on the celebrity of Wynton Marsalis, who as spokesperson and as a musician helped revitalize the jazz tradition and bring it to the attention of mainstream America in a compelling fashion. Perhaps the most powerful jazz musician in history (in terms of institutional sponsorship and in his celebrity as a “serious” artist), Marsalis attracted young practitioners to the art and helped jazz to gain mainstream respectability. The acceptance of jazz as America’s “classical” music came at a time when the black bourgeoisie was thriving and finally considered an infrangible part of the nation. At the same time, poverty grew pervasive and persistent for large numbers of blacks that were so barred from access to middle-class lifestyles and privileges they were dubbed the underclass.15 The widespread acceptance of middle-class black America seemed to involve a tacit agreement to sacrifice the social mobility of this underclass and to render it relatively invisible and silent through a curious mixture of Moynihan-like dismissals of “tangles of pathology” and Washingtonian “bootstrap ideology.” Ironically, the attitudes and aesthetics of this class produced the most vibrant and influential cultural movement of the age, hip hop. Hip hop music, especially rap, has kept alive the oppositional stance and attitude in black music at a time when jazz is on the verge of losing its transgressive edge during its bid for mainstream respectability.

Some musicians who were associated with the jazz avant-garde in earlier decades also flourished during the 1980s, though with less fanfare than that which accompanied the neoconservatives. Henry Threadgill, David Murray, and other graduates of the 1970s New York loft scene comprised a group of free-bop musicians who combined the syntax of mainstream jazz (bebop based) with the vocabularies of free jazz. Their music represented an alternative to the neo-hardboppers while at the same time encapsulating a move toward the center by erstwhile avant-garde performers. The move inside by “out” musicians16 like Lester Bowie, who formed Brass Fantasy, a band that played renditions of pop tunes, was in part a matter of artistic vision and maturity. It can also be understood as a concession to the realities of the contemporaneous jazz industry.

From Perpetual to Permanent: The Post 1960s Jazz Avant-Garde

Of course, the avant-garde tradition did not die in jazz in the late twentieth century any more than did the revolutionary potential in social movements. Today one can point to Graham Haynes, William Parker, David S. Ware, Deidre Murrray, Charles Gayle, Mixashawm, and Pheeroan Aklaff, to name but a few musicians who maintain this type of artistic vision as jazz grows into its second century. This aspect of the jazz scene has become increasingly an underground phenomenon. One of the ways that it has been contained to a growing extent is to explain jazz as a specific set of practices, subsequently using litmus tests to determine which performances are “straight ahead” or “avant-garde” or “commercial.”

The music that has become the permanent avant-garde flowered during the 1960s. The music of the holy quadrumvirate of free jazz, Cecil Taylor, Ornette Coleman, Albert Ayler, and John Coltrane, was not fundamentally opposed to a jazz mainstream but had its roots in the music that preceded it. At the time of its emergence the “New Thing” was simply a continuation of the perpetual avant-garde tradition of the music and was no more self-consciously revolutionary than the bebop of “modern music” movement. Nevertheless, the New Thing did have features that emphasized its revolutionary status. Nor did these musicians make the political connotations of their music more explicit than did previous artists, including Duke Ellington in his Black Brown, and Beige suite, Max Roach in the Freedom Now Suite, Billie Holiday in her “Strange Fruit,” or Sun Ra in his metaphysical musings. The degree to which these political yearnings were made explicit in the music at the formal level, however, has in some ways rendered the New Thing a permanent avant-garde, if only because many of the practices seemingly stretched the Western systems of organization to their limits. Some musicians tried to free themselves symbolically from the hegemony of Euro-America through such means as subverting the expectations of functional tonality, abandoning tempered intonation, improvising with free meter and free tonal structures, new instrumental techniques, etc. The non-Western emphasis was underscored by incorporating musical influences from various African, Latin American, and Asian cultures.

It is the putative failure to reinvent traditional practices that causes the music that represented the New Thing of the 1960s to be stigmatized in some quarters. Because some of these musicians did not demonstrate competence in more conventional styles, their craftsmanship is in question, and, consequently, “avant-garde” is a label that connotes to many an artistic cul-de-sac played by musicians who lack the technical and conceptual rigor to continue to break new ground. The prevalence of this train of thought has caused the jazz avant-garde to be understood as a style rather than a process. Consequently, musicians such as Charles Gayle, and Matthew Shipp, whose styles are indebted to Albert Ayler and Cecil Taylor respectively, tend to be regarded as “avant-garde” even though these playing styles and techniques have been with us for four decades. Reified as a style, the now titled avant-garde is widely considered irrelevant to the true tradition, despite the fact that this genre of jazz continues to inspire generations of musicians. Whereas in the early 1960s some conservative jazz critics disparaged figures like Coltrane and Eric Dolphy for being “antijazz” in spirit, some critics and musicians of the 1980s and 1990s, following Marsalis’s lead; dismiss this genre as not really being jazz music at all, good or bad, but rather an extension of European music (!).

In tandem with the historiographical creation of a permanent jazz avant-garde, bebop is simultaneously reified as the classical textus receptus of the modern jazz tradition.17 Bebop conventions such as the harmonic language, rhythms, phrasing, and compositional and arranging practices are now found in the playing of virtually every established jazz musician, young or old. There was a time when a jazz musician could be unconventional enough to play with modernists without trying to copy their language (think of Pee Wee Rusell’s idiosyncratic clarinet stylings with the likes of Eric Dolphy or Max Roach). In the present era musicians who make only marginal references to the conventions of modern music are held in suspicion. In the highly competitive world of jazz, with its macho cutting contests, it is bebop and its derivatives that are called upon to determine those who can “really” play and those who cannot. On the one hand, today there is greater acceptance of the fact that there always exists a multiplicity of jazz styles; various genres of jazz have transcended generational signification(s) to become available practices that not only coexist but influence each other. And so, for example, a swing enthusiast or even a “traditional jazz” or Dixieland fan is no longer considered a “moldy fig,” as they were called by bebop supporters in the 1940s. On the other hand, despite this postmodern heteroglossia, bebop remains the dominant language of jazz improvisers, and musicians who do not at least demonstrate their capabilities in this arena run the risk of being dismissed as instrumentalists whose music “is more like condiments than food.”18

A prime example can be found in saxophonist/bass clarinetist David Murray. During the height of his considerable popularity and critical acclaim, young jazz musicians debated whether his music was “really” jazz.19 Despite Murray’s obvious debt to such canonical players as Ben Webster and Paul Gonsalves, the fact that Albert Ayler’s style is fundamental to Murray’s conception caused the neo-hard-boppers to hold his musicianship under suspicion. While this debate was going on, Down Beat magazine published a transcription of Murray’s solo on “Body and Soul,” a song that has been a proving ground for tenor saxophonists since Coleman Hawkins’s important 1939 rendition. Anyone unable to hear the form in Murray’s solo could read the music and see that Murray did indeed follow the changes of the harmonically sophisticated ballad. This did little to silence the debate, however, because ultimately those who accused players such as Murray of not being able to play changes were really casting aspersions on his ability to do so utilizing the rhythms, melodic clichés, and cadential patterns, of bebop. Making bebop the litmus test of jazz authenticity affects the canonization of jazz figures and has already begun to impoverish the music’s historiography.

Charles Mingus: The Avant-Garde’s Reluctant Father

Despite Ekkhard Jost’s perceptive essay in his Free Jazz, Mingus is rarely associated with the avant-garde. Before becoming a bandleader, Mingus played with Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Charles Parker, the central figures of jazz history. An innovative bassist, bandleader, composer, and arranger, Mingus anticipated a great majority of the discoveries of acknowledged avant-garde jazz musicians, however, in some cases by years or even decades. The way he blended these innovations with traditional techniques and repertoire kept all formal possibilities open and, like the music of his mentor, Ellington, resists easy categorization. His arrangements did not lend themselves to being perceived as stylistically fixed renditions to the same degree as the music of the major figures of the New Thing. In fact, Mingus’s music represents the ideal of the perpetual avant-garde because he never relinquished the other aspects of his musical personality to make way for the new as did our quadrumvirate of universally acknowledged avant-garde innovators.

Mingus described himself as a disciple of Charles Parker, but his musical personality was too strong and his muse too varied to ever be dominated by bebop alone.

Within the group of America’s greatest composers, which includes Charles Ives, Aaron Copeland, Duke Ellington, and Thelonious Monk, Mingus is the youngest, most modern, most versatile, and the least well known. Mingus is truly one of our representative composers because of the unusual breadth of his musical influences, the depth with which he assimilated them, and the degree to which he synthesized them into a personal voice, avoiding both simple mimicry and post-modern pastiche. His music is informed by the diverse jazz styles of Jelly Roll Morton (e.g., “Jelly Roll”), Duke Ellington (his sensitive treatment of “Mood Indigo” or his Strayhornesque “Duke Ellington’s Sound of Love”), and Charles Parker (“Reincarnation of a Love Bird” or almost any of his improvisations), along with the gospel sounds of the Holiness Church (“Wednesday Night Prayer Meeting” or “Better Get Hit in Your Soul”), and certain aspects of Western art music, including Impressionism (“Adagio Ma Non Troppo” and especially the tone poems of Richard Strauss [“The Chill of Death”]). His assimilation of Western art music into his own sound is usually far more compelling than the rather self-conscious efforts of the third stream movement. Similarly, his appropriation of the sounds and techniques of gospel music seem more powerful and less cliché ridden than the gospel inflections of most of the hardbop composers.

The ability to incorporate such disparate styles into a recognizable voice allowed him to introduce new music forms and new approaches to jazz improvisation and composition. Ultimately, the combined legacy of his writing, playing, and bandleading amounts to a reevaluation of the relationship between the composer and the improviser, between the writer and the performing ensemble, and thus interrogates the very fabric of American musical practice in a fundamental way. This is why each Mingus ensemble sounds radically different from all others. Even when playing the same songs with different bands, rarely are they played the same way. The arrangements are different, the tempos and rhythmic patterns are usually played around with, and the forms of the compositions are variable. The willingness to make all his compositions and ensembles a work in progress (hence the name of many of his groups, the Jazz Workshop) meant that though there are certain recognizable Mingus traits—accelerandos, rhythmic shifts, collective improvisations, vamps—different bands and their differing renditions of his classics are sometimes not even remotely similar. There is not the consistency of expectation that one might have of bandleaders like Art Blakey or Horace Silver. His oeuvre is arguably more varied even than that of Duke Ellington.

Second, his music expresses the political concerns associated with the official jazz avant-garde. Through the titles of his compositions, for example, Mingus frequently placed political ideas squarely on the table. By the late 1950s some jazz musicians through their composition titles began to publicly identify with post-colonial African nations, jazz artists such as Jackie McLean played for fundraisers supporting civil rights groups, and a few musicians (Sonny Rollins, Abbey Lincoln, and Max Roach) risked censure by making recordings that explicitly referenced the contemporary freedom fight of African Americans. However, very few established jazz musicians have so consistently sported politically provocative titles such as “Meditations on Integration,” “Fables of Faubus,” “Remember Rockefeller at Attica,” “Free Cellblock F, ‘Tis Nazi USA,” “Don’t Let Them Drop the Atom Bomb on Me,” “Haitian Fight Song,” “They Trespass the Land of the Sacred Sioux,” and “Once There Was a Holding Corporation Called Old America” as did Mingus. Nor did symbolism exhaust his political engagement. For instance, in 1960 with Max Roach he co-led the alternative Newport Rebels Festival in protest of the exclusionary policies of George Wein. The atmosphere of the alternative festival is documented in the later recording, Newport Rebels, and fruitfully combines musicians of different generations (Eric Dolphy and Roy Eldridge, for example) who were considered to be on opposite sides of the artistic divide in jazz.20 He founded two record companies in an attempt to get musicians to tackle the source of their oppression within the political economy of the jazz industry. He published open letters to both musicians and critics revealing strong opinions about his beloved art form and the figures who created it or exerted influence upon it. He also published what is perhaps the most literarily ambitious autobiography of any jazz figure, Beneath the Underdog, where he not only tackled the social milieu and political ramifications of the music but also dealt with psychoanalytic theory and fictionalized philosophical discussions about aesthetics and ontology with trumpeter Theodore “Fats” Navarro. Mingus’s literary work is as complex and multivariate as his music; the book is written with at least three narrative voices and changes from reportage to fantasy as quickly as he shifts between tempos and various rhythmic feels in his compositions.21

Having started his recording career with Louis Armstrong in 1943, Mingus reached a musical maturity before the generation of musicians that came to be known as the jazz avant-garde by twenty years. Mingus, with one of the broadest backgrounds of any musician, remained deeply suspicious of the sincerity and competence of any so-called avant-garde musician who had not proven mastery of traditional forms. Yet he produced many pieces that dealt with most of the new music’s pet musical concerns and problems. For instance, he was the best polyphonic writer for big band since Ellington, as can be heard on his ten-melody masterpiece “Don’t Be Afraid, the Clown’s Afraid Too.”22 While most postbebop bands that improvised collectively were stylistically indebted to either Ornette Coleman’s Free Jazz or John Coltrane’s Ascension, Mingus’s ensembles frequently employed collective improvisation in diverse styles, ranging from 1910s New Orleans (“Eat That Chicken”) to 1960s free-blowing New York style, with many stops in between. As a writer Mingus frequently opened up the forms of his compositions to allow for extemporized vamps and collective improvisations, as he does, for instance, during the free-blowing solos of Don Pullen and George Adams on “Sues Changes” and “Orange Was the Color of Her Dress, Then Silk Blue.”23 This is one way that he ensures that each ensemble will give a fresh interpretation of his music. While apparently some musicians rebelled and resorted to his written parts, Mingus, like Thelonious Monk, preferred to teach his compositions by ear. This allowed the sidemen to interpret the music more naturally and freely. Playing arco bass along with Eric Dolphy on flute, he subtly utilized microtones in his composition “Meditations on Integration” (also known as “Praying with Eric”).24 The passage containing the duet is but one “movement” in an extended piece that mostly uses tempered tuning. All of these techniques, open-ended forms for extended collective improvisations, the focus on orality, and nontempered tunings, became the specialty of later groups identified as avant-garde and “out” musicians. The important difference in Mingus’s use of these techniques is not just that he used them earlier but that he used them as procedures available for the presentation of a wider spectrum of music. They were not primarily used for shock value, nor were they regarded as revelations, but rather as specific solutions for an ever changing set of musical contexts.

Mingus on occasion used poetry with his music, as did the more politically minded members of the acknowledged avant-garde. He could write the poetry himself, as he did in “The Chill of Death” (first released almost three decades after its first recording), or collaborate with a distinguished poet such as Langston Hughes.25 In his recording The Clown Jean Shepherd improvised the story line of Mingus’s poem as the musicians played the suite.26 These collaborations eventually produced hybrid forms in which the musical, improvisatory, and textual aspects were in dialogue with each other, exceeding earlier efforts by the beatniks in which the poetry and the music remained discrete elements. They are a direct precursor to the more integrated efforts made during the Black Arts movement. One of the masterpieces of this tradition, Amiri Baraka’s “In the Tradition,” recorded with jazz musicians David Murray and Steve McCall, is a direct heir to the example of Mingus.27

Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus: An Answer to the Permanent Avant-Garde

Ornette Coleman’s music exerted a strong influence on Mingus’s performance practices despite his skepticism about the saxophonist’s technique. Always finding those musicians who wore the label avant-garde somewhat dubious when it came to mastery of the fundamentals, even his praise for Coleman contained harsh criticism. In a Down Beat interview with Leonard Feather, Mingus acknowledged Coleman’s relevance with decidedly mixed praise:


Now aside from the fact that I doubt he can even play a C scale … in tune, the fact remains that his notes and lines are so fresh. So when [disc jockey] Symphony Sid played his record, it made everything else he was playing, even my own record that he played, sound terrible. I’m not saying everybody’s going to have play like Coleman. But they’re going to have to stop playing Bird.28



Mingus’ disdain for the avant-garde was further explained in his “An Open Letter to the Avant-Garde.”29 He relayed a humorous incident in which he asks Ellington to make an avant-garde recording with himself, Dizzy Gillespie, Clark Terry, Thad Jones, and others “who could really play.” To Mingus’s delight, Ellington replied: “Why should we go back that far? Let’s not take music back that far, Mingus. Why not just make a modern record?”30 In this letter Mingus is brutal, naming names, as when he accuses Pharoah Sanders of having a lot of gimmicks. He claimed that “what they call avant-garde [is] … old fashion[ed] music because it’s played by beginners, by people trying to learn how to play, or trying to wonder what to play to be different.” The main point that Mingus drives home in this essay, rightly I think, is that the real avant-garde is not necessarily represented by the musicians with such reputations, but by musicians like himself, Duke Ellington, and Clark Terry. His bitterness shows in the same essay where he wrote: “I wanted to show what would happen if some musicians who could really play the chord changes, who could really play a tune and not get lost, were to improvise and play free—everybody do what they want to do to outdo the avant-garde.”

Ultimately, with Eric Dolphy’s help, Mingus was able to combine his traditional musicianship with Ornette Coleman’s revolutionary concepts to produce some of his most experimental and multifaceted performances. As Brian Priestley points out, the first Dolphy/Mingus collaboration was probably made undeservedly obscure because it coincided with Ornette Coleman’s New York debut.31 If Money Jungle was Mingus’s opportunity to showcase Duke Ellington outmodernizing the moderns, then Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus is the recording where Mingus self-consciously takes on the official jazz avant-garde on its own terrain. Coleman’s influence on Mingus is most evident in this recording. It combined hard-driving jazz with experimental forms and approaches to improvisation that required all of the emotional depth and virtuosity available with the stellar lineup of Mingus, Dolphy, Ted Curson, and Dannie Richmond. With Dolphy, his favorite and most sympathetic colleague, Mingus was able to put forth an answer to the challenge represented by Coleman’s music. This album also highlights the degree to which Mingus self-consciously addressed both cultural and political issues through his music. Using creative song titles, short monologues, pointed lyrics, innovative compositions, and daring arrangements, Mingus blends his musical and extramusical messages into a well-integrated whole that treats several serious subjects while allowing plenty of space for humor. While this recording was made a full decade after Mingus had begun experimenting with modal playing and collective improvisation, the breadth and depth of his usage of these and other techniques makes Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus one of the most compelling examples of why Mingus is a father of the jazz avant-garde. It contains the most explicit examples of Mingus’s political views as well as his outspoken sentiments about the conditions under which he usually performed his music. It also showcases his ability to transform traditional music forms and standard materials into new expressions and is a compendium of methods for expanding the resources available to the small jazz ensemble.

One reason that this particular recording reveals so much about the political aspect of Mingus’s avant-garde impulse is the prevalence of his own words as either introductions to, or as integral parts of, the songs themselves. Nowhere in Mingus’ corpus is this more evident than in the lyrics to Mingus’s “Original Fables of Faubus.” Columbia Records (who released the first recorded version) would not release “Fables of Faubus” in its original form, with the lyrics. On the Candid version Mingus and Dannie Richmond sang the following lyrics in protest of Arkansas governor Orval E. Faubus and his attempt to prevent integration at Little Rock’s Central High School:


Oh, Lord, don’t let ’em shoot us!

Oh, Lord, don’t let ’em stab us!

Oh, Lord, don’t let ’em tar and feather us!

Oh, Lord, no more swastikas!

Oh, Lord, no more Ku Klux Klan!

Name me someone who’s ridiculous, Dannie.

Governor Faubus!

Why is he so sick and ridiculous?

He won’t permit us in his schools.

Then he’s a fool!

Boo! Nazi Fascist supremacists!

Boo! Ku Klux Klan (with your evil plan)

Name me a handful that’s ridiculous, Dannie Richmond.

—Faubus—Rockefeller—Eisenhower

Why are they so sick and ridiculous?

Two, four, six, eight: They brainwash and teach you hate.

H-E-L-L-O—Hello!



Interestingly, the Candid version not only contains the lyrics but also sports a more raucous and avant-garde musical performance. The usual changes in mood and tempo that one expects from Mingus are much more prominent in the Candid version, and the emotion and inspiration behind the song are much more visceral. The Columbia version sounds tame and controlled by comparison, whereas the music of the Candid version contains the same bravado and daring that are found in the 1959 lyrics. Here is an excellent example of the ways in which, even if the same compositions are performed, they often sound like completely new ones when played by a different version of Mingus’s Jazz Workshop.32 “Fables” also highlights a fact that Mingus considered important—that he is a “spontaneous composer.” His compositions are “within the category of one feeling, or rather, several feelings expressed as one,” even though they typically show “changes in tempo and changes in mode, yet the variations on the theme still fit into one composition.”33 Because these compositions retain a “spontaneous” character, the changes and variations within a single performance are altered further between different performances and with different bands.

Other verbal interludes may have less direct bearing on the music itself but lend insight into the extramusical dimension of Mingus’s art. Although Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus was recorded in a studio, Mingus added chatter and commentary as if he were addressing an audience at a live club date. The “night-club chatter” contains admonitions against loud noises, sounds of cash registers, and boisterous conversations. These annoyances are the bane of many a performer, but are especially grievous during the (relatively quiet) bass solos. We know from similar passages in Mingus’s autobiography, Beneath the Underdog, that he hated the lack of attention paid during his bass solos by musicians and audience members alike. His juxtaposition of intruding cash registers with the most poignant and sensitive moments of the performance slyly introduces a critique of some of the obvious drawbacks to the capitalist-inspired conditions that obtained in jazz clubs. This incipient critique was limited to interlude material between songs, much in the fashion of Mingus alumni Rahsaan Roland Kirk. However, these remarks are amplified through the irony of including them in a studio recording. Live recordings (as well as countless anecdotes) reveal that Mingus was also wont to include such commentary during his introductions to songs in front of real audiences. Such harangues could include topics ranging from Mingus’s dissatisfaction with George Wein’s arrangement of the 1964 tour with his greatest band, to his disappointment and anger toward Dolphy for deciding to leave the ensemble, to his famous introduction to “Meditations on Integration” where he makes a plea for someone to provide black people with “wirecutters” to free themselves from metaphorical concentrations camps “before someone else gets some guns to us.”34

After introducing these concerns in his introductory chatter, Mingus announces that the first composition will be titled “Folk Forms, No. 1” on the album, in contrast to “Opus.” Mingus did use the term opus on later recordings, perhaps to emphasize that all his music was not programmatic. Here he is signifying on the difference between the respect afforded symphonic musicians and jazz musicians, especially given his repeated entreaties for his “audience” to not applaud or make noises until the end of the composition. “Folk Forms, No. 1” is a blues. In this slow blues the quartet for twelve minutes presents seemingly endless variations on the ensemble’s approach to the same material. In addition to his usual juxtaposition of 4/4 and 6/8 time feels, the quartet is broken into various combinations of duets and trios, where each instrumental voices assumes differing roles. The relationship between horn and rhythm instrument is frequently inverted here, the horn[s] providing accompaniment to the drum or bass’s melody. Despite the nontempered passages, and the weird voicings and rhythmic devices, the entire piece is tightly controlled and logically developed. This performance brings to mind another work of art by an outspoken musician in Mingus’s generation who admonished the out players even as he engaged them. Yusef Lateef wrote a play, “The Out Game,” that featured characters by the name of “Sonny,” “Coleman,” “Shepp,” and “LaShay.”35 In the play Coleman, Shepp, and LaShay (Prince Sasha?) speak dadaistic, nonsense syllables and nonsequiturs. There are some themes like love that seem decipherable, but the dialogue is mostly gibberish. At the end of the play Sonny comes out of a limousine and shows them where it’s at, playing a slow blues on a tenor saxophone. After taking center stage, still playing, Sonny returns to the limo with the other characters in tow. Lateef’s play is complicated by the multiple meanings that could be ascribed to the image of Sonny Rollins and his followers playing in a limousine. Could Lateef be commenting on the capitulation of Sonny Rollins and the others to the capitalistic interests of the music industry? Maybe not. Rollins’s position as a preeminent jazz musician was secure, and he stood to gain neither prestige nor money from his association with the out players. Perhaps it is merely a reference to Sonny Rollins’s actual mode of transportation (he has been known to ride in a limousine or two). Or perhaps Lateef, who grew up in one of Detroit’s most notorious ghettos, uses the limousine as a symbol denoting accomplishment and ease. Combined with the blues (a slow blues), the limousine becomes a sign of working-class jazz royalty; a symbol of the increased communicative power out players’ music would possess in the wisdom of a player like Rollins. Presumably, Sonny Rollins (who made the recording Our Man in Jazz with Ornette Coleman’s sidemen Don Cherry, Charlie Haden, and Billy Higgins) teaches the well-meaning but meandering moderns to begin with the blues and to mine it for deeper understanding of the music. In similar fashion, Mingus (as did his idol, Ellington) revisited the blues often for fresh approaches to the music, and begins his “set” on Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus with “Folk Forms, No. 1” in what could be seen as a didactic pose.

Continuing to pretend that he is speaking to an audience at the end of his “set,” Mingus’s sense of humor comes to the fore as begins his composition “All the Things You Could Be by Now if Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother” with the following chatter:


And now, ladies and gentlemen, you have been such a wonderful audience. We have a special treat in store for you. This is a composition dedicated to all mothers. And it’s titled “All the Things You Could Be by now if Sigmund Freud’s Wife was Your Mother.” Which means if Sigmund Freud’s wife was your mother, all the things you could be by now. Which means nothing. You got it? Thank you. [Counting the tune off] One. One, two, three …



Based upon the standard “All the Things You Are,” “All the Things You Could Be” is a radical reworking and extension of the original materials, which are barely recognizable in the finished product. In fact, when I have played this piece for college students many of them initially believe that the high energy of the performance is due to a reckless abandon that allows for emoting without intelligent decisions. Here we have Mingus’s deepest joke revealed not in the title but in this example of virtuoso musicians outdoing the avant-garde. “All the Things You Could Be,” for all its wildness and freshness of expression, is not susceptible to the criticism that Mingus leveled in his open letter to the avant-garde: “noise, squeaks and hollers, yells, banging bells, with no continuity to it, with no recapitulation with no form.”

The band comes in at a fast pace with a thirty-six-bar introductory melody. The standard upon which it is based, “All the Things You Are,” is also thirty-six bars long rather than the standard thirty-two.36 The introduction does not adhere to the harmonic sequence of the standard, however, and is in conception and execution much like the first Ornette Coleman records on Atlantic Records, which were just being released at the time. The Ornette-isms abound. The ensemble is a pianoless quartet with alto saxophone and trumpet on the front line playing unisons in the manner that Ornette Coleman and Don Cherry established. The melody, frenetic and startling, is played mostly in unison, and contains abrupt cut-off points followed by ironically simple cadences to the tonic key. The treatment of the rest of the composition shows the kind of arrangement that is typical of Mingus and includes tempo changes, metric changes, and collective improvisation. This kaleidoscopic array of feels and patterns is successful because of the unusually tight synchrony between Mingus and his inveterate colleague, drummer Dannie Richmond. The apparently telepathic communication between the two made abrupt time changes, accelerandos, and the like occur seamlessly.37 To the uninitiated, this performance seems wild and almost uncontrolled, but it is actually quite well thought out. Space limitations do not allow for a detailed musical analysis, but the song can be represented by the following scheme:


Melody I (played fast in the style of Ornette Coleman quartet of the late-1950s):

8 bar phrase (A)

8 bar phrase (A’)

8 bar phrase (B)

12 bar phrase (A”)

Melody II (a sections played fast, each eight bar phrase cut in half, over the first half the rhythm section plays an ascending figure, the second half traditional walking over the harmonies of the standard “All the Things You Are”):

4 bar phrase (ascending)   4-bar phrase (standard) (A)

4 bar phrase (ascending)   4-bar phrase (standard) (A)

(B Section is played slowly. The trumpet plays the melody, the saxophone plays a counterpoint line, the bass plays an obbligato, the drums play sparsely)

8-bar phrase (slowly, without clearly articulated pulse) (B)

4-bar phrase (ascending) 8-bar phrase (standard) (A’)



In the space of two choruses of the song, Mingus takes the band through four different time/rhythmic feels, and two complete melodies, before starting the two improvisations by Curson and Dolphy. During the solos there are further changes; those during Curson’s trumpet solo are as follows:


Trumpet solo chorus I (the changes are the standard harmonies from “All the Things You Are.” The A sections are played in 6/8 time, and very fast. B section is played very slowly in 4/4 time. The drums and bass play “stop time” during the B section, that is one heavy accent on the first beat of every measure only.)

8 bar phrase (6/8 time, very fast) (A)

8 bar phrase (6/8 time, very fast) (A)

8 bar phrase (4/4 time, stop time, slow) (B)

12 bar phrase (6/8 time, very fast) (A’)

Trumpet solo chorus II (this chorus is played in the standard fashion. The bass walks a 4/4 in medium fast tempo and the drums give standard, straight-ahead accompaniment).

Trumpet solo chorus III (this chorus is played as a collective improvisation between the bass, drums, and trumpet. The bass and the trumpet are in the foreground, and the drums are played sparsely, as if punctuating the ideas of the other two soloing instruments).

Trumpet solo chorus IV (this chorus is played in the same fashion as chorus II, though Mingus stretches the time more during the bridge, but he does so in tension with the underlying swing, more like a conceptual counterpoint than an alternate time feel).



The saxophone solo has a similar development, after which only the first, Coleman-like melody is played, with an extended cadence or tag at the end. Curson holds the final note while Dolphy plays a series of cadences going through the cycle of fifths. Moving upwards in fifths rather than going through the more usual cycle of fourths (downward in fifths), the tag suggests that there is no final resolution.

This tribute to Coleman is in reality more of an answer to Coleman’s challenge, in the sense of one-upmanship. There is the apocryphal story that Mingus told in which he sponsored an avant-garde concert performed behind a curtain for a special audience of jazz critics. When the critics give their rave reviews of the daring performance, he pulls back the curtain to reveal a bunch of kids playing on instruments that they had been given immediately prior to the performance. The story is meant to be a scathing put down of the reputed “anything goes” attitude of free jazz. That Mingus was able to glean ideas about presentation and freedom from such players without sacrificing the discipline and virtuosity of earlier musical styles is evident in the performances of “All the Things You Could Be.” The solos are largely free of bop clichés, but each instrumentalist clearly demonstrates that he is able to execute harmonically complex ideas with rhythmic fluency, the apotheosis of playing bebop. All of the events are followed simultaneously with split second timing by the various members of the ensemble, and thus reveals the planning and rehearsal necessary to realize this performance. There is nothing haphazard or arbitrary at all about this faux craziness.

Mingus includes on this album another song, “What Love,” that owes very little to bebop in conception or execution, though it is based very loosely on the standard “What Is This Thing Called Love?” favored by bebop players. (Charles Parker transformed it into “Hot House.”) In “What Love” the organization of the small jazz ensemble is democratized, a consistent trend in jazz throughout the century. The distinction between front line (trumpet, alto saxophone) and rhythm section (bass, drums) is blurred; no longer is one the accompaniment to the other. Rather, each instrument plays a role in the music whose prominence and importance used to be reserved for the instruments carrying the melody. During the statement of the melody by the horns, the bass part is largely contrapuntal. As is typical of many Mingus’s melodies, the bass line is phrased in eighth notes, liberally sprinkled with quarter-note triplets. At times Mingus plays the roots of the chord changes, at others his line is melodic, with a rhythmic density that is at parity with the horn lines. Curson’s trumpet and Dolphy’s bass clarinet play in unison with a plaintive melody that is similar in mood to Ornette Coleman’s masterpiece, “Lonely Woman.” The drums do not play time; rather they provide accents and accompaniments that follow the contours of the melody but do not articulate a pulse or meter. The piece is in metered time, for the most part, but here the rhythm section is not responsible for making it explicit. During the trumpet solo Dolphy in effect joins the rhythm section, playing rhythms and melodies that are apparently part of a written arrangement, helping to outline the harmonies. Again, the song has several short movements, first a drone in the bass, with very brief sections of swing played by the bass and drums, followed by unaccompanied trumpet, followed by another very abstract, arranged accompaniment with bass and bass clarinet playing in counterpoint and the drums providing punctuations to the ensemble’s statements. Mingus takes an unaccompanied bass solo, during which he follows the form of the song. When the drums enter at the end of the bass solo, the bass goes to a drone as Dolphy begins his bass clarinet solo.

Eric Dolphy’s solo is the climax of the piece, and may be the most startling performance of the album. The bass clarinet solo begins with the same arrangement as the trumpet solo, and then suddenly there is a duet between bass and bass clarinet. Eventually there is an interruption in the form, and the two instruments “talk.” They begin with quasi-normal musical phrases and, gradually, using idiosyncratic phrasing and expanded timbral qualities, approximate actual speech patterns rather than normal musical syntax. The conversation includes banter sections with back and forth vituperations and overlapping parts as well as longer soliloquies. There are relatively calm moments of repose as well as instances of “arguments” with screeching and overblowing on the bass clarinet and slapping and bending the strings on the bass. By the end of the conversation/duet, each instrument has long left tempered tuning and any conventional sense of melodic invention.38 Just as the listener becomes lost in this world of instrumental speech, suddenly a musical cue from the bass brings the band back together for the final statement of the melody, which is repeated at the end. The last chorus of the melody is faster and features a lush and complicated countermelody for the bass clarinet. As in the first statement, the bass alternates between its own countermelody and brief periods of conventional swinging, walking bass lines that outline the harmonic changes.

If “All the Things You Could Be” showcases Mingus’s response to Coleman’s wing of the jazz avant-garde, “What Love” demonstrates what a composer and arranger of Mingus’s stature could make of the innovations later made famous by saxophonists like Pharoah Sanders and Albert Ayler. Both saxophonists were masters of the altissimo register of their instruments and introduced speechlike utterances, including shrieks and screams, in their improvisations. Recall that Mingus rather uncharitably (and, I think, unfairly) implied that these saxophonists lacked musical thought and relied upon gimmicks. Mingus sidestepped the possibility of this kind of criticism when he utilized their techniques in his music, because these innovations were juxtaposed to, or even in dialogue with, earlier styles of jazz improvisation.39

The compositions performed on Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus could be studied profitably by any musician interested in expanding his or her techniques in avant-garde expression. The relative uniqueness of this recording in Mingus’s discography underscores that one of his most enduring contributions to American music was his ability to constantly shift his musical expression, allowing not only for his own musical will but for the full expression of each member of specific ensembles. By insisting on this kind of interaction he added unprecedented flexibility to the tradition of American orchestras. The dynamic between written music and improvised music, eagerly embraced and perpetually worried in Charles Mingus’s oeuvre, creates tensions that involve the marriage in art between the Dionysian urges and Apollonian control that Nietzsche called for in The Birth of Tragedy.40 While he identified himself more as a composer than he did as a bassist, his approach to composing made virtuosic demands upon performers and helped change the way that bands improvised or interacted with “fixed” compositions as much as did Ornette Coleman or John Coltrane. His place in jazz is assured because he never allowed his desire to display his emotions corrupt the control of his craft or lessen his discipline. Nor did he let the need for precision and clarity of ideas derail him from his mission to present the perpetual avant-garde in American music.

NOTES

 1.  This is a thorny problem that needs to be theorized more rigorously. African Americans, as Albert Murray points out, are as American as anyone else. Yet, as Dubois remarked famously a century ago, black people have often stood apart from the mainstream of America by law and by custom. African American culture often does in fact represent American values, but just as often it voices dissent from America and almost always presents a critique of mainstream viewpoints and practices that are deemed unjust. Blacks hold views across the entire spectrum of political thought, and several are leaders in the movement to deemphasize the salience of race in social and cultural matters. Thus, it is not altogether ironic that the most celebrated representative of jazz of today, Wynton Marsalis, is a black man who argues that jazz contains “Negro attitude,” that it is metaphorically and metonymically American, and that antiblack racism is merely a background obstacle, not a constitutive element of the art form. See Lipsitz, “Songs of the Unsung,” this volume.

 2.  See, for example, Radano, “The Jazz Avant-Garde.”

 3.  I include this autobiographical detail in part in response to Guthrie P. Ramsey’s provocative call for scholars of black music to reveal something of their own reasons for entering the field. He argues that the field is potentially impoverished since the relationship of the scholars to the music they study is not investigated with the rigor used to analyze and deconstruct the relationship of black musicians to their musical output. See Ramsey, “Who Hears Here?”

 4.  See, for example, Gitler, review of Straight Ahead by Abbey Lincoln. See also Kofsky, “The State of Jazz Criticism”; and Jones, “Jazz and the White Critic.”

 5.  Griffin, Who Set You Flowin’? This is also discussed briefly in Lipsitz, “Songs of the Unsung.”

 6.  The best of these would include Ralph Ellison, Albert Murray, and Stanley Crouch. This wing of jazz criticism is the dominant one, and reached its apotheosis in Ken Burns’s documentary film, Jazz. The viewpoints of the other major wing of jazz criticism, which includes such figures as Sidney Finkelstein, Amiri Baraka, and Kalamu ya Salaam, was not represented in the film. See Finkelstein, Jazz; Baraka, Black Music, “The ‘Blues Aesthetic’”; Jones, Blues People; and Salaam, African American Review. See also O’Meally, Living with Music; Murray, Stomping the Blues, The Omni-Americans, The Hero and the Blues, and any of Stanley Crouch’s numerous jazz articles and reviews in Village Voice.

 7.  Perhaps one of the most egregious examples of a critic using his authoritative position to censure the expressions and careers of artists with these political leanings would be the above-cited review of Abbey Lincoln’s Straight Ahead recording by Ira Gitler. But more thoughtful and thoroughgoing rejections of black nationalism in jazz can be found in Early, “Ode to John Coltrane,” or any number of essays written by jazz critic Stanley Crouch.

 8.  For an interesting discussion of how this affects avant-garde gestures made by jazz musicians, see Gabbard, “The Quoter and His Culture.”

 9.  Gabbard, ibid.; and Radano, “The Jazz Avant-Garde.” For examples of the rhetoric that helped to isolate certain musicians as a permanent avant-garde, see Shepp, “An Artist Speaks Bluntly”; and Braxton, Tri-Axium Writings.

10.  The social history of the era includes the installation of the black codes, the final dismantling of Reconstruction, and the banishing of the freedmen’s hopes for economic and political independence through the debt peonage system and socially sanctioned, extralegal terrorism. Alternatively, the nadir also witnessed the aboveground emergence of the black church, the building of national institutions for political agitation, the formation of fraternal societies, burial societies, charitable organizations, and so on. Incredibly, with jazz, blues, and ragtime, African Americans produced not just one but three music forms that forever changed the cultural landscape of the nation.

11.  See for example, Jones, Blues People; Oliver, The Story of the Blues; and Harrison, Black Pearls.

12.  Not every jazz composer was as self-consciously programmatic in intent as were composer counterparts in the Harlem Renaissance. Nevertheless, Ellington, the most important and most enduring of these composers, was very aware that he was creating a body of music that reflected the variegated moods and attitudes of black Americans. On the ambitions of the black composers of the Harlem Renaissance, see Floyd, Black Music in the Harlem Renaissance; and Spencer, The New Negroes and Their Music.

13.  On the “politics of respectability,” see Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent. Higginbotham is analyzing an earlier time period, but her observations are mostly valid for the mid-century movement as well. For a sense of the scope of the bebop revolt in sound and style, see Lott, “Double V, Double-Time.”

14.  The music’s ties with the social history of black migration patterns are also reflected by its demographics. The goals and actions of the civil rights movement were mainly in the South, but the black power movement’s epicenter eventually settled in places like Detroit, New York, and California. The New Thing was also a mostly nonsouthern phenomenon despite the fact that many of the key figures were southern born. The Texan saxophonist Ornette Coleman assembled his visionary band in Los Angeles and brought it to national attention in New York. John Coltrane was reared in North Carolina but began his professional career in Philadelphia and lived in New York during his last years when he was considered a proponent of free jazz. Furthermore, most of the collective actions and groups associated with the jazz avant-garde of the time were formed outside the South. The “October Revolution” in jazz took place in New York. The Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM) was founded in Chicago, the Black Artist Group (BAG) in St. Louis, the Artist Collective in Detroit, and Horace Tapscott’s Pan-Afrikan Peoples Orchestra in Los Angeles. See Litweiler, The Freedom Principle; Braxton, Tri-Axium Writings; Wilmer, As Serious As Your Life; and Tapscot, Songs of the Unsung.

15.  See Wilson, The Declining Significance of Race.

16.  The jazz avant-garde musicians of the 1960s and 1970s used the spatial metaphors “outside” and “inside” to describe the experimental and the established styles of jazz respectively. See Such, Avant-Garde Jazz Musicians.

17.  This is true despite the recognition that figures predating bebop are essential. The jazz neoconservatives have made especially strong cases, for example, that young musicians should know the music of Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong.

18.  This is the language used by Wynton Marsalis to describe trumpeter Lester Bowie in a Down Beat blindfold test.

19.  The leader on scores of albums, Murray is a founding member of the World Saxophone Quartet and during the 1980s and 1990s led a critically acclaimed octet, a big band, and numerous smaller bands. The author has heard many students at Berklee College of Music (some of whom went on to become widely acclaimed young lions) express grave doubts about his status as a jazz musician because of his idiosyncratic approach to playing changes.

20.  Jazz Artists Guild, Newport Rebels.

21.  Mingus, Beneath the Underdog. See also Saul, “Outrageous Freedom.”

22.  Mingus, Let My Children Hear Music.

23.  Mingus, Changes One and Two.

24.  Mingus, Charles Mingus at Town Hall with Eric Dolphy.

25.  Mingus, Hughes, and Feather, Weary Blues; Mingus, A Modern Jazz Symposium of Music and Poetry.

26.  Mingus, The Clown.

27.  Baraka, “In the Tradition.”

28.  Quoted in Priestly, Mingus, pp. 109–10.

29.  Mingus, “An Open Letter to the Avant-Garde.”

30.  Ellington and Mingus did record a modern album with drummer Max Roach in 1962: Ellington, Money Jungle.

31.  Eric Dolphy was certainly Mingus’s favorite sideman and the most able interpreter of Mingus’ variegated moods next to drummer Dannie Richmond. Mingus was even angry that Dolphy wanted to leave his band in 1964. The 1964 band, with Richmond, Dolphy, Jaki Byard, Clifford Jordan, and Johnny Coles, was probably pound for pound Mingus’s best ensemble. That is, they presented a composite of the writer and the performers that was extremely compelling.

32.  The Columbia version can be heard on Mingus, Better Get It in Your Soul.

33.  Mingus, Let My Children Hear Music.

34.  Mingus, Town Hall Concert.

35.  Yusef Lateef, “The Out Game,” in Lateef, Something Else.

36.  For examples of Mingus’s own penchant for highly unusual song forms in his compositions see appendix B in Priestley, Mingus, 1982.

37.  In fact, the almost symbiotic thinking between these two men undoubtedly contributed mightily to Mingus’s compositional style; it would have been easier to conceive such kaleidoscopic changes if the composer had a rhythm section that could perform them reliably.

38.   Mingus claimed to be able to communicate actual sentences that were intelligible, especially to Eric Dolphy. Amazingly, alto saxophonist and Mingus alumni Charles McPherson confirmed this story to the author at a workshop held at Berklee College of Music in 1991.

39.  It is important to note that at the time of this recording Pharoah Sanders and Albert Ayler had not yet reached the national jazz scene and Eric Dolphy was really a pioneer when it came to producing these sounds. Sanders, in the latter phases of his career (mostly after Mingus’s death), has shown remarkable affinity for more mainstream styles of jazz performance, especially for ballads. On the other hand, Albert Ayler’s attempt to incorporate popular styles into his music at the end of his career, such as his New Grass recording on Impulse! A9175, 1968, produced his worst and most forgettable music.

40.  Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy.
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