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            The man bent over his guitar, 
A shearsman of sorts. The day was green.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            They said, ‘You have a blue guitar, 
You do not play things as they are.’

            


            

                


            
 

            The man replied, ‘Things as they are 
Are changed upon the blue guitar.’

            


            

                


            
 

            And they said then, ‘But play, you must, 
A tune beyond us, yet ourselves,

            


            

                


            
 

            A tune upon the blue guitar 
Of things exactly as they are.’

            


            

                


            
 

            Wallace Stevens, ‘The Man with the Blue Guitar’ (1937) 

            


         
 

         

            … a winter twlight called, in Finnish, sininen hetki or the ‘blue moment’. It is as if blue light rises out of the snow and, because everything is covered in snow, everything turns blue, so the world is full of its own space and silence and not empty at all.

            


            

                


            
 

            Lavinia Greenlaw, ‘The Arctic’ (Granta 101, 2008) 

            


         


         

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            1 Introduction


         
 

         It is the most singular of sounds, yet among the most ubiquitous. It is the sound of isolation that has sold itself to millions.
 

         Lovers give each other Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue, even though its mood offers no consolation, let alone ecstasy. But those who give it want to share its richness of spirit, its awareness of the infinite, and its extraordinary quality of constantly revealing more to those who know it best. Sometimes perhaps they are saying, if you like this, too, then we have a basis for something.

         
 

         For many people it is the only jazz album they own. They may have bought it after hearing it at a friend’s house, or in a record shop, or in the background at a restaurant: something that imprinted itself during a casual encounter, the most exquisitely refined of ambient music. Yet there are lifelong students of jazz with vast collections covering the entire history of the idiom who would unhesitatingly nominate it as the item which, if they had to choose just one, they would save from a burning house.

         
 

         So there it is, in the rack at a small airport, the only representative of jazz, sitting among the Ibiza dance compilations and power-ballad divas. But Kind of Blue is not the equivalent of a temporary and aberrant fad for the sound of Irish pipes or Bulgarian female choirs. It is not, in that sense, a phenomenon. Its increasing success over forty years is a wholly organic process, the consequence of its intrinsic virtues and of its unique appeal to a particular layer of the human spirit.

         
 

         It began its life, in 1959, with a series of warm reviews and the unqualified admiration of other musicians – at least those of a similar age and tendency, which meant virtually an entire generation. They were swift to absorb Kind of Blue, to replicate its methods and its mannerisms, but its essence could never be recaptured. Not even, as it turned out, by the man who made it. Miles Davis spent the remaining thirty years of his life as the leading figure in jazz, initiating trends great and small, often putting himself at the centre of the music’s frequent crises of identity. But he never tried to do again the thing that he and six other musicians had done during the course of two days in the spring of 1959. He moved on, as he usually did.

         
 

         If it could not be counterfeited, what happened to it was something much more interesting, an effect that could only be seen in hindsight. Kind of Blue’s atmosphere – slow, rapt, dark, meditative, luminous – began to become all-pervasive. It was as if Miles Davis had tapped into something more profound than a taste for a particular set of musical sounds: he had uncovered a desire to change the scenery of life.

         
 

         Before Kind of Blue there had been slow jazz, mournful jazz, romantic jazz, astringent jazz. But there had never been anything that so carefully and single-mindedly cultivated an atmosphere of reflection and introspection, to such a degree that the mood itself became an art object. Kind of Blue seemed to have taken place in a sealed environment, with all its individual sensibilities pointing inwards. This is what gives it that extraordinary sense of focus, of concentration, of distillation. The musicians seem to have been spellbound. No wonder its forty-odd minutes of music were made in barely nine hours, and that it was never repeated.

         
 

         But in its ability to combine complexity of content with a powerful sense of ambiance, it has become one of the most influential albums of our time. You can’t put on an ECM album, for instance, without participating in the legacy of Kind of Blue: in particular the concern for a sense of space within the music, for a unity of atmosphere, and for the desire to create a mood of calm contemplation in which the troubled Western soul can take its rest.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         A late summer warmth is filling the streets of central Barcelona. Just off the Plaça Catalunya, near the top of the Rambla, two young musicians are busking. One plays a metre-long didgeridoo, the ancient wooden instrument associated with Australia’s aboriginal people, a sort of rustic contra-bass pipe suitable mainly for the production of low drones. The other is playing a hang, a newly fashionable steel hand-drum that looks like two woks welded together, the smooth surface of its upper hemisphere interrupted by half a dozen large dimples. A phenomenon called the Helmholtz resonance, which exploits the sounds produced by air in a cavity, allows the hang to produce a gentle melodic bong, like a Zen monk’s version of a Trinidadian steel pan. The duo’s minimalist music is static, almost heat-struck; it lacks obvious thematic material and seems to have no beginning or ending, no specific geographical origin or cultural inflections. A dozen listeners seem drawn more to the curious nature of the instruments than to the music itself.

         


         A few streets away, around the corner from the Plaça de Saint-Jaume in the old quarter, a bigger group is performing in the mouth of an alleyway. This one has two hang players, plus a saxophonist whose soprano instrument has an elegantly curved neck, and a man manipulating an Indian tambura with one hand to produce a quiet background drone while playing a softly skipping rhythm on the skin of an Irish bodhrán, a single-headed drum, with the other. Their music, which has drawn a crowd of tourists of all types and ages, is similarly unaggressive. Again this is a music of resources rather than themes. Yet it has a sense of space, of balance, of containment, of refined simplicity. The absence of harmonic movement and the sound of the hang drums – their notes like heavy raindrops, splashing against the drone – invites the saxophonist to shape his improvised phrases with contemplative grace.

         
 

         And I’m thinking as I walk away, the sound of the instruments fading into the early-evening hubbub, that this music could never have happened without Kind of Blue.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         It is half a century since Miles Davis walked into a studio in a converted church in midtown Manhattan and directed his sextet through five pieces of music that have come to stand not just for a certain kind of jazz – almost, indeed, for jazz itself – but for an entire scope of feeling. With this record Davis introduced the listeners of the Western world to a music suffused with a kind of mild exoticism that had its roots in Eastern philosophies. 

         
 

         Bill Evans, his pianist, supplied the album with a set of explanatory notes in which the act of the music’s creation is compared to those Japanese artists who spend a day preparing their brushes and paints before executing their delicate ideograms with a single indelible stroke. Earlier forms of jazz had found room for delicacy – in the cornet playing of Bix Beiderbecke, the piano solos of Teddy Wilson or the neoclassical inventions of the Modern Jazz Quartet – but it had never been so single-mindedly focused into an entire methodology as it was in Kind of Blue.

         
 

         At first the album attracted puzzlement as well as admiration. When the English critic Benny Green called it ‘a straw in the wind as far as conventional jazz-making techniques were concerned’ and added that it ‘questioned the tenets of jazz-making more thoroughly than anything since Charlie Parker’, he was not extending the warmest of welcomes. Green contributed a measured sleeve note to the British release of the album, but when Davis and his group arrived in Britain a few months later, while the album’s initial reverberations were still spreading, his reservations were apparent. ‘The myth that jazz is essentially a good-time music was finally laid to rest last week when the American trumpeter Miles Davis opened his long-awaited British tour,’ Green wrote in the Observer. ‘At the Gaumont, Hammersmith, Davis somehow managed to recreate, and even intensify, the hypnotic effect of recordings which have obliged us all to stop in our tracks and ask once again, “What is jazz, anyway?” … To put it briefly, Davis has succeeded in introducing into the jazz context a new aesthetic. Every note he plays is tinged with the disturbing melancholia of a highly sophisticated and super-sensitive artist. Nowhere is there any trace of the unselfconscious joy at being alive of Louis Armstrong, or the irrepressible good spirits of Davis’s great contemporary, Dizzy Gillespie. Suddenly, through the prism of Davis’s conception, all other jazz appears a Panglossian affair concerned with the release of tension rather than the expression of it. With Miles Davis, introspection enters the jazz world …’ That world – and a far wider one, too – was ready for it. Introspection was becoming so much a part of the psychological apparatus of mid-century Western man and woman that Davis turned out to have manufactured the soundtrack to their inner lives.

         
 

         Green was not alone in his lament for the hedonistic expressionism of Armstrong and Gillespie. In the New Yorker, Whitney Balliett fretted over Davis’s espousal of an approach ‘that is brooding, melancholy, perhaps self-pitying, and extremely close to the sentimental’. Balliett called him the Young Werther of jazz, referring to Goethe’s doomed romantic hero. The novelist Kingsley Amis heard Davis in New York the year before Kind of Blue was recorded, and wrote: ‘The sound of Miles Davis’s trumpet, introverted, gloomy, sour in both senses, refuses to go away. I heard the future, and it sounded horrible.’ But these were vain cries. Far from distorting the mood of the time, Davis had caught it. By isolating a single strand of jazz, and expanding it into a vehicle for the expression of his own temperament, he not only changed jazz but gave it a new lease of life, a compass bearing by which it could navigate through the difficult times to come. He ensured that, as rhythm and blues and rock ’n’ roll – the music of the postwar ‘youthquake’, as Time magazine termed it – relegated jazz to the fringes of popular culture, it had something to say that was relevant to its time and would not expire from obsolescence. Under sustained assault from all sides, cultural and commercial, it would somehow retain its quality of coolness. And even more than that, Kind of Blue helped open the way to developments in music undreamed of on those two days in New York in the spring of 1959 when the tapes started running.

         
 

         The album’s story has been told before. Those seeking the details of its origins are directed to Ashley Kahn’s Kind of Blue: The Making of Miles Davis’s Masterpiece (Da Capo) and Eric Nisenson’s The Making of Kind of Blue: Miles Davis and His Masterpiece (St Martin’s Press), both published in 2000. Kahn’s volume is an exemplary piece of investigative reporting: he listened to the original master tapes, talked to the surviving witnesses and unearthed the record company’s memoranda and payment schedules. Nisenson delves more deeply into the personalities involved in the genesis of the album, and into the musicology. In terms of narrative history, at any rate, little scope remains.

         
 

         This book’s intentions are quite different. The task here is not just to describe the album’s origins and the context in which it made its appearance but to look at what happened next: to follow trails in order to find connections, identify direct influences, tease out correspondences and locate interesting pre-echoes and intriguing coincidences. If some of the links seem tenuous, it is worth considering that movements in music are sometimes given their definition as much by barely detectable undercurrents as by tidal waves. And there is no ambition to present a definitive survey; that way madness lies. After fifty years, these connections and correspondences stretch into infinity.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         Like the ripples from a pebble dropped into an ever-expanding lagoon, the effect created by Kind of Blue spread far beyond its immediate environment. Quickly recognised as a major achievement, it gradually acquired the standing of a classic. But then, some time in the 1990s, its status changed more radically. First, as jazz acquired a new public, it became pre-eminent, outranking any collection by such pre-LP artists as Louis Armstrong and Charlie Parker or even such later bestsellers as Dave Brubeck’s Time Out, John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme and Keith Jarrett’s Köln Concert. And in becoming the one jazz album that even non-jazz fans found themselves owning, it permeated layers of taste and consciousness that no jazz record had previously reached.

         
 

         How thoroughly it has penetrated the universal consciousness could be seen in two remarks made within 24 hours of each other, only a few months before the album celebrated its fiftieth birthday. In a newspaper column devoted to his detestation of jazz, the English humorist Dom Joly reserved a grudging respect for one exception. ‘I do have to admit to owning Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue,’ he wrote. ‘It’s good for wafting over the pool on a sunny day or as a gentle soundtrack to a dull dinner party. If I had a lift then I’d pipe it through my lift speakers.’ From the actress Kristin Scott-Thomas, by contrast, it drew a fond memory illustrating its ability to enhance an emotional landscape. ‘I’d just met my future husband,’ she told a radio interviewer. ‘He’s French, and we were driving to his grandmother’s country house in Normandy in a Peugeot quatre-cent-quatre with a leaking roof and this music on the tape deck. So when I hear it, it reminds me of the smell of old leather and being tremendously in love and going to the seaside.’

         
 

         Within the jazz world, however, some observers have always found it difficult to accept that a single recording, and such a seemingly self-conscious one at that, should have become the focus of such attention. In a book on Davis’s recordings published in 2005, a couple of years before his early death, the critic Richard Cook described Kind of Blue as ‘the hippest easy-listening album of them all’. He would have given a wry nod of recognition to Dom Joly’s comments. To Cook and those who share his opinion, Kind of Blue is undeserving of such exceptional treatment. It was, he wrote, harder to say what it was not than what it was: ‘It is not troubling, not abrasive, not much like the other jazz of its period, and not difficult to assimilate.’ In Cook’s view, Milestones – the album which preceded Kind of Blue by a year – was a better jazz record: ‘more swinging, more powerful, a superior showcase for the sextet as a working ensemble’.

         
 

         For others, however, Kind of Blue provided a window on the future. In Japan, Toru Takemitsu listened and absorbed its lessons. The young American composers who became known as the minimalists – La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich and Philip Glass – grew up pondering its implications before striking out on their own paths. Their influence would be absorbed by the Welsh viola player and composer John Cale, a member of the Velvet Underground, the Andy Warhol-sponsored ensemble who laboured in obscurity throughout their short lifetime but would ultimately become, through their influence on art rock and punk rock, the most widely emulated rock group since the Beatles, and by the English experimentalist Brian Eno, whose art-school explorations led to his groundbreaking work with the group Roxy Music and thence, via his associations with Robert Fripp, David Bowie, Talking Heads, Jon Hassell and U2, to his invention of ambient and generative music, with which he added another extension to the house that Davis built.

         
 

         Sometimes the impact was tangential. During his freshman year at Harvard, the music student John Adams carried the scores of Pierre Boulez around with him ‘hoping that somehow, perhaps by osmosis, they would reveal themselves to me and make me love them as I loved Mozart and Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue.’ Adams would go on to become a prolific composer of works including the opera Nixon in China, a wonderful violin concerto and a striking threnody for the victims of 9/11, On the Transmigration of Souls, none of which bore the explicit imprint of Kind of Blue. At other times the effect was integral. For Manfred Eicher, a young German double-bassist seemingly heading for a career in the classical world, Davis’s album opened up a new universe of music and thought. Eicher went on to found ECM Records, a label whose recordings of the American pianist Keith Jarrett, the Norwegian saxophonist Jan Garbarek, the Polish trumpeter Tomasz Stanko and many others could be said to extend the values of Kind of Blue, starting with its air of contemplative minimalism. ‘The fewer words you use,’ Eicher once observed, in what could stand as a mission statement, ‘the more intense the dialogue.’ By the time he said that, his albums had sold in millions around the world and he understood perhaps as well as anyone in the world the ability of music with such qualities to attract listeners in large numbers.

         
 

         Over on another part of the spectrum of contemporary music, the guitarists Andy Summers, Duane Allman and Chris Rea were profoundly affected by exposure to Kind of Blue: the first in the 1960s, the last in the early 1990s. For the inquisitive Summers, growing up in the early 60s and heading for a berth in Zoot Money’s Big Roll Band before finding worldwide fame alongside Sting and Stewart Copeland in the Police, it formed the centrepiece of a vast tapestry of cultural influences that ranged from Jack Kerouac to Hamza Al-Din. For Rea, it provided a beacon of inspiration as he struggled, after surviving a life-threatening illness, to free himself from the limitations imposed by the world of commercial popular music.

         
 

         Then there is Robert Wyatt, who began his professional career in the middle 1960s as a drummer with the Soft Machine before an accident forced him to concentrate on singing and composing, and who writes music by ‘finding a harmonic layer, maybe just a chord, and populating it with notes’. This is his response to the blueprint laid down by Davis and his friend and associate Gil Evans in the months leading up to Kind of Blue, when they explored the possibility of abandoning the conventional cycles of chords on which popular songs – the customary vehicles for jazz improvising – are built, putting in their place a set of slowly moving or even static harmonic guidelines that eradicated the old parameters in favour of creating space for thought and action: the ‘harmonic layer’ which Wyatt, like many others in their different ways, uses as the foundation of his pieces.

         


         *
 

         So this is, for many listeners, an addictive substance. When you fall in love with Kind of Blue you just want to keep on buying it, a fact that its commercial copyright owners recognised years ago. How many people around the world bought the vinyl album, replaced it when its grooves wore out, bought the pre-recorded cassette for their car stereo, bought the CD when the technology changed, then a remastered disc, then the MasterSound CD with the extra track and the pitch correction and the previously unseen session photographs, then the Millennium Edition in its numbered miniature replica cardboard jacket, then the Japanese mini-disc, then the steel-slipcased boxed set with even more previously unseen session photographs, then the two-disc release with the original album accompanied by an hourlong DVD documentary, and finally – for now – the $100 fiftieth anniversary ‘collectors’ edition’, a twelve-by-twelve slip-cased set including a blue vinyl LP disc, two CDs including unreleased false starts and studio chatter, the aforementioned film documentary, prints of half a dozen original session photographs, a facsimile of Bill Evans’s original handwritten sleeve notes, a reprint of a Columbia Records publicity pamphlet and a large poster, all intended  to help the record industry survive the crisis of downloading? One, at least, and probably many more.

         
 

         Time and again, however, Kind of Blue rises above such attempts to fetishise it. Whenever it is played, in whatever circumstances, it provides further evidence that its essence remains undisturbed, a rare example of human perfection, never needing to raise its voice to make itself heard but speaking more clearly as the years go by.

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            2 Into the Blue
 

            Welcome to the modern world


         
 

         A teenage party on a Saturday night in the summer holidays of 1963. One year earlier, we’d learnt to do the Twist – the first dance that hadn’t been endorsed by the example of the adult world. The Twist was a non-contact dance, which made it somehow more attractive than the sort of stuff our parents did, or even our older brothers and sisters, whose jiving to early rock ’n’ roll was altogether too unreflective, too unconsidered, too wholehearted for our developing taste. We were growing up into a world of extreme self-consciousness, in which personal style was taking precedence over almost every other consideration, and for a while the Twist was one way of showing it.

         
 

         Not, that is, the version of the Twist that you saw in news clips of Manhattan socialites dancing in a self-consciously déclassé style at the Peppermint Lounge. That kind of frantic gyrating – a thuddingly literal interpretation of the Arthur Murray School instruction leaflet, which told you to pretend that you were drying your back with a towel held lengthways in both hands at waist height while pretending to extinguish cigarette butts with both feet – represented an impulse towards public display which had nothing to do with the real-life version. When you were dancing the Twist properly, you had the sensation of both being with your partner and being by yourself. To borrow the title and modify the sentiment of a great torch song from an earlier era, you were alone together. If you were dancing in a state of some sort of mutual physical understanding, that was good. Essential, even, if you had designs on your partner. But to imitate or duplicate each other’s moves was considered crass.

         
 

         In any case, by the summer of 1963 the Twist was on its way out in our micro-segment of society, slowly being replaced by less emphatic and more personal variations which generally involved a reduction of physical effort. The apogee of this development came when boys and girls returned from family holidays in France proclaiming the existence of a dance called le Slow, which, whether they had it right or not, allegedly involved nothing more than the almost imperceptible flexing of the right knee. Done with the appropriate rigour, it was the most perfect dance next to complete immobility, a homage to the kind of cool embodied by Alain Delon and Marcello Mastroianni. Infinitely adaptable, and rechristened the Shake, it became the signature dance-floor movement of the mid-60s modernist.

         
 

         This was also the first Beatles summer, the success of ‘Please Please Me’ and ‘From Me to You’ presaging a flood of number one hits for other Liverpool groups. Gerry and the Pacemakers (‘How Do You Do It?’ and ‘I Like It’), Billy J Kramer and the Dakotas (‘Do You Want to Know a Secret?’), and the Searchers (‘Sweets for My Sweet’) enjoyed their moment in the limelight while the Fab Four bided their time before, in September, unleashing ‘She Loves You’, the song that secured their universality. Naturally, there was a price to pay for such acclaim. The Beatles were, in fact, already uncool. Our parents were beginning to fall under their spell, which was not good news.

         
 

         But for us, that summer was beginning to reveal other songs which engaged the ear on a different level: the prototype soul music of ‘Hello Stranger’ by Barbara Lewis, ‘Two Lovers’ by Mary Wells, ‘Heat Wave’ by Martha and the Vandellas, ‘Mickey’s Monkey’ by the Miracles, ‘You’re No Good’ by Betty Everett, ‘Don’t Make Me Over’ by Dionne Warwick, and ‘Cry Baby’ by Garnett Mimms and the Enchanters. These songs and the way they were performed seemed not just more exotic but much, much more real.

         
 

         Between them, the rise of the beat groups and the soul singers dealt a death blow to the Trad boom, Britain’s well-intentioned but awkward revival of New Orleans jazz, in which the rugged virtues of the original were conscientiously ironed out, thereby creating some of the most innocuous and deracinated music ever presented for public consumption. The phenomenon burnt out after the commercial success of the Ball, Barber and Bilk albums on the cut-price Golden Guinea label and of Kenny Ball’s ‘Midnight in Moscow’ and Acker Bilk’s ‘Stranger on the Shore’ in the singles charts, when the men in silly hats and matching fancy waistcoats with clarinets and banjos were finally obliterated by the Mersey Sound and the emergence of young white groups with guitars playing a more immediately relevant form of black American popular music.

         
 

         The party began in the daylight of a long summer evening and was eventually illuminated by candles in Chianti flasks, a gesture of misguided yearning for an older, more sophisticated world. Into this atmosphere, during a moment’s pause in the activity, came the sound of Kind of Blue. And at that point, for all the impact it made, it might as well have been some piece of strict-tempo porridge by Victor Sylvester or Lawrence Welk. After a few minutes of total indifference it was replaced by something more in tune with the prevailing mood of adolescent hedonism. Modern jazz was not really a part of this world.

         
 

         But Kind of Blue would not be so easily brushed aside. Back at home it resumed its place of honour on the Dansette turntable, a text to be studied and memorised. At that age all you want to do is absorb new information, and the memory offers plenty of spare capacity. Already it was apparent that Kind of Blue would be occupying a special place in the expanding mental library.

         
 

         I had first heard it only a few weeks earlier on the Voice of America’s nightly Jazz Hour programme, presented by Willis Conover, a man who introduced jazz records in a tone of impeccable sobriety but probably did more for the image of the United States around the world than any president you could mention. Conover’s work amounted, in the view of the State Department, which ran the network, to a tacit endorsement of international capitalism and the free-market system. It made him a particular hero among listeners behind the Iron Curtain, to whom the sound of jazz symbolised the free world and all its social and material benefits. His precise enunciation of song titles and musicians’ names helped him communicate with those whose command of English was limited or non-existent.

         
 

         My own initial exposure to Miles Davis had come the previous year, when an older boy brought a copy of a seveninch  EP to a meeting of the school jazz society. It contained just two tracks, ‘Milestones’ and ‘Two Bass Hit’, and lots of things about it impressed me. The sleeve design juxtaposed tightly cropped vertical photographs of the three horn players: Davis, John Coltrane and Cannonball Adderley, all in the act of playing. They certainly looked glamorous, in the way that black American jazz musicians, young or old, were always likely to do to a fourteen-year-old schoolboy in England, but the set of their faces and their bodies also delivered a powerful message that what they were doing was serious and important. The music reinforced the suggestion. The sextet’s version of ‘Two Bass Hit’, a bebop tune written in the late forties by Dizzy Gillespie and his pianist of the time, John Lewis, was perfectly fine, a solid performance in the hard-swinging post-bop idiom. But ‘Milestones’ was something else altogether. Here was a piece of jazz that redefined the ‘modern’ in modern jazz. It had a special atmosphere, one which appeared to break the link with conventional popular song formats – the 32-bar Broadway ballad and the 12-bar blues – without needing to venture into the intimidating abstraction of contemporary classical music.

         
 

         Only later did it become clear what Davis had done, when ‘Milestones’ revealed itself to have been his first significant attempt at constructing a piece of jazz based on what became known as the modal principle, in which the repeating cycles of chords that underpinned the familiar ballads and blues were abandoned in favour of improvisations based on scales or modes, changing – if they changed at all – much more slowly than the old chord sequences. Although in a sense this merely substituted one set of signposts for another, in fact the open-ended nature of the new structures coincided with much larger shifts in consciousness, and in the way we listened to music.

         
 

         Formerly determined by the capacity of one side of a teninch 78rpm disc, the length of a tune no longer needed to be restricted to an otherwise arbitrary maximum of three minutes. Classical music had navigated the original limitations by using larger twelve-inch discs and multiple volumes in slip cases, but jazz had found its way into the world as a branch of popular music and only now, having made the decisive move away from the ballroom and the cabaret, was it in a position to establish a more independent existence.

         
 

         Improvements in recording technology had enabled engineers and producers to elevate the work of the rhythm section almost to the level of that of the soloist, while enhancing the identity of the individual instruments and investing each part of the music with a greater significance. The piano, bass and drums were no longer creating a platform but participating in the dialogue, and one way in which the increased strength of their contribution affected the music was to allow the soloist to play less without reducing the music’s density or diminishing its impact.

         
 

         Through these changes the music’s structures were being expanded, which meant, in general, both a chronological lengthening and a reduction of incident within those structures. Improvisers were being given less material to work with and more time in which to explore it. The result of this was to make the music more reflective, more relaxed, sometimes times more introverted, sometimes more poised – more of just about everything that suited Miles Davis, in fact.

         
 

         The fact that it took place at a time of increasing interest in art forms which also had a different understanding of time – from the compressed but weightless seventeen-syllable haiku poems of Japan to the extended ragas of Indian classical music – could hardly have been an accident. One read a haiku and let its echoes resonate, or allowed a raga to distend Western clock-time. Nor was it by chance that Andy Warhol was discovering the appeal of repetition in his artworks: the triple Elvis, the multiplied car crash, the endless Marilyns. In one sense it would be ludicrous to make a comparison between serial printings of a silkscreened image of Elvis Presley and an improvised solo by Miles Davis, even one reproduced for mass consumption on a vinyl disc, but there was a deeper relationship between Warhol’s conception of time and the changing forms of Davis’s music. We were all ready to look at or listen to less, and to take more time over it.

         
 

         It was while wandering round Osborne House, a mansion built for Queen Victoria on the Isle of Wight, that a possible explanation of this phenomenon came to me. The monarch’s living quarters, preserved with their original decoration, fittings and furniture intact almost a hundred years after her death, looked appallingly cluttered. Surely she and Prince Albert and their children could hardly move for stools and occasional tables and framed photographs and imperial mementos. Nor was there anywhere for their eyes to rest, thanks to the endless variety of stripes and other patterns covering every available surface, as well as the astonishing profusion of objects. How on earth could they live amid such spatial and visual chaos? Why, with unlimited resources in terms of space and time, would they choose practically to bury themselves under such an avalanche? The answer must be that Victoria and Albert and their contemporaries were not subject to the barrage of sensory stimuli that became commonplace during the second half of the twentieth century. Unlike us, they were not besieged by 24-hour television programming, by music in lifts and supermarkets, by posters covering every urban surface, by brightly coloured junk mail, by newsagents’ racks bursting with a thousand periodicals, by T-shirt messages and commercial logos everywhere, by text messages and emails and coldcalling. In our normal lives, we can hardly escape the permanent storm of visual and aural signals. One way of achieving peace within it has been to adapt the nature of art in order to give us less information and more feeling: hence, in painting, the arrival of the minimalism of Barnett Newman, the contemplative abstract expressionism of Mark Rothko, the quiet grid patterns of Agnes Martin, and the apparently content-free white on white canvases of Robert Ryman, a sometime jazz musician.

         
 

         Had Ryman stuck with his career in jazz he might have found a way to make the musical equivalent of his canvases. But it was Miles Davis who, with the support and encouragement of several trusting and visionary colleagues, took the decisive step away from the belief that what you did was load music up with all the freight it could carry. ‘Less is more’ is said to be a nineteenth-century proverb, but it has become identified with another definitively twentieth-century  figure: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, who ran the Bauhaus school in Germany in the early 1930s and, after moving to the United States to escape Hitler, became the leader of the modernist movement in design and architecture. What had happened to chairs and buildings – a simplification of outline and surface concealing a complex response to the modern world – was about to happen to music, and Davis was to be its principal agent. Miles was becoming its Mies.

         
 

         It was no surprise to find Davis in the vanguard of these developments. In the descriptions of his work published in music papers and magazines, writers and critics always made him sound interesting and appealing, as if he possessed some sort of presence or depth that held him apart from his contemporaries and colleagues. Some of that quality, whatever it may have been, was audible in the five and three-quarter minutes of ‘Milestones’, in which the three solos – alto saxophone, flügelhorn, tenor saxophone – flowed into each other like three planes of the same object, supported by a rhythm section clearly aware of its duty to produce something more focused and carefully integrated with the material than the usual combo blowing session would demand. But when Willis Conover’s engineer cued up side two, track one of Kind of Blue and sent it over the airwaves from the VOA’s transmitters in northern Europe, what had been merely a promise was instantly fulfilled.

         
 

         The subdued mid-range piano tremolo, the lulling triplemetre bass vamp and the wire brushes rustling on a snare drum that formed the introduction to ‘All Blues’ also ushered a new scope of feeling into the world. As the two saxophones entered, riding the bass line with a simple harmonised figure that see-sawed between two chords, they seemed to be playing something that reflected distant roots in black church music, filtered through a very modern sensibility. The arrival of the solo muted trumpet completed the combination, a silvery contrast to the warm grain of the reeds, squeezing out a line of melody so pure and simple that it gave the impression of having been distilled from some far more complex subject. The most obvious hallmark of all this was restraint, but behind the economy of gesture and effort appeared to lie enormous reserves of intensity.

         
 

         Every second of its eleven and a half minutes seemed to reveal some new element of truth or beauty. It was a blues, at least in its twelve-bar form, but it was not like any blues previously encountered. In the moment that the theme ended, for example, during a four-bar interlude while Miles removed the mute from his trumpet, the drummer, Jimmy Cobb, was adroitly switching from his brushes to his sticks – one hand at a time – with an effect that re-shaded the whole ambiance of the track, inviting the soloist to embark on an exploration of a mood that did not rely on the conventional blues triggers of lamentation or exhilaration but traced with great precision an emotional contour somehow closer to painting or literature than to anything else going on in music at the time.

         
 

         Its glow was quiet, even subdued. The individual sounds were delicate and nuanced. There was no showing off. No one was muscling in to have their say. Yet the impression was of great firmness and resilience and resolution, and a sense of perfection within the moment – despite the fact that since this was jazz, and modern jazz at that, therefore it must have been predominantly improvised. And although it sounded completely new, it also sounded somehow definitive. But in 1963, at least, it was not something to play in the background at parties, while people ate and drank and danced and looked each other over. That was still some way in its future.

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            3 The Sound of Blue
 

            Blue valentines. Blue kisses. Blue velvet. Way to blue


         
 

         When Miles Davis called his album Kind of Blue he caught many strands of meaning in a single casual phrase. As a jazz musician he could automatically be assumed to be making a reference to the blues, the African American form that invaded and eventually dominated the popular music of the twentieth century and beyond. But by the time Davis made the album in 1959, he and the blues were already far beyond the standard definition of a twelve-bar form with certain tonal characteristics (including the intervals of the flattened third and seventh) which had been brought up the Mississippi river by people leaving the poverty of the Delta plantations in order to make new lives in the industrial centres of Illinois and Michigan. The blues had become an emotion, or a span of emotions, generally reckoned to range from mild ennui to suicidal despair. Davis’s blues were located at the more sophisticated end of the musical and emotional spectrum, where ennui wore a nice raincoat and suicide demanded an elegant setting. The child of a comfortable middle-class family, arriving in New York at the age of eighteen to study at the Juilliard Conservatory, Davis moved with relative ease through worlds outside the strict confines of his chosen profession, broadening his experience and sharpening his sophistication at the same time as establishing and reaffirming his credentials in jazz. Open to new feelings and new influences, he was able to redefine not only the particular internal characteristics of his music but also its place in the world.

         
 

         Although ‘blue’ is the word on which the title’s primary meaning depends, ‘kind of’ is just as significant. Apparently offhand, almost disdainful of itself, it is the shrug that half-conceals real depth of thought and feeling. It mirrored not just the tide of informality and intimacy that was beginning to sweep across the Western world but also the existentialist mode of the time, the reluctance of a certain kind of mid-century man to make a commitment to the agenda of the straight universe. As with the music, so with the title: the more you examine Kind of Blue, the more there is to think about.

         
 

         Blue is, in any case, something of a charged subject. Throughout history, our relationship with it has never been quite straightforward. It is, in that sense, the colour of equivocation, of uncertainty. L’heure bleue is a time between work and play, between day and night, between zones of existence, between one kind of life and another, a time defined by transience and evanescence. To Wallace Stevens, inspired in 1937 by the memory of a masterpiece from Picasso’s blue period (The Old Guitarist, 1903) and by the artist’s subsequent adventures in surrealism to create his great poem ‘The Man with the Blue Guitar’, it symbolised the freedom of the imagination, while in the minds of those mostly anonymous songsters who laid the foundations for what the twentieth century came to call the blues, it represented the means by which to express the most basic realities of daily life. 

         
 

         Successive ages have exalted and derided it. In the Neolithic era the peoples of Asia were already using dyes from the indigo plant; when it was exported, in the form of compressed blocks, the Romans jumped to the wrong conclusion about its origin and gave it a name, lapis indicus, stone of India, from which its modern name is derived. Woad, extracted from the leaves of a herb of the mustard family, was used for body decoration by the Celtic and German tribes of antiquity. A kind of blue was the first synthetic colour, created to the order of a king of ancient Egypt who wished to reproduce the hue of lapis lazuli, the semi-precious stone, veined with iron pyrite (or ‘fool’s gold’), that came from China, Siberia, Afghanistan, Tibet and Iran to adorn the jewellery of the pharaohs. Medieval lapidarists believed sapphire to have the power to cure disease by cooling the inner organs. When cobalt from Bohemia or Persia was needed for stained glass, rich patrons provided cathedral architects with the materials. And Prussian blue, developed in Germany in the early eighteenth century, was the first synthetic colour produced by modern industrial methods.

         
 

         Not everyone was attracted by it. The ancient Greeks and Romans had little time – and no single defining word – for it, omitting it from their analyses of the colours of the rainbow and leading to evolutionary theories proposing that they could not actually ‘see’ it as we do. They preferred white, black and red. The creators of the Parthenon used it sparingly, and only as a background. The Romans, influenced by the sight of woad-wearing barbarians, looked down on it. It was good for little except mourning dress, and blue eyes were considered a deformity. 

         
 

         It remained a neglected hue as Europe’s middle ages began, ignored by kings and courtiers until the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when it began to acquire a significance in Christianity as the colour of the Virgin Mary’s cloak. Stained-glass makers in the cathedrals of northern France – Chartres, Le Mans and notably Saint-Denis, the burial place of kings – used cobalt in the manufacture of a glass through which light filtered to create a holy luminosity. Eventually Louis IX, who reigned in the early thirteenth century, would be depicted in blue robes. Across the English channel, it became the colour of King Arthur. In parallel with these developments, its use in heraldry multiplied vastly between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, underlining its newly exalted standing. When knights dressed in blue, the colour became a symbol of their courage and virtue.
 

         The spread was encouraged by improvements in dyeing techniques, enabling the creation of brighter and more stable shades; eventually the fashions spread from France to Germany and Italy. Merchants of madder, a common herb that was the principal source of red dye, attempted to preserve their market share by persuading the creators of the stained-glass windows and the painters of frescoes to limit their use of blue to the depiction of hell and the devils who presided over it, but they could not hold back the tide. By the end of the sixteenth century, blue had become ubiquitous throughout Western Europe and was accepted, the historian Michel Pastoureau records, as a colour ‘of joy, love, loyalty, peace and comfort’. Further advances in dyeing methods, however, had allowed black to take over as a colour denoting nobility in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This suited the Protestants of the Reformation, who were naturally suspicious of bright colours and decoration; while developing a moral hierarchy of colours, eventually they permitted the restrained use of dark blue alongside their preferred black and white.

         
 

         As the use of red declined, blue gradually advanced towards a popularity that it has never relinquished, greatly enriching producers of the pastel made from woad in such places as Thuringia and parts of the Languedoc. Isaac Newton’s experiments in the late seventeenth century, establishing its place in the centre of the newly discovered spectrum, seemed to confirm its pre-eminence, and the discovery (through a chemical accident) of Prussian blue in Berlin at the beginning of the eighteenth century gave painters a rich new hue for their palettes.

         
 

         To satisfy the growing demand for blue, particularly in the clothing market, the importers of indigo, which was many times more expensive than woad but of vastly higher quality, began to overcome old protectionist laws. The discovery of an even more effective type of indigo by explorers in the Caribbean, Mexico and the Andes, coupled with the cheapness of slave labour, brought down its price at the expense of the original sources in Asia. When indigo dyeing was finally permitted throughout France in 1737, it heralded the end of the woad industry. A century and a half later, German scientists perfected a method of synthesising an artificial indigo that could be produced in industrial quantities, and in turn its success led inexorably to the decline and fall of the plantations, east and west.

         
 

         So common was the use of blue that to Camille Pissarro it was merely the colour of underpants. ‘Seeing blue’ was a disease, the painter wrote to his son in 1883, adding that it needed the accompaniment of orange to bring it to useful life. For Goethe, however, the question had been a great deal more complicated. When he rigged out the hero of The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774) in a blue dress coat, the book’s phenomenal success generated a fashion craze among those drawn to the new cult of Romanticism. Thirty-six years later, in his highly unscientific but widely noticed Theory of Colours, he divided the spectrum into positive and negative hues. ‘The colours on the plus side are yellow, red-yellow (orange), yellow-red (minium, cinnabar). The feelings they excite are quick, lively, aspiring … The colours on the minus side are blue, red-blue and blue-red. They produce a restless, susceptible, anxious impression. As yellow is always accompanied with the light, so it may be said that blue brings a principle of darkness with it.’

         
 

         Goethe dismissed Newton’s findings and either knew nothing of the discovery of wave theory by his contemporary, Thomas Young, or chose to ignore it. His view of colour was entirely subjective – the poet’s response rather than the scientist’s. On blue he wrote: ‘This colour has a peculiar and almost indescribable effect on the eye. As a hue it is powerful, but it is on the negative side, and in its highest purity is, as it were, a stimulating negation. Its appearance, then, is a kind of contradiction between excitement and repose.’

         
 

         In its contradictions resided its allure. ‘As the upper sky and distant mountains appear blue, so a blue surface seems to retire from us,’ he continued. ‘But as we readily follow an agreeable object that flies from us, so we love to contemplate blue, not because it advances towards us, but because it draws us after it. Blue gives us an impression of cold and thus, again, reminds of shade.’ He concluded with two rather comfortless assertions: ‘Rooms which are hung with pure blue appear in some degree larger, but at the same time empty and cold’; and ‘The appearance of objects seen through a blue glass is gloomy and melancholy.’ Perhaps that was the atmosphere Rainer Maria Rilke, the great German lyric poet of the early twentieth century, was after when he wrote such works as the Duino Elegies and the Sonnets to Orpheus, poems of solitude and anxiety, only on blue paper.

         
 

         To many, however, it is the colour of the sea and the sky, and of the summer. But even Matisse, who borrowed the ecstatic blues of the Côte d’Azur and spoke of being ‘pierced in the heart’ by the particular blue of a butterfly’s wings, cherished its natural ambiguities. ‘What a difference there is between a black tinted with Prussian blue and a black tinted with ultramarine,’ he wrote. ‘The black with ultramarine has the warmth of tropical nights, but tinted with Prussian blue it has the chill of a glacier …’
 

         Blue is the colour of distance, of the sky and of the far-off hills. Cézanne believed that only by adding an element of blue to every colour on his palette could he create the sensation of natural light, of objects viewed through air. It is the colour of partings, of tears, of absences, of longing, of stoicism, of emotions controlled or examined in solitary contemplation. And yet of all the colours of the spectrum, only violet has a shorter wavelength than blue, which therefore generates a high degree of energy. The blue flame is the fiercest. Red, at the other end of the waveband, is a low-energy colour. The excitement red creates is, in that sense, as much an illusion as the aloofness and passivity of blue. But it is a popular illusion: an experiment once showed that people in a room painted in blues and greens complained of the cold when the temperature fell to 59 degrees Fahrenheit; when the room was repainted in reds and yellows, they were still feeling warm at 54 degrees.

         
 

         Although blue is hard to find in nature, outside the tones of the sky and the sea, it has long secured its place in the demotic life of the world: in the French workman’s bleu de travail, the indigo wraps of the nomadic Tuaregs, the blue denim trousers of workers in the nineteenth-century gold mines of California’s Sierra Nevada, where Levi Strauss turned surplus tent fabric into hard-wearing apparel before sending to southern France for supplies of denim, an indigodyed twill fabric manufactured in what had once been an output of the Roman empire: serge de Nîmes. In the twentieth century it became first the colour of efficiency – J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI men wore dark blue suits, as did most postwar business executives, often adding pale blue shirts, navy blue polka dot ties, and dark blue socks. By the 1960s, a survey showed that 80 per cent of West German companies used the colour blue in their corporate identities. Simultaneously, however, blue began to be accepted as the colour of laid-back leisure in denim’s leap from working gear to fashion apparel. Bob Dylan wears denim in the cover photographs of both Freewheelin’ and The Times They Are a-Changin’, his second and third albums, with which he proposed not only a new sound but a new style – pre-owned, weathered, authentic – for a generation seeking escape routes from the culture into which it had been born.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         A tune beyond us, yet ourselves. The blue sign on the door of Picasso’s studio in the Montmartre apartment building known as the Bâteau Lavoir during his first years in Paris read: RENDEZ-VOUS DES POÈTES. These were the years of his friendship with Guillaume Apollinaire, his life and his art fuelled by opium, hashish, laudanum and alcohol: the years of the blue period. The colour had become an obsession with symbolist Paris two decades earlier. John Richardson, Picasso’s biographer, describes a glass bowl by Emile Galle, exhibited at the 1892 Salon, inscribed with a verse by the symbolist poet Maurice Rollinat: ‘How many times a languid / Memory shows the heart / Its blue and melancholy flower.’ Richardson also quotes the claim by the poet Jaime Sabartes that his friend and fellow Catalan believed at the time that ‘art emanates from Sadness and Pain … Sadness lends itself to meditation … grief is at the basis of life. We are passing through … a period of uncertainty that everyone regards from the viewpoint of his own misery … a period of grief, of sadness … Life with all its torments is at the core of [Picasso’s] theory of art. If we demand sincerity of the artist, we must remember that sincerity cannot be found outside the realm of grief.’

         
 

         Richardson, however, is scornful of the ‘twisted sentimentality’ of the blue period: Examining Picasso’s parade of drudges and harlots and beggars, inspired by encounters in bars and prisons and hospitals, he reaches a series of disdainful 

         
 conclusions. ‘There is more romantic agony than social criticism to Blue period imagery,’ he writes. ‘Over the years (these paintings) have become popular favourites. Very rich people consistently pay higher prices for them than for any other examples of twentieth-century art. These distillations of suffering and want either exorcise the guilt of mammon or else make it the more enjoyable.’ 

         Once Picasso had abandoned his preoccupation with blue, the Blaue Reiter (blue rider) movement took over. Founded in Germany in 1911 by a group including Wassily Kandinsky and Auguste Macke, the movement tried to identify and promote a set of specific colour identities, described by Franz Marc, co-author of the Blaue Reiter Almanac, who wrote: ‘Blue is the male principle, sharp and spiritual, yellow the female principle … soft, cheerful and sensual, red the material, brutal and heavy and ever the colour which must be resisted and overcome by the other two …’

         
 

         But no artist would be more closely identified with the colour than the prankster, visionary, pioneer performance artist and confirmed monochromaticist Yves Klein, who was born in 1928 under the blue sky of Nice and devoted most of his brief career to creating works solely composed of a deep and vibrant colour he formulated and christened International Klein Blue (IKB). ‘Blue evokes the sea and the sky; after all, these are the most abstract things in the tangible and visible world,’ he wrote, describing its ‘enchanting emptiness’ and concluding that it exerts its attraction ‘not because it enters inside us but because it draws us in its wake’.

         
 

         In 1957 Klein exhibited seven all-blue canvases at the Gallery Apollinaire in Milan, as part of the launch of a movement called New Realism. The following year he presented for inspection by the Parisian public a totally empty gallery at number 3, rue des Beaux Arts in Saint-Germain des Prés, the room painted a uniform white save for a canopy and windows in IKB. Later he created an amusing scandal at his own International Gallery for Contemporary Art when several young women were covered in IKB and invited to lie on rolls of paper, leaving impressions (which he called anthropometries) strikingly similar to Matisse’s famous Nu bleu debout of 1952. In 1958 he wrote to the secretary-general of the United Nations’ International Geophysical Year proposing the creation of a Blue Sea to go with the Red and Black Seas. Later that year, as the Cold War approached its climax, he corresponded with the chairman of the International Conference on the Detection of Atomic Explosions, noting the proposed creation of the so-called ‘cobalt bomb’ – in which the destructive power of hydrogen bombs would be increased by addition of cobalt-60, an isotope used in radiotherapy – and suggesting instead that the bombs should be coated with IKB, as a way of creating visible fallout and adding a bit of cheerfulness to an essentially glum event. He sent copies of his letter to the Dalai Lama, the Pope, Bertrand Russell, Albert Schweitzer and the editor of the Christian Science Monitor. (And in November 2008, while the world was experiencing a financial meltdown, one of his all-blue panels, with sponges and pebbles glued on, went for $21.6 million in a sale at Sotheby’s in New York; that day the Dow Jones index plunged 413 points.) 

         
 

         Yet blue had already irradiated the world in another form. In the early years of the twentieth century a variety of musical traditions coalesced among the African American population of the United States to form the music we know as the blues: songs of lamentation or complaint, usually to do with poor social conditions or, more regularly, lost love. The use of the term ‘blue’ among black people to denote an unhappy state of mind was first recorded in 1860, although in Europe the phrase ‘the blue devils’ had gained currency 200 years earlier as a synonym for depression, itself replaced in more recent times by the image of the black dog (while the Blue Devils became the name of a particularly potent Kansas City band of the 1930s).
 

         As the blues colonised and refashioned the forms of music that surrounded it, from ragtime piano music and the Broadway torch song to the Kentucky mountain ballad, so the colour and the sound became synonymous. This itself was nothing new, at least in principle. The very use of the term ‘chromatic’ for the musical scale, dating back to ancient Greece, linked the two: even then, some believed that a musical sound had a colour in the same way that it existed in the dimensions of pitch and time. Early colour diagrams imitated the harmonic and scalar relationships found in music, with their octaves and tetrachords. In the sixteenth century Giuseppe Arcimboldo wrote vocal music in which each individual line was associated with a particular colour. A hundred years later Louis-Bertrand Castel built an ‘ocular harpsichord’ intended to play colour sequences chosen from 144 possible hues, keys and wires operating slips of coloured paper in front of a light source – a hundred candles in an early version. It took Jean-Jacques Rousseau to assert, in 1764, the reluctance of musical sounds to submit to individual definition by means of analogies with another form, whether in spoken language or colour. Undaunted, in 1786 J. L. Hoffman published a pamphlet on colour and harmony in which he linked the two types of chromatics by associating colours with instruments: yellow with clarinets, crimson with flutes, ultramarine with violins and violas, bright red with trumpets (one can only assume that no eighteenth-century trumpeter sounded like Miles Davis).

         
 

         And yet every now and then a great writer could summon the image that captured music in a ray of colour. ‘The lights grow brighter as the earth lurches away from the sun,’ F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote in Nick Carraway’s helplessly enraptured description of Jay Gatsby’s parties at the mansion on Long Island Sound in The Great Gatsby, ‘and now the orchestra is playing yellow cocktail music, and the opera of voices pitches a key higher.’ And this, from earlier in the same passage: ‘There was music from my neighbour’s house through the summer nights. In his blue gardens men and women came and went like moths among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars …’

         
 

         Blue gardens. Blue valentines. Blue kisses. Blue velvet. Blue and sentimental. I’m blue. Love is blue. Way to blue. Blue on blue (heartache on heartache). A nice word to say – and to sing, with its explosive initial double-consonant immediately softened, then succeeded by a long and shapely vowel. Born to be blue. Midnight blue. Almost blue. Blue moon. Blue angel. Blue train. Blue notes, of course: the flattened thirds and sevenths of the blues. No colour has so saturated music over the last hundred years, while permitting so many shadings.

         
 

         The Polish film director Krzysztof Kieslowski made a powerful connection in 1993 when he began his Three Colours trilogy with Blue, in which blue surfaces – swimming pools, blank television screens – echo the emptiness created in the life of a young woman by the death of her husband, a composer whose music permeates the film like an additional character. The themes of the trilogy are liberty, equality and fraternity. Or, to be more precise in the case of Blue, the lack of liberty, the encroachment on personal freedom, created by love – ‘the prison created by both emotions and memory,’ in Kieslowski’s words. ‘The colour’s not decorative. It plays a dramaturgic role. The colour means something.’ Another kind of blue, another kind of music.

         
 

         Wassily Kandinsky, who was a practising cellist as well as the bridge from the Blaue Reiter movement to the Bauhaus, also heard the music of blue. ‘Blue unfolds in its lower depths the element of tranquillity,’ he wrote. ‘The brighter it becomes, the more it loses its sound.’ How uncannily similar that is to Miles Davis’s celebrated remark when playing a Moorish melody during the recording of Sketches of Spain, the successor to Kind of Blue, in 1959. ‘That melody,’ the trumpeter told his collaborator, Gil Evans, ‘is so strong that the softer you play it, the stronger it gets, and the stronger you play it, the weaker it gets.’ Blue, the colour of heaven and of despair, of distance and intimacy, admits no easy resolutions.
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