


















Praise for Considering Genius



“Crouch’s work not only reminds us of why he is one of the world’s most important living jazz critics, but also why jazz remains an elemental component of our cultural identity.”

—Ebony




“This collection is rich in detail, broad in scope, and worthy of the music to which it is dedicated.”

—The New York Sun




“This collection of his jazz writings is noisy, tedious, and brilliant—all at the same time.”

—Buffalo News




“Crouch has an ear for both music and language—‘the slow and gooey low notes of a brood of pigeons’—but he deepens the thrill by telling the reader exactly what he’d say in his own kitchen. This show of respect is breathtaking, and unsettling. . . . I react with wonder and appreciation at his frankness. . . . Considering Genius is cause for celebration. Crouch invites us to throw open the windows in our heads, open our ears and enter into a deeper musical citizenship.”

—The Plain Dealer




“[Crouch’s] assessments of Miles or Dizzy Gillespie, John Coltrane or Parker, or of the various other jazz legends dealt with in these pages, invariably come across as deeply felt and ardently argued.”

—The Weekly Standard




“Crouch is at the top of his game as he balances the drive for innovation in each of his subjects with the larger ramifications of the work. . . . Crouch writes with equal measures of authority and verve.”

—The Miami Herald
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Dedication: Two Great Souls


Joyce Alexander Wein, wife of jazz impresario George Wein, was laid to rest August 19, 2005, in New York. Born in 1928, Joyce Alexander was from the black middle class of Boston. She loved literature, knew much about painting, and was not a woman who made the mistake of thinking that refinement and soulfulness were opposed. Before and after she married her husband in 1959, Ms. Wein suffered neither the expected limitations nor the racism of her time in cooperative silence.
 

Joyce Alexander Wein, in every way, represented the best of jazz and the best of American womanhood because she took a back seat to no one. She sat in the front and brought as many people to the first row as she could whenever she could. That was her greatness, and that was what she stood for, because she believed much more in fairness than in favors. She was a model for our nation.


In the second week of March 2006, drummer Roy Haynes celebrated his eighty-first birthday with a six-night job at the Village Vanguard. Miraculously playing with the power and precision of a man forty years younger, he proved himself the elder living essence of jazz. One could hear every one of the very special people with whom he had played come dancing through his beat, his strokes, his use of the brushes and the mallets. There they were: Sidney Bechet, Louis Armstrong, Lester Young, Coleman Hawkins, Bud Powell, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Sarah Vaughan, Thelonious Monk, Sonny Rollins, Joe Henderson, Freddie Hubbard, Andrew Hill, and John Coltrane. In the on deck circle was his grandson, the remarkable nineteen-year-old Marcus Gilmore, who is ready to swing on those drums right now. There it is. The beat of joy goes on.






















Prologue
 Jazz Me Blues


My interest in jazz began as a boy while growing up in my hometown of Los Angeles, where I was born in 1945. My mother had many old 78-RPM recordings of Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Fats Waller. It was in the middle fifties and the sound of jazz was rarely heard anywhere other than in the homes of record collectors and the clubs where musicians earned their livings in the underground world of the night life; for the most part, people listened to rhythm and blues. I did not become aware of jazz in its contemporary and popular style until high school, because Lou Donaldson was on the jukebox at Miss Harris’s, where everyone went to buy hamburgers after Jefferson High School let out. The hamburgers were sold by a monstrously large woman who had a giant mole on her nose and probably could have balanced a glass of water on her backside with no difficulty. She took orders, served the burgers, and collected the money with such arrogance that the salt on the meat seemed an extension of her personality.


I believe “Blues Walk” and “The Masquerade Is Over” were often played by Bubble-Up, a track star, ladies’ man, and serious rumbler if the occasion called for it. Bubble-Up was one of those young men who always seemed to know what was happening and he could even pass for twenty-one when he wanted. This meant that he even mentioned, while smoking a Salem cigarette, that he and “his boys” had gone to Hollywood, where he saw Miles Davis’s band and the band of John Coltrane, whom I had heard referred to by an older jazz fan as “Johnny Coltrane.”


Before I was out of high school I had started a jazz record club to which we would bring our recordings, listen to them, and discuss what we thought we were hearing. My homeroom teacher, who was also the choir director, sponsored the club and she would be there as we played our records and discussed them. She was a big-legged white woman with tobacco stains on her teeth and, for all of her sophistication, such terrible taste in clothes that she seemed always on the way to an audition for the part of an eccentric. I remember her mentioning the great recording of “Black and Tan Fantasy” that had just been made by Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington, which she always played at the end of a semester of her music appreciation class. For that class’s conclusion she borrowed Charles  Mingus Presents Charles Mingus from me in order to discuss what she thought was the remarkable manner in which the bassist and drummer Dannie Richmond varied time and tempo on “All The Things You Could Be by Now If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother.”


At that point I was not really a fan of Armstrong or Ellington, though I had become enamored of Ellington’s music through an album that my mother owned. It was In a Mellotone. I was taken most by the mutes and the power of Ben Webster, the satin lyricism of Johnny Hodges, and the deep feeling of Ivie Anderson.


My mother was quite a handsome woman who had inherited Indian blood from her mother by way of a Choctaw whom her great grandfather had married in Mississippi some time after jumping ship. He was, before taking his leave, working on a Portuguese vessel that took him into its employ during a visit to his native Madagascar. His ship was in America during the Battle of Vicksburg in 1863 and he later told his progeny that the first thing he heard was the sound of “those big guns going off.” Moms was proud of the fact that she was often mistaken for an Asian Indian and she loved Ivie Anderson’s singing, which she had often heard at the Elk’s Club on Central Avenue when the great Duke’s band came to Los Angeles. But, alas, she dismissed Anderson as startlingly homely, no matter how good she sounded. Yes, she could be competitive with other women and contemptuous of those she considered less than attractive, a tendency that remained in place until the very end of her life.


In my mother’s house, I found myself listening to those In a Mellotone  Ellington pieces over and over and over, imagining the world for which they were originally made. Moms had told me about how wonderfully Ellington dressed and the way the band looked under the lights and how she and her high school classmates had gone to Union Station to meet his train, only to find themselves awed by the fine suit, the elegant diction, and those alligator shoes he wore. She also loved to say that someone had made the observation that Duke Ellington’s music was twenty-five years ahead of its time, which intrigued me as it would anyone who grew up in a period when popular entertainment was dominated by science fiction, which presented the future as magical in its technology or foreboding in its threats and dangers.


In my room, I imagined the dance halls across America that my mother spoke of with such joy and reverence. She loved to talk about how people would work hard all week and then get their hair fixed either in somebody’s kitchen or a beauty parlor. Hair was cut and mustaches were trimmed in the barber shop, where lies were told, predictions of personal success were made, and the blue stories of men and women were nearly acted out with emphasis on humor, irony, and the pathos of heartbreak that sometimes led to violent tragedy. The two sexes would meet when the women put on some version of a dress that had been copied out of a fashion magazine while the men wore suits that had been bought “on time.”


Once they were ready, the young men and the young women would go to those places like the Elk’s Ballroom and become something much closer to what they felt they should always be. The women were as beautiful as they could make themselves and the men got as close to handsome as possible. Both took to the wooden heaven of the dance floor, ready for anything that felt good and was good. Out there, under the lights or off in the corners, they would do some rug-cutting and some romantic leaning, getting very close as they gently hugged each other, either talking or listening to a line of “trash” as bands like Duke Ellington and his men created aural fantasy lands of grace and glamour.


Those were some of my earliest experiences of the sort of paradise that aesthetic fluidity could inspire. It could exist as no more than the notes themselves, in the invisible world of audible math; or it could move someone to remember the solid facts and fantasies of the past. The music could produce in the listener responses to the tales told by those who were there, which became a stream of images that attached themselves to the notes. What was most important about the music then and is still most important to me now is the fact that artistry meets the need for beauty that is common to people with aesthetic sensitivity. In my mother’s day, her generation met that music with their dreams, their wishes, their memories, and voted for elegance with their feet. Black, brown, beige, and bone in skin color, they had a ball. Since sex, either achieved or ached for, was always at the center of this ritual, paradise was not pure in the least human sense because it brought the wetness of flesh and the smells of perfume and cologne doing battle with the inevitable pungency resulting from activity on and off the dance floor, in public and in private. Yaz, yaz, yaz.


But at the time that I was being introduced to jazz—hearing the tales of its makers from the men and women in the neighborhood or in a record store—I discovered a truth that still applies: the Negro community, which has produced an extraordinary number of artists, has little or no value for art and will always, like most communities, drop to its knees before entertainment clichés or trends. Though I would later naïvely impose ethnic politics on the music (and would witness musicians who even more naïvely tried to remove themselves from the Western context in which they had developed and had obtained their truest aesthetic values), at this early time in my life the music had little ethnic meaning to me. I was attracted to the world of jazz purely as an art, and the art was there for whomever felt that need to play or hear the special elements that distinguished it.


My friends and I had that same appreciation for the art because it made us think of things beyond the simpleminded concerns of adolescence, which were dominated by the desire for popularity and a ready willingness to submit to the dictates and tastes of peer pressure. Our hormones were as hot as those of other young men and we were as obsessed with the females who were evolving from girls into women, but there was also a poetic feeling that was taking an ever-larger role in our collective sensibility. No matter how much we might identify with the adolescent thirst for release that we heard in the sincere rhythm and blues singing of Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, we realized that there was another quality of feeling being expressed by Miles Davis on Sketches of Spain or Charles Mingus on “Alice in Wonderland.” In rhythm and blues, we never felt that we went beyond being teenagers, but in the world of jazz, we heard the thoughts and passions of men and women who traveled the country and who had been to Europe, or even Japan. We didn’t really grasp what they were saying, but we did know that they were referring to bigger things and that those things just might have been better than anything we presently knew. That was the shared feeling.


In reading Nat Hentoff’s liner notes for In a Mellotone and Sketches of Spain, I encountered a level of discussion that went far beyond any of the commentary that I had read in movie reviews, fan magazines, or the barely literate ones that were dedicated to rhythm and blues. I had read Hentoff on Ellington and he introduced me to new words such as “teleological,” but the way he described Miles Davis and the deep song of Spanish culture struck a mortal blow against my unintended provincialism. I was impressed because I had never thought of a jet-black Negro like Miles Davis being connected to anything beyond the world of Negroes in America. Like everyone else, I was well aware of the fact that we were in the middle of a national crisis that had arisen because America had not begun to treat its Negro population with anything close to respect. I was already reading American literature and was aware of the work of James Baldwin and Richard Wright, but I never thought one could connect what they had to say with the statements of great artists who did not have a special case that they were pleading. I had yet to encounter the work of Ralph Ellison and Albert Murray; each a man who saw very clear connections between the sensibilities and the structures of jazz artists and any serious artists from the wide world at large.


No matter; at the time jazz was enough for me because it offered an alternative to the mediocrity, oafishness, and stupidity that loomed over my adolescence and did its best to hamper, break, or overcome every form of young or old vitality, intelligence, and sensitivity that showed itself in any way whatsoever. (There has always been a brutish and stupid aspect to Negro life that has nothing to do with ethnicity; it unites with every brutish and stupid inclination of the species to treat roughly or feel threatened by anything that suggests there is more to our existence than the life of the senses and something more than the most obvious trinkets symbolizing a thoroughly mediocre version of success.) The music was something that took place in public and could be purchased in record shops but that issued a language of secrets that could be shared by those who cared for this particular art of the invisible. In my early experience, it seemed that jazz was always something liked by people who had separated themselves from the trends and the crowds of the time. They were romantics or homemade nobles, or found refuge and solace in somebody’s beat and somebody’s instrument. The music created a condition and responded to the need for the moods of jazz, which were always expanding into areas of adult feeling and experience, whether specific or not.


The musicians themselves were representative of a way of saying no to everything that held you down or assumed you should accept a secondary place in the world. Once one declared war against the limitations of the home community, there were civil rights issues, and it was a long time before I was to know that Charles Mingus, Thelonious Monk, Miles Davis, Max Roach, and John Coltrane represented the blood on the knife of the music. These were not easily accessible artists. They specialized in the wounds that men had to live through, and that were somehow conquered and simultaneously purged if expressed in all their anguish and their anger. But the open secret of the music was the poetic quality that could transform the beast of pain into an aspect of beauty. No one articulated anything like that, of course. The only statement might be, “Coltrane is really saying it, ain’t he?” A nod was the answer, and that was that.


Meeting like conspirators against the humdrum qualities of our moment, we threw out theories about what somebody was saying, sometimes arguing nearly to the point of throwing blows. Or we resorted to the constant repetition of words that were perpetually elastic in the breadth of what they could mean. They were sure to turn up. Or they didn’t turn up because merely saying the name of a renowned musician brought so many associations with it: the surname or first name or nickname was strong enough to introduce indisputable layers of meaning into a conversation. Miles. Monk. Sonny. Coltrane. Mingus. Horace. Blakey. Dizzy. We were in awe of those creators and felt another kind of awe for those among us who looked old enough to go to clubs and hear these men in person.


I believe Bubble-Up had gone to hear Coltrane and Eric Dolphy at the Renaissance Club in Hollywood, which was not so much a place as some land of lights and magical activities in that time when few Negroes ever went that far outside of our neighborhood without being bothered by the notorious Los Angeles Police Department, which saw part of its job as protecting the white and refined from the raw and uncool Negroes who had minds that—if they had minds at all—were those of savages. But we were all ready to take our chances and make that trip when we got old enough to get away with it, which is to say pass for twenty-one at the door, sit down, and pretend that we knew something about drinks. We either ordered beer or wine and tried to stay the night with that single drink.


That came after exploring the world of jazz listeners in the Negro community of what is now called South Central Los Angeles. With the exception of one or two, these were not aspirant intellectuals in the usual sense of those who read books and thought about them or looked for others with whom they could talk about what those books contained. Yet they had their thoughts and their interpretations of the music, which is how I came to know about Sonny Rollins, who was considered rough, street, and unconventional. One guy named Ronnie thought all this was made obvious by the suspenders he wore on the cover of Duets, the Dizzy Gillespie album on which he played half of the tunes with the great trumpeter, leaving the other ones to Sonny Stitt, whose virtuosity was acknowledged but was thought of as the more conventional of the two saxophonists. Ronnie told me that one man (whom I never met) was so taken by Rollins that, when this man was in the middle of losing a fist fight, the man called for his favorite saxophonist to save him, as if the startling horn player would appear as a saint or a spirit and vanquish his opponent! Ronnie also had Ornette Coleman’s early Contemporary recordings and liked them primarily because they didn’t contain the clichés he heard from so many other saxophone players: “He’s different, and I like that.”


That statement of Ronnie’s influenced the way I began to listen to musicians. The more individual they were, the better, which is why I soon developed a contempt for the “funky” or “soul” jazz movement of the time, quickly tiring of the overuse of minor thirds, supposed gospel effects, and trills. Only Horace Silver and Art Blakey led bands that were considered part of that movement but used those devices with such individuality and invention that they moved along in a separate lane from the cliché mongers. This was the first time I encountered the strained version of black “authenticity” that would continue to appear every few years in the music just as it did in Afro-American culture, always coming down to just a few who took the proposition seriously and made something of it that followed the line of Duke Ellington, who had been the first to develop a broad aesthetic based on delivering “Negro feeling in rhythm and tune.”


Some knuckleheads who moved into the house behind ours during that period spent most their time dropping “red devils” (Seconals) and smoking weed. When they made a long night of it, the droopy heads would add a little Benzedrine and Thunderbird to have one side of their consciousness going up while the other side was going down. Then the whist cards would come out and they would battle until dawn, music blaring all through the night. These were the men who introduced me to Thelonious Monk and John Coltrane. Sitting there in their undershirts and their processed hair, they loved to lean back and talk about the big-time musicians back east, where everything was going on all the time. Legends of Monk’s weirdness in dress and manner were gone into as if they had been seen, though no one had ever been to New York. It was all folklore but, again, I heard it said that Monk was one of those musicians whose work was far ahead of his time and that Thelonious in Action, which had been recorded in performance at New York’s Five Spot, would someday be a classic. “Just wait and see. You’ll believe it then.” Coltrane came to me through My Favorite Things, which one of these guys had bought on the very day it came out. That record was only played once those pill-heads and chronic weed-smokers ascended to the sort of high that would allow them, they thought, to appreciate the very new sound of the music.


It was like that, meeting jazz listeners here and there, and listening to their tales of the players. Those tales were usually something that they had heard and embellished until the tales were interesting enough to repeat, replete with personal inventions. These were all kinds of people: thugs, workers, college-boy types, and Negro scholars of the sort who lived alone in some rooming house with their books and their library card and who usually had dinner at some greasy spoon before heading home to a nip, a jazz record, and a book that was stared at with great reverence before it was opened. One of those jazz people—only one!—was a woman, who seemed crazy to me because she had Ornette Coleman’s Free Jazz on the wall with its Jackson Pollock cover, the most far-out thing I had ever seen on a jazz record. The painting said nothing to me then and it says nothing to me now, but it did make clear that this woman was quite different from the majority of those I would run into during the course of my jazz explorations. I considered those encounters worthwhile if I met a new person and heard some music I had never known about or was made witness to an old classic or a new dimension in stereo equipment.


This sole female fan of the music always refused to play Free Jazz because she said that it was a sin to waste time on a person who was not ready for that advanced music. Her way of speaking was stilted and she made me think of a pretentious grade school teacher swirling through a condition of deranged senses. She was either drunk or full of pills or had so much weed in her head it was nearly coming out of her ears. Actually, the woman probably was not high at all; she was just a female who had made decisions and had tastes so out of the ordinary that the only way I could explain them to myself was to put her in the intoxicated category. After all, she was always reclining, either on the couch or on her bed. She was just getting up or just lying down. I do remember that she was the first one I ever heard say “incarcerated” to describe where her boyfriend resided.


During those years I began to read Down Beat and discovered that a big controversy was going on in the world of jazz and that Ornette Coleman and John Coltrane were in the middle of it. It was in that magazine that I discovered quite serious writing about jazz by people like Martin Williams, Harvey Pekar, Don Heckman, Ralph J. Gleason, Bill Mathieu, Ira Gitler, and others. But I enjoyed as much as anything the pictures of the musicians and the reviews of performances around the country, which provided a national sense of the music, a broader vision that extended to the world at large as concerts and tours through Europe were described.


I became aware of LeRoi Jones in the early sixties through a couple of poems he published in a Down Beat yearbook. They were unlike anything I had ever read and I had no idea that Jones was black and thought I had been given some insight when someone who knew French looked at his spelling of his name and said, “Oh. That means ‘the king.’ He must be proud of himself.” By 1966, Archie Shepp had published “A View from the Inside” in Down Beat and I began to feel that my distance from the conventions of my immediate generation was being put into music in New York, or that someone somewhere was playing what that feeling of looking for something out of the ordinary came to mean.


Those were the years that I began to hear in person the remarkable men who make jazz, and I was there at the Monterey Jazz Festival in 1964 when Mingus turned everything out with “Meditations.” I had become aware of Mingus because someone had written a review of his Jazz Portraits in the Los  Angeles Times and said that his “Alice in Wonderland” was a major jazz composition. I bought that recording and listened to it over and over, then began to collect Mingus recordings and read things about this unusually proud musician, who seemed to have nothing to do with what I thought of jazz musicians other than the fact that he played jazz music and wrote jazz compositions. Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus, Pithecanthropus Erectus, The  Mingus Dynasty, Mingus Ah Um, Mingus, Blues and Roots, and Pre-Bird dramatically expanded my taste and my expectations of structural adventure. They also introduced me to Eric Dolphy, Ted Curson, Jackie McLean, J. R. Montrose, Jimmy Knepper, Charles McPherson, Lonnie Hillyer, Mal Waldron, Booker Ervin, and Dannie Richmond. With the exception of Dolphy, those men were not part of the discussion in Down Beat and Metronome about what was going on in jazz. I did not know it yet but those are the kinds of musicians who make jazz an art. They may or may not be innovators who provide fresh material and set fresh directions, but their very seriousness and decided individuality give a breadth and depth to the music that a handful of trail blazers never could by themselves.


Charles Mingus was one of the reasons that I went to Monterey in 1964, especially when I found out that he and Thelonious Monk were to divide an afternoon. I was walking past the fairgrounds where the concerts were held one afternoon when I heard some music and climbed over the fence to see who was playing and perhaps learn a bit more about what they were playing. I walked in this room that I recall as a small auditorium with chairs and tables and there was Charles Mingus rehearsing his band. I went and sat as close as I could, which was just a few feet from the musicians. Trim and muscular, Mingus seemed like a yellow demon of power as he stood instructing the musicians and holding his bass upright by the neck. He wore a necklace of large pearls and many emotions would flicker through his face as he spoke in a voice that would change register to emphasize something or because it was pushed up or down by the passion that suddenly took over his delivery.


I soon discovered as he complained about the desolation of the moment that he had just fired the big band that had been provided for the premiere of a new piece. So he was now putting together an alternate strategy with a smaller group that included John Handy, Dannie Richmond, and Jaki Byard, whom Mingus kept harassing because he wasn’t providing the kind of piano part that was necessary but could only be explained in terms of feeling, not notes. Frustrated, Byard finally stomped out with Mingus cursing at his back. At this point, two white women who had come in with Charles McPherson and Lonnie Hillyer chided Mingus for his cruelty. Mingus’s eyes seemed to spew lava as they were promptly told to get the hell out of the rehearsal. The white woman who had given Mingus the pearl necklace protested and was told that she could also get out. He punctuated this by snatching the necklace from around his neck and throwing it on the floor, where it became just so many loose marbles.


I had never seen such fury in an aesthetic situation (though I had experienced it in fist fights and gang fights and had felt it most intensely when I took a thirty-seven ounce Louisville slugger to a guy who had intended to shoot me with bullets he was attempting to steal from my mother’s garage). Getting a chance to step away from that heat is why I was somewhat relieved when Mingus, needing a drink, threw some money on the table in front of me and demanded that I go buy him a couple of quarts of red wine. By the time I returned, Mingus was in a much more pacific mood and the structure he was creating—which moved from chords in 4/4 to a waltz, a minor vamp, and a Spanish mode before closing out as a blues—was coming together. A satisfied charisma came over him and pushed aside the dilemma that had darkened his personality. I left with nothing more than an intensified feeling of awe for this great musician and the threatening aspects of his turbulent personality.


The next afternoon was Mingus’s, though Thelonious Monk played well with his quartet before a dull large group of musicians joined him for uninspired versions of some of his songs. What I remember most was that while Monk was playing with his quartet a small plane flew over the fairgrounds and its motor turned in a rhythm that Monk picked up and played with until tenor saxophonist Charlie Rouse heard it and then drummer Ben Riley. It was the first time I heard something in person that I had noticed and always enjoyed when listening to Eric Dolphy at the Five Spot: When a someone knocks over a glass during Richard Davis’s bass solo, he incorporates the rhythm of that accident into his improvisation. That taught me that an improvisor could truly control his environment at certain times, even incorporating or creating a dialogue with meaningless sounds that are transformed by the intent of the player.


Around that time I discovered the music of George Russell and spent many hours listening to his The Outer View because it contained a version of “You Are My Sunshine,” which featured the singer Sheila Jordan. I had read about her stopping everyone’s breath at a Newport Jazz Festival during a performance of that song with Russell’s sextet. Through George Russell I became aware of Don Ellis, whose trumpet playing I liked and whose essays in Down Beat had had a deep influence. Ellis, though caught up in the empty avant-gardism of John Cage, had a deep regard for the tradition of sound that preceded the monochromatic tones of so many of those who came after Charlie Parker and John Coltrane. I am sure that he picked that up from his experience with Mingus and with George Russell. I enjoyed the version of “You Are My Sunshine” on The Outer View, but had much more fun listening to the title track and “D. C. Divertimento” as well as the other instrumentals on which Ellis and Paul Plummer were playing so much horn. Neither of them sounded like anyone else I had heard and both were swinging. To be individual and to swing as well, that was enough for me.


I could never tell at that point whether or not George Russell was white and I remembered asking my father, who looked at the jazz composer’s picture on the cover of The Outer View and said, “Oh, yeah, he’s one of us. No doubt about that.” I imagine that Wilford Mellers shared the same problem with me because in his Music In A Newfound Land, the critic describes Russell as having the shortcomings of a white man whose experiments sound pretentious because they suffer the limitations that come from being at a remove from the Negro musical tradition. Here was an example of what most  gets under a Negro’s skin: A white man telling him, rightly or wrongly, that he lacks the credentials to be considered “authentic.” How one arrives at knowing those credentials is always the question, especially since art is one part experience and one part imagination. Having the very worst luck with white people, women, gambling, or keeping a job is no guarantee that a Negro will be able to swing the blues as well as, for instance, Stan Getz, a pure and gifted musician from any perspective. Of course, I knew Negroes who had grown up in the roughest projects and were so straight and formal in manner and talk that no white person who thought like Mellers would have accepted them as being truly “natural,” unless they were naturally breaking their necks trying to live up to supposed “alien” standards. Academics now call those the “white middle-class standards,” as if the vision of manners and cultivation central to the middle class doesn’t stretch across ethnic lines and can’t have as much a chance of being vital as deracinated. This is a fundamental misconception that forces too many in the middle class to waste time trying to embrace what they consider the mud and guts of the lower class.


I was not grappling with any of those things at that point in my life because I was too busy trying to better understand jazz, along with all of the other things that brought prickles of intellectual and emotional illumination into my life. People such as Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker became heroes to me once I could hear the details of the speed with which they played, though Parker was an early fascination because of the aura of folklore and super human feats of self-destruction that surrounded him. These were interpreted as functions of a dual rebellion against both racism and the lack of aesthetic sensitivity that defined the marketplace of American art. I dreamed of seeing Gillespie, the puff-jawed wind demon, in person—especially true after reading of how heroically he had performed at the Monterey Jazz Festival, where he played his upward tilted horn through two demanding extended pieces on one afternoon: Lalo Shifrin’s Gillespiana and J. J. Johnson’s Perceptions, each of which I already had or immediately bought and put on the merry-go-round of around-the-clock listening. When my father told me that he had witnessed two women listening to Parker in San Francisco who were so taken by his work that they refused to go to the bathroom while he was playing and wet their seats, I thought I had really missed seeing a master in person. He was made even more mythic and simultaneously greasy when my father took me to meet Emmery Byrd, for whom Parker had written “Moose the Mooch” and who sat there, ursine and jovial, in a wheelchair nodding as my father spoke of the old days, back when Moose sold heroin and my father shot it. I felt that I was sitting in a room filled with fog between the present and the past and that those two men could walk through that thick mist and see everything clearly that was blocked from my view. My father also deflated my roman- tic picture of Billie Holiday when I told him how beautifully she could sing a love song and he said, “You should have heard her singing one to a woman. That was when she was really singing. I saw her romancing a girl with her voice just a couple of blocks from here at an after-hours joint up near Adams Boulevard on Central Avenue. She was fine and mellow all right but she was in her element when she was trying to pull a girl up next to her.”


Part of my belief in the power of words came through having read about Holiday and the various moods she created when singing. Those descriptions allowed me to know, without a doubt, when I first heard her on the radio, “that must be Billie Holiday.” As the disc jockey announced her name I think I realized then that if a writer was good enough, he could prepare a listener to recognize the sound of an artist on first hearing. That might apply to certain singers but I don’t really believe that is true of instrumentalists. Even so, it always remains a goal.


Part of what made those years stand out for me was the power of the Columbia Record Club. Through the club one could encounter certain recordings all over the community—Duke Ellington at Newport, ’Round About Midnight  by Miles Davis, Erroll Garner’s Concerts by the Sea, and, down the popularity pike, Ahmad Jamal photographed at the piano from below on the Chess cover of the ubiqitous But Not for Me. In the better homes, the ones that didn’t have cold beer or Ripple wine in the fridge and weed or its leavings in a shoe box cover under the sofa (which sometimes contained chicken bones of indeterminate age), you could see those records. They’d be sitting on the floor and leaning against the phonograph player across from the plastic-covered couches and the candy that was stuck together in glass dishes with handled tops that probably could have caught a reflection from the framed photographs on the wall that had been developed in black and white but could have been considered avant-garde because someone had gotten the bright idea of carefully painting them over in color. I also remember seeing Mahalia Jackson and Duke Ellington, looking like agents of majesty on the cover of the Black, Brown, and Beige recording, but I don’t recall hearing it then. Most of the Ellington that I heard after my mother’s In a Mellotone  recording was too advanced for me until I got Columbia’s Jazz Poll Winners  release, which featured Dizzy Gillespie on UMMG (Upper Manhattan Medical Group) playing as much horn as anyone would want to hear. Most importantly, I heard various ways of playing jazz. The Miles Davis Sextet with John Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley, Bill Evans, the Dave Brubeck Quartet with Paul Desmond, the singing group of Lambert, Hendricks, and Ross, and Gerry Mulligan’s Quartet with Art Farmer were the ones I liked most, primarily because I preferred the Mingus rendition of Holy Ghost church music on Blues and Roots to the version on Jazz Poll Winners.


Those were the basics of my early development as a jazz listener. They were expanded when I was introduced to the Modern Jazz Quartet over at a friend’s house, which led to my buying the two-volume European Concert. Those two volumes brought me to a Negro version of what could have been called cool jazz. Everything was so well controlled, which made it sound cool, but the ideas blossomed forward in a distinctive blue heat and a clarity of interplay that was decidedly unique and not at all cool. The thought that those men were playing like that in concert halls throughout Europe was very exciting to me, partially because the Modern Jazz Quartet seemed, from their photographs, to be sort of an improvising elite who were there to play something beyond the shallow funk music of the day while laying down as much blues and swing as you could hope for or get. But cool jazz was associated with white West Coast groups and particular players such as Chet Baker, Gerry Mulligan, and Stan Getz—none of whom were from the West Coast, by the way. I saw Shorty Rogers on television at the time and couldn’t take him seriously, first because his music seemed tepid and, second, because he reminded me of a badger trying to play a trumpet. Getz towered over all of them to me, especially after I paid my marathon dues listening to that almost peerlessly inventive saxophone he was effortlessly executing on Focus. That was the recording on which Getz made most of his supposed peers on the tenor seem like they were improvising somewhere in grade school while he was prancing around with a Phi Beta Kappa key hanging from the bell of his horn. I had first heard Focus  on the radio and was taken by his playing with Roy Haynes on “I’m Late, I’m Late,” which I associated with Alice in Wonderland, like any reader of books would.


The quality and refinement of the Modern Jazz Quartet turned John Lewis into a private hero, which was furthered by the awe in which John Caballero held him. Cabellero was the conductor of my high school’s band and also taught music appreciation. Caballero played piano and had been a student of Samuel Brown, who had led the legendary bebop high school band in which Dexter Gordon, Chico Hamilton, Billy Higgins, and Don Cherry had played. Brown was still at Jefferson but he had by then become disenchanted with teaching, students, and even the possibilities of music, or so it seemed to me at the time. I remember Caballero saying that the music John Lewis knew and wrote was “too deep” for most people.


The music on John Lewis’s The Wonderful World of Jazz became a paean to lyrical emotions sung through instruments at length, both on originals and standards. I became interested in anything John Lewis was interested in and read everything about him that I could find. Following Lewis took me to Third Stream Music, and on to Gunther Schuller’s Jazz Abstractions, which featured Ornette Coleman and Eric Dolphy, each of whom I thought were thrilling players full of surprises and possessed of great forward motion in their improvising. Before I realized how repetitious a player he was and that so many of his improvisations were dominated by a single phrase (which Don Ellis pinpointed in a Down Beat Blindfold Test), I thought that Dolphy was a superior player to Coleman. I had started to warm up to Coleman after reading things that Schuller had written about him and becoming a frequent listener to the swinging but metrically liberated interplay between the alto saxophonist and Ed Blackwell on Ornette! When Tootie Heath came through town with Sonny Rollins in 1969, he and I spent some time talking about how brilliantly Blackwell played on “T&T,” the feature track Coleman had written for him on Ornette! “People don’t talk about Blackwell but, even though you can hear his influences, like Buhaina and Max, he’s playing his own stuff. That’s Blackwell all the way, brother. Yessir: pure Africa coming through that New Orleans street beat. Blackwell is brilliant. He figured it out that way and he’s got a hell of a pair of hands. And Blackwell’s mind is full of pure dynamite.”


After the Watts Riot in August of 1965, black nationalism swept through the younger generation like a hallucinatory fever of the intellect. I was later told in New York by the writer Larry Neal that the sheer size of the riot—forty square miles—with block after block set fire and the National Guard called in, shocked everyone on the East Coast. It appeared that the idea of violent black revolution was no longer just a lot of fat-mouthing. Looking at the television all those miles away in New York made it seem possible, and from that irrational sense of possibility came a tribal politics that so seriously retarded the intellectuals of the black community, most of whom have yet to recover from the harm done to them by uncritical worshipping of Africa, embracing the contrivances of separatism, and attempting to disconnect themselves from the fundamental presence of Western thought and Western ways, both of which have bloomed in the Black American sensibility over the last three and a half centuries or so and are now as essential as air is to the lungs. For all of the influence of Marxist ideology on these misinformed proceedings, Hegel’s dialectic was not applied to American culture, where it might have done the most good. There it would have led the most serious to what Ralph Ellison and Albert Murray realized profoundly: America is a land of synthesis in which every ethnic or religious group tends, over time, to become part of every other. It is not so much a melting pot as it is a rich thick soup in which every ingredient both maintains its taste and also takes on the taste of everything else.


That realization was not to be. The tribal impulse took over and began to derange everything, moving strongly from the Nation of Islam’s conception that the Negro was a “dead monkey” unaware of his identity and his true culture, which was African and Islamic. Most did not buy the Islamic part, but the women especially loved to be referred to, eventually, as “black, beautiful, and the queens of the universe.” The men felt that growing their hair into “naturals” made them more purely black, something like the West Indian dreadlocks of today. In this ethnic Mardi Gras of superficial identity on parade, the robes, big earrings, sandals, and books that were usually potted history helped reassert the kind of ethnic narcissism that had ebbed and flowed among Negroes since at least the middle of the nineteenth century. In the sixties it made a bigger wave than ever.


The impact this ideology had on jazz cannot be denied. It cannot be swept under the rug like all of the racism of the early days of black studies. That flaming animus is conveniently forgotten by black intellectuals who now have tenure, or sense that a serious discussion of that period would make it harder to maintain self-righteousness in every academic exchange. Today they would not be comfortable discussing the hostile, segregated attitudes of black students during the sixties and the seventies in which white students, racist or not, were made to bear the burden of “payback.” This usually meant being brow-beaten or, on occasion, screamed at by pompously ill-informed black students who thought that higher education was an opportunity for ranting one’s way through college. White boys were too weak to do anything about it, and white girls were equally spineless bitches who could do nothing but whisper among themselves. But, of course, those young men and women were to learn that the so-called “white world” of work was not a college campus and, out there, Whitey remained as mighty as ever.


Those problems arrived in the jazz world in the form of ancestral worship, ethnic costumes, endless drones, and the willful shrieking that was intended to let the white man know that these were not happy entertainers under any circumstances. The philosophical overview largely came from one little man: LeRoi Jones. If one reads the highly influential Black Music, it is easy to see an interesting thinker devolve into an ideologue and even- tually fall between the two stools of mindless avant-gardism and black nationalism into the spittoon of racism. Race becomes the most important distinction, hostility the highest form of engagement, and the obsession nationalists had with “black unity” leads Jones to call for, by 1966, a “unity music” in which jazz, rhythm and blues, and religious music—Christian or not—all come together. (It sometimes seems as though the final essay in that book, “The Changing Same,” was nailed to the door of the invisible temple of the Chicago avant-garde, which gather under the name of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians, popularly known as the AACM.) The point that Jones stressed was musicians should be about moving jazz out of its natural place—that of an art music that swung on dance rhythms—and making it into a chocolate-covered “red ark” in which all of the commonest ideas that came from lame brains like Lenin and Mao could be retooled for a “revolutionary” blackness.


The tribal appeal is always great and there is nothing more tempting to the most gullible members of a minority group than suddenly hearing that, merely by being born, one is not innately inferior to the majority but part of an unacknowledged elite. I was not so sophisticated that I could avoid the pull of those ideas and found myself reading all kinds of books about Africa, and African customs and religion, many of which I purchased at the Aquarian Bookstore. It was in the western part of the black community and specialized in ethnic materials of seemingly every sort, from the scholarly and anthropological to the fantastic and, beyond that, to the virtually insane, meaning the works of cultists like Elijah Muhammad.


At that time, which was about 1966, I would have been pulled all the way into the maw of subthought, from which it might have taken longer to emerge if Jayne Cortez hadn’t introduced me to Ralph Ellison’s Shadow and  Act, a book that set off roman candles of excitement in my mind. Ellison was the first fully formed Negro American thinker in the world of aesthetics I had experienced thus far. He was deeply rooted in his experience and in his the concerns. Ellison delivered those thoughts to the door of every person who was not white and willing to read him, but he did not allow himself to be limited, or defined by the distortions that rattled the minds of those who were blocked from seeing or assuming the inevitable presence of humanity behind his color. Unlike those younger black people who were busy jettisoning their heritage as Americans and Western people—both of which brought the built-in option of criticism—Ellison took the place of his ethnic group and himself as firm parts of American life and a fresh development in Western culture.


I had never read a black man who strode so with such ease through the world of ideas. Nor had I known of one who was so confident about how deeply important the background from which he came was to understanding the United States in terms of its accomplishments, its potential, its ironies, and its shortcomings. Ellison’s book also revealed a vital sense of humor and an impatience with narrow definitions, whether coming from white men like Irving Howe and Stanley Edgar Hyman or emerging voices like LeRoi Jones, whom he already recognized as given to theories that would simplify and dehumanize the people for whom Jones thought he was speaking. Ellison had a literary foot covered by an elegantly designed and raucous style. It was color-blind and ready to boot out of the door anyone who was passing off ideological flatulence for the thorny rose bushes of real thought. He knew that such hard thinking could be both beautiful and prickly and that it could reduce the opposition to a condition that was as bloody as it was slaphappy. Ralph Ellison became an immediate hero and I began to read him obsessively, over and over, enjoying the learning that came with looking up the references that he brought to his uniquely broad vision of American life.


I was then working as an actor and a playwright with Jayne Cortez, who had been in the front line of the Civil Rights Movement. Cortez had gone south to work for the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, registering black voters in Mississippi. But she was then employed at Studio Watts and conducting drama workshops near 103rd Street, where I had been on Friday the Thirteenth of August 1965 and had seen the riot take off in full force. At Studio Watts, we did Jean Genet’s The Blacks and original dramas that were collectively written, but Cortez was then wary of dogma, which was why Ellison appealed to her and why she read Invisible  Man once a year.


During that period I bought a set of drums from Cortez’s son, Denardo Coleman, and began practicing. I had always loved Max Roach, Philly Joe Jones, Art Blakey, Elvin Jones, Ed Blackwell, and Billy Higgins, to name some, but my focus was on playing like Sunny Murray because I had been convinced that it was time for a style that broke completely away from convention. I thought I had an idea of where things were going when I played an ESP record for bassist Wilber Morris who said of Murray, “Oh, I see. He doesn’t play like a jazz drummer, he plays like a symphony drummer. He just colors things. He’s not playing time.” I also knew Errol Henderson, who had played with Albert Ayler, Norman Howard, Henry Grimes, and Sunny Murray on a record called Spirits. Henderson encour- aged me to go as far away from the norm as possible. I went over to his house and we played long duets that were more about sound than bass lines or drum rhythms in straight time.


I was soon taken by Milford Graves and became interested in getting more timbres out of the drum kit than were usually expected. In this direction, I spent plenty of listening time focused on tabla players and African drummers. I was still more involved with the environment of a piece of music than I was with playing time. Errol thought that we should get Arthur Blythe in our band, which we did. Blythe was the featured soloist in Horace Tapscott’s big band and his quintet, which used two bass players.


I had first heard Blythe when he was living in San Diego but had come up to Los Angeles for a gig with Tapscott on a one-woman show of Jayne Cortez’s, which anticipated the many single black women across the country who soon did their versions of ethnic protest on stage. Blythe stood out immediately because he had a big, broad sound with a point on it that was pumped up by an unusual vibrato that put it at odds with the conventional sounds of alto players whose tones were Charlie Parker-derived. He had obviously listened to Coltrane but also had a very strong grasp of the time that could give way to pithy shouts and singularly dramatic outbursts in the lower register. Tapscott, who composed the modal music they played, was always in the middle of a lean at the keyboard. He responded to Blythe with big, stark chords and short melodies that gave lyrical direction with the percussive drive of riffs. Then there were his skittering, thumping, and orchestral solos, which were never lacking in the power that arrives through integrity. The bassist was David Bryant, who would just as soon pick up the bow and saw as pluck his way through a performance. Behind it all, or in the middle, or surrounding the whole tune, were the drums of Everett Brown, who was from Kansas City and one of the finest virtuoso masters of thunder I have ever heard. Capable of playing four meters at once, Brown had invented a style so personal and volatile I have never heard anything like it since. This was the small underground group that only rose into public awareness every now and then because Tapscott had community concerns that led him to squander his talent in neighborhood situations long after the taste for jazz among black people had begun to go the way of the buffalo. He kept looking over the parapet as if he was waiting for the troops that never came to relieve the men at the Alamo.


At the end, with Everett Brown no closer to New York than a rest home in Kansas City, I heard Tapscott give his last performance in Manhattan’s Iridium, across the street from Lincoln Center. Foreshadowing a fatal stroke, his right hand had stopped working one morning and he had to play all of his improvisations with his left, seeming at first to have invented a new style. But he was only standing up to the demands of his gig and giving all that he had, articulating each note with his left hand as though it would have to stand in for all that he knew and had lived in the world of jazz—good, bad, and otherwise. I have never heard more courage and confidence in the invisible art of music, nor will I ever forget the sheer verve of his improvising and the fearful exuberance that he brought to the swing of each phrase. It was a swan song, a big bird flying low before disappearing somewhere into the heavens, up where silence reigns and no more is left of the human presence than the memory of a tall man who loved music, had implanted his legend in the rhythms of many women, and was always looking for as big a laugh as he could get.


I had my doubts that we could get Blythe to play with us because we were too “out”—or wild and blatantly unconventional. But we did get him and then later recruited Bobby Bradford, David Murray, James Newton, Wilber Morris, and Mark Dresser to work with us. The personnel changed, as it does in all bands, and we had many high-flying gigs until I left for New York in the fall of 1975. I will never forget how it felt to hear Arthur Blythe and Bobby Bradford invent such strong melodic lines that would occasionally explode into pure energy, which was never an end in itself, only a strident color that was used sparingly. Also unforgettable was the surprisingly mature sound of David Murray, who arrived at my home ready to play on his eighteenth birthday. Then there was James Newton, who was practicing a Debussy flute piece one day at my house and I recognized a passage that John Coltrane played in his long, well-structured improvisation on his original Crescent. Mark Dresser became our sole bassist after Wilber Morris left for New York and Errol got messed up in some kind of theft with a local black nationalist witch and left town, fleeing the police. I never heard from him again but his stories of Albert Ayler and Norman Howard were prime.


Errol never assumed that they were equal to Coltrane, Ornette Coleman, or Sonny Rollins. He thought their value was in the energy and the boldness they brought to the music, and he was willing to bet on all of us getting that through the gauntlet. Once he smirked at the memory of Albert Ayler chuckling and repeatedly saying “Poor Sonny” when Rollins came through Cleveland. “Albert could play what he knew and that was cool, but he couldn’t get up there and mess with Sonny, who was playing his ass off. I knew what Albert could do and what he couldn’t do. He went down there the next night to play with Sonny and Cherry and I think Sonny put something on his head because he didn’t have much to say about it. Then, I was the one chuckling. But, you know, Albert and Norman Howard were gunning for Ornette, too. When you got with them, Albert would say, ‘I bet when he hears me, he’s not gonna pick up that tenor again,’ and Norman would say, ‘Yeah, I know he ain’t gonna fuck with no trumpet!’ They were both wrong: Ornette didn’t care what anybody else did. He was pulling his own wagon and just wanted people to get out of his fucking way.”


When I arrived in New York, I had the Claremont Colleges behind me, where I had taught drama, the history of jazz, and literature from 1968 to 1975. In those colleges, with students from well-to-do backgrounds and the security of a steady job, I was able to practice a great deal and have many rehearsals and conversations with Bobby Bradford, who had not only played with Ornette Coleman at the Five Spot after Don Cherry left the band, but had also worked with a Coleman-derived band co-led by saxophonist John Carter and included Bruz Freeman, who had played in Chicago with Charlie Parker and was the brother of Von Freeman, the tenor legend. Bradford had a very detailed overview of the entire music, from New Orleans to what we were trying to do or, in my case, thought we were doing. Bradford was one of the most intelligent men I had ever known and his sophistication was greater than that of any musician I had met up to that point. Like Jayne Cortez, he was aware of the racial troubles in the nation but he had not bought into any simple-minded ideology and always had something original to say about whatever was going on. Getting to know and talk so much with him constituted one of the greatest pieces of luck I have ever had.


In September of 1975 I moved to Manhattan and shared a loft with David Murray on Second Street and the Bowery, where we played every day and worked in different ensembles. But New York was quite startling to me because I had never heard so many great musicians across styles and because I came to know both Albert Murray and Ralph Ellison, who had very different ideas from those in the East Village who considered themselves artists. Those downtown, latter-day bohemians usually didn’t know much about art at large and were almost always in a battle with middle-class convention, or the conventions of art that they assumed were symbolic of the middle class. In far too many cases, being a bad boy or a bad girl was as important as any work they produced. In comparison to what I was surrounded by down there, the worlds of Murray and Ellison were not only more challenging but also much more interesting.


By the time I arrived in New York I had become friends with Larry Neal, one of the few black writers who had any interest in jazz and whom you could see in the clubs or at concerts. I had met him when I came back east for a black nationalist gathering of propagandists whom LeRoi Jones presented as poets at the Apollo in Harlem and at the Brooklyn Academy. I was shocked by the low level of talent that Jones so enthusiastically presented, and by the muddy level of intellect that was common to almost all with whom I talked, except Larry Neal and the big Chicagoan named Amus Moore, who turned out the Apollo with his “Poem for the Hip Generation,” which included a perfectly sung excerpt from Lester Young’s improvisation on “These Foolish Things.”


Larry Neal had written insightfully about Ellison and introduced me to Murray, who was little known at that time and sat back in his chair like the monarch of an unknown kingdom that stretched out in all directions from his Harlem apartment. Neal had been one of the black nationalist critics close to LeRoi Jones but was tiring of the empty rants that could be called literature if they attacked the white people and called for the overthrow of the nation. As an ex-military man, Murray laughed at all of that and found it embarrassing, since he thought that such talk corroborated the presumptions of all racists who considered Negroes nothing but born fools. When we left his apartment, Larry and I were like two convicts who were planning to make it over the wall and back into free society. Larry had heard all of the “new music” but didn’t talk much about it; he was more interested in the implications of Duke Ellington, particularly his startling blues compositions.


Inspired by Ellison and Murray, Larry was looking for a larger context in which he could put—and test—his experience and perspective. He was anxious to go out into that world that LeRoi Jones had turned his back on and was soon encircled by a cult of followers who seemed to have read no more than ten books among them, all bad. I was too young and too naïve to realize that the LeRoi Jones whom I admired for his early poetry, fiction, and essays was never to return: He had left the world of art for good. A two-legged, chameleon that might change colors from black and anti-white to red and anti-capitalist, Jones would will himself into a minor man, nothing but a clever maker of shrill placards from that point on. During those years, when a plethora of desperately bad ideas overtook us, I sometimes believed that Jones was like some others who felt like Jorge Luis Borges’s German war criminal as he recalled spiritual pits of the Third Reich, “[a]s individuals, my comrades were odious to me; I strove in vain to convince myself that for the high cause that had brought us all together, we were not individuals.” Now I doubt it. I think he incinerated his mind and sensibility in the campfires of ideology, out on the endless hikes with all the other little boys who had deluded themselves into thinking that their adolescent games did any more than obfuscate the realities of that period. As his talent descended, Jones and I became more alienated from each other and finally met in a Battle Royal many years later at a jazz conference in Wisconsin that was sponsored by the Smithsonian Institution. The results of that event appear later in this volume.


But I drew many intellectual satisfactions from getting to know Ellison and Murray, the acknowledged past master and the unknown-but-ever-rising force. I had first encountered Ellison on the campus of New York University, walking along with a brown-skinned look of class and taste that reminded me of the best teachers I had had in public school, each of whom had put everything on the nose of his belief in the inner life and what it would provide him or what it would allow him to make as an offering to the world. Ellison wore a stingy-brimmed hat, a dark suit, some wing tips, and carried a tan trench coat over one arm. He appeared startled when I called his name, but smiled as I introduced myself and reminded him of some letters that I had sent his way about Invisible Man. He wished me luck as a new arrival in Manhattan and I was to next see him at a party given by Murray.


There Ellison complained of the quality of vermouth and pulled from his suit pocket a small bottle with an eye dropper in it from which he dispensed the appropriate level of vermouth for his martinis. His wife, Fanny, wore a white sweater dress and black boots. She was barely brown, had freckles like black stars, and was beautiful in an almost innocent but harsh way because there was so much fire in her personality that it seemed to be both warming and burning her from inside. Stately and petulant, she sat in a large chair with her legs crossed, one boot moved up and down like a metronome impatiently waiting for the music to begin. Fanny Ellison was deeply intelligent, incapable of small talk, and quite magnetic. She and Ellison made quite a couple.
 

It was through discussions with Murray—either on the telephone or in person—and with Ellison over the telephone that I sped up my exit from the strictures of any version of the miseducation that was Negro nationalism or left-wing politics. Each man was very different and seemed to have very different ambitions. Deeply envious of his friend’s stature, Murray was determined to come out of Ellison’s shadow and be recognized as his own man, which led him to produce so many books, almost all of them classics or at least very, very good. Apparently burdened by extraordinarily high expectations, Ellison did not produce much work of importance after his first novel and his first book of essays. That lack of productivity disturbed Murray, who seemed to want from Ellison the kind of dialogue that Hemingway wished to have with Fitzgerald, one in which their books would each be a literary way of “raising” the other just as poker players do.


When Murray wrote, in quick succession, South to a Very Old Place, The  Hero and the Blues, Train Whistle Guitar, and Stomping the Blues, he might not have stepped out of Ellison’s shadow but he had created the most original body of work other than Ellison’s that I knew of, and that remains true even now. Most important to my developing aesthetic vision was the fact that his work and Ellison’s placed the blues and jazz right in the middle of the new forms and ways of redefining the expression of human life that had been invented in the twentieth century. As I read them, I came to feel that all I had been taught as a child was being reinforced and extended by two great minds.


My mother’s generation always thought that racism imposed a misunderstanding of life in which one assumed to know the unknown individual before coming in contact with the person and, therefore, also assumed to know what this unmet person could and could not do. As far as my mother was concerned, being a Negro woman from Mississippi was no more a barrier holding Leontyne Price back from the top of the opera world than being bicycle mechanics had boxed the Wright brothers out of being the first men to get a heavier-than-air object off the ground by making revolutionary use of aerodynamics, which is based upon the character and manipulation of thrust. The people of my mother’s generation and the ones that preceded it all seemed to feel that the world was theirs and that they could—and should—identify with whatever each of them considered good. What was holding them back were the problems of petty power that allowed the white folks to unfairly condescend in so many minor situations but that, when put together, could add up to a rough day, since racism was not the same every day and did not turn up in the same place. Like all of life, it slid up and down, ebbed and flowed, sometimes missed you, sometimes barely touched you, sometimes took you down like a tidal wave if you did not move quickly enough or know how to improvise a surfboard and ride, occasionally enjoying the adventure of keeping your balance while the white people were doing their level best to lay you out deep in the wet.


Larry Neal and I used to talk a lot about the breadth of the aesthetic thought of Ellison and Murray. We recognized that both of them were ca- pable of celebrating Negro American life without sinking down into defensive postures that were finally based in what one writer calls “the magic of the blood”—they did not believe that good or evil was determined by genes or that color necessarily told one anything at all. Like those of my mother’s generation, they did not accept the dictates of segregation and did believe that anyone, within or without the group, had the right to demand it of you. Whether one agreed with everything they said and thought or not, all of their statements were those of men, not boys, and they were not at all related to the intellectually threadbare fraternities and sororities of ethnic politics that had so quickly become what Larry and I determined were no more than alternate versions of the Marxist “god that failed.”


Some of what Larry and I talked about was how uncontrived and basic to black American life the new things we were learning could be. In Ellison and Murray there were ideas to be had about the arrival of aesthetic complexities that might come from no more than the big fun of Saturday night dances. For instance, Ellison had very provocative observations about how the exchange between musicians and dancers in the 1930s might have affected the style of Charlie Parker. He saw Parker’s mentor, Buster Smith, playing alto saxophone with the Blue Devils at dances held in Slaughter’s Hall, where the local people had a particularly interesting way of responding to the music. Ellison remembered, “It was a dance step called the ‘two and one,’ or the ‘two in one.’ It was a brisk rhythm in which they would dance with and against the rhythm of the bands. There was a lot of improvisation going on on the dance floor, and these Negroes would go into quite a series of steps that carried them very rapidly from one end of the hall to the other, almost in one huge sweep of feet and bodies in motion. Then they would turn and come back down just as fast as they had gone. Buster Smith then had that strange, discontinuous style that one could see was also a reaction to what he was looking at from the bandstand. That discontinuity was later heard in Charlie Parker. But it could easily have some of its roots in Slaughter’s Hall.”


The summer before I moved to New York I attended a sort of tutorial on jazz criticism that had been organized by the great Martin Williams and that featured Murray, whom Williams more or less deferred to on a number of levels. Murray was a fresh force to those in attendance who would go on to write about jazz. He was surprising because his level of sophistication did not perpetuate what had become an often acrimonious situation in “dialogue” that consisted of whites—who had done, by far, most of the scholarly research on jazz—being subjected to sadomasochistic rituals.

 This usually amounted to no more than a whole lot of sore-headed teddy-bear growling from pretentious and possessive Negroes, so much so that one would have thought that whites had been blocking the expression of what was an actual interest in the music as an art among black people or black academics. According to a well-read hanger-on of Roy Eldridge’s, the great trumpet player said that there was never any interest in jazz as an art among most Negroes, who just happened to like it when the music was popular and it functioned in the world of dance.


True or not, we can clearly see at this point that if there had been any interest in the art of jazz among the black academics who began to invade the academy when black studies took what was usually its dubious position on our college and university campuses, the entire history of jazz over the last thirty-five years might have been quite different. With the academy submitting to many of the wishes of those black academics and the easily riled-up black students, annual budgets could have been put together that would have provided a national touring circuit that could easily have challenged the one in Europe that had long supported most jazz musicians. Even if it had begun in a segregated way, there would have eventually been black musicians who hired white musicians, just as Archie Shepp did throughout even during his most vociferous period of black-power pouting and breast-beating. By now, all racial barriers should be down and jazz musicians of all hues would have before them a substantial touring circuit of hundreds of American colleges. There, they might not only make reasonable money but also have their work and their intentions documented in all the ways that academies are good at when there is serious interest. But, as Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Cornel West have pointed out to me when I brought up the subject, there has never been any serious or sustained involvement in the arts because most of black studies has been devoted to history, sociology, and political science.


Martin Williams and Albert Murray were interested in none of that during that summer of 1975. They were trying to provide an aesthetic overview that would address the history of jazz, the fundamentals of fine art, and provide the sort of vocabulary that could help writers better communicate the power of the idiom. It was there that I began to realize with greater clarity how important Williams was as a force, a thinker, and a dedicated scholar of this music. I was also able to grasp how thoroughly Murray was organizing the thoughts that would turn his Stomping the Blues into the first poetics of jazz when it was released in the following year (and a book party was given for it that Ornette Coleman attended in a white leather suit). Both being Southerners, Williams from Virginia and Murray from Alabama, the two made quite a combination. They showed in their observations, their jokes, and their intellectual reach that jazz would always be served best by integrated teams of serious people, the only true protection against the provincial superstitions and condescension of the American musical establishment and the rhetorical wind-up toys of black nationalism. As Ellison said, most profoundly:




What gets lost when you overstate race is the fact that people aren’t always thinking about race. They might be thinking about style, about technique, about information that would allow them to do whatever it was that they were trying to do. Hell, when you went to the record store, you were looking for anything that could help you achieve your own aspirations; you weren’t concerned about seeing yourself in the limited terms that someone else might. This is very important because there is a wide open sensibility in jazz, and that sensibility made it possible to express so many of the essentials of the national character in the sound and feeling of the music. You hear the wanderlust, you hear the hopes and the dreams; you are given a feeling for the inevitable disappointments and the equally inevitable humor. That is why those bands swinging that music had such significance. They existed in a ritual where the highly demanding aspects of the musical imagination and the dancing imagination frequently met, pulling together techniques and expressions of elegance from anywhere they could.





Though Williams and Murray said that in many different ways from Ellison, always adding takes that came from their individual experience and taste, the substance of that summer tutorial led by those two men was what made jazz an art and why. But neither Williams nor Murray, for all of their imagination, could have realized that during that very summer, way down yonder in New Orleans, a woolly-headed fourteen-year-old wunderkind of the trumpet was unknowingly preparing himself to become the most astounding force jazz would ever see in its struggle to achieve the highest possible ground in the world of fine art, both here and abroad.


I met Gary Giddins and his first wife through Williams that summer. He was then working for the Village Voice and was in the process of developing a reputation as one of the most capable younger jazz writers. Giddins directly helped me start publishing in the Voice, where whatever reputation I was to eventually have benefited immeasurably from the tough-minded editing skills and formal expertise of Robert Christgau, M. Mark, Ellen Willis, and Karen Durbin, a quartet as fine at their craft as any individuals I have encountered since moving to New York.


Living in lower Manhattan by that fall, I was soon seeing so many fine musicians’ work in person that I had to reconsider the so-called avant-garde since it was, in far more cases than not, below the level of the music that was being played here and there in almost every style that had come forward since the beginning of jazz. I learned this from conversations with the musicians, listening to their rehearsals, performing with some, and being a part of the scream-and-shout festivals that were put on downtown during what was called the “loft jazz” period. This movement of sorts took off and made its presence felt in the late seventies and early eighties. It was an alternative because, although the clubs wouldn’t hire those musicians, they could play in private galleries and large rooms that served no alcohol but were legally allowed to present concerts.


My shift in taste was furthered by my getting a chance to book the Tin Palace, initially for Sunday afternoon performances of free music. That series introduced Air and the World Saxophone Quartet to New York, but it was hard to keep pulling an audience in, though one of the great pleasures was watching Henry Threadgill look on with astonishment as Arthur Blythe blew the bell off the alto and the paint off the walls one afternoon. I later saw Cecil Taylor look at Don Pullen in the same way when Pullen was performing at the Village Vanguard with George Adams in one of the extra fine small groups of the eighties. Adams knew the vocabularies of Pharaoh Sanders and Albert Ayler but had high command of the blues and could swing as hard as you might want to hear, boosted up by the bass of Cameron Brown and the drums of Dannie Richmond, who had created his first masterworks with Charles Mingus. Both Pullen and Adams had worked with Mingus, who was the structural mind behind the elastic conception of a range of styles dominating the music as opposed to just one approach. Unfortunately, the group’s signal authority was never truly captured on record and remains only in the memories of those who were present and heard them on those nights when they turned the Village Vanguard into a red-carpeted fireplace. “These guys are incredible,” tenor saxophonist Big Nick Nicholas said at the bar of the Vanguard one night, “they can stomp down or get low down in the blues, they can play pretty as you want to hear on a ballad, they can even play some of that crazy shit, then go all the way back to ragtime. This band is a bitch on roller skates, baby. You better watch out: they’ll run over you if you ain’t ready. I know that’s right.”


For perhaps a year, at the suggestion of the flutist Lloyd McNeil, I was hired to book the Tin Palace for the entire week. Then I got a chance to hear what I thought represented the best music available. It was also good to see the jazz audience of lay listeners and musicians, all of whom would arrive wherever it was claimed some swinging was going on. Those jazz people, from all over the world and almost all classes, were there to experience the revelations that result from improvisation when the groove arrives and the moment becomes pregnant, waiting for new life to be delivered by the musicians.


This experience is so strong that it can convert a staff that has never thought anything about jazz and is only happy to have a job in a joint where the pay is steady and the staff doesn’t have to bend over or drop to its knees in order to get paid. Being in the presence of the music night after night made all of them connoisseurs much faster than I would have thought. That Tin Palace staff was a typical mix of Lower East Side types, from the aspirant long-haired rock star to the grotesquely voluminous Italian woman who amazed other women, first with her easy ability to move her tremendous girth, and second with her very handsome and devoted boyfriend. The owner loved to regale us with his decadent stories of great sex at Plato’s Retreat but could be counted on to follow you into the street, ready to rumble or resort to hot lead if there was some obvious trouble that had to be moved outside, where it might be ended forever. One big black doorman had been done a favor by “the boys,” who then demanded, as repayment, that he remain in their employ for the rest of his life, which also entailed doing uptown pickups of drug or numbers money. With a characteristically bitter look in his eye, he would offer tales of how he had seen “niggers uptown holler when they got shot, noisy as a fucking bitch having a baby.”


Soon we had to turn away crowds and cabs were bringing people to the club who had said to the drivers that they were looking to hear some jazz. There were many extraordinary nights. A number of them took place when all of the customers were gone and only the staff, musicians, and insiders were there to hear the incredible raconteur and mimic we all knew as Philly Joe Jones. Jones was able to tell remarkable stories about himself and many musicians, could perfectly imitate the different accents of bobbies as opposed to upper-class Englishmen in tales about his life in London, and even explain how taken he was by Charles Wilcoxin, the writer of drum books. Jones had traveled to Wilcoxin’s home in the Midwest and was put up in a little house so that every morning he and Wilcoxin could go through his latest book. I always imagined Philly Joe in a ribbed undershirt with his processed hair held inside of a handkerchief and Wilcoxin in a sweatshirt as the two of them went through those remarkable books of rudiments raised to the level of virtuoso études for the snare drum. However it actually went, those two men with their separate sticks and snare drums were the symbolic essence of the kinds of friendships and the camaraderie that come from the love of the art.


There were also wonderful nights of playing. One especially memorable performance took off around 2:00 a.m. The bandstand was crowded with musicians, all jamming in different styles on a blues, lifting up the bandstand and taking the listeners with them. It was an evening of pure steam and I remember little other than how startled I was to see Frank Wright—whom Philly Joe jokingly called “Frank Wrong”—standing up there fingering his tenor saxophone with a typical look of self-importance. (I was surprised because Wright was an arrogant incompetent who often talked himself up but stayed clear of bandstands where one had to know how to play. Yet Manhattan is what it is, and Frank Wright had his spirit broken by the fact that New York, unlike Europe, did not accept his squeaking and honking as “new music.” People were not opposed to fresh ideas delivered with authority, but they were also no longer taken by the novelty of noise. On either that night or another, after the audience was gone, explaining to me how rough a customer he was, Wright had pulled a wooden handled Afro comb from his pocket. It had metal teeth that fit neatly into another piece of wood designed so that it looked harmless. It was not. “If they come up messing with me,” Wright said, “I’ll give them this,” and suddenly smote the bar with the comb’s naked teeth, which appeared at the speed of greased lightning. “Imagine if that was somebody’s face,” he said, with a quizzical snarl. Then, like a suddenly deflated balloon, the combative mask shriveled and Wright was hit with the dejected blues, wondering why no one liked his playing as he burst into tears, his nose stopping up and his voice rasping his trouble, almost sobbing that he was doing all he could do, that it was too late, that he didn’t know how to do anything else.) The only other person I remember from that big late-night jam session was George Coleman, who then kept in shape by running track and bench-pressing many pounds at the gym. I believe Wright had created a lull in the jam session that was responded to by Coleman, who played twelve choruses, each in a different key. Big George illustrated what an actual master of the fundamentals could do, which was second nature to him. Coleman had played well through the cuttings and stabbings that he had seen at black dances while working as a big kid with B. B. King; he had brought grace to the high velocity experiments of Max Roach, and further proved himself during the extraordinary moments of great romance and express-train tempos he encountered in the Miles Davis Quintet, where he scaled rare balladic heights that were captured in performance on Davis’s My Funny Valentine.


On other nights some of that exceptional jazz was created by giants like Philly Joe Jones and Billy Higgins, or surpassingly great individuals such as Coleman, Harold Mabern, Cedar Walton, Pharaoh Sanders, Clifford Jordan, Barry Harris, Dewey Redman, Gary Bartz, Kenny Barron, John Hicks, Arthur Blythe, Fred Hopkins, Steve McCall, Hilton Ruiz, and many others. Very little of it was what was called avant-garde because most of that music did not have or create the feeling of jazz. I was sure of that and, upon looking at the full rooms of jazz people, few associated with that movement approached me to hire them. Notable exceptions were Henry Threadgill, Jimmy Lyons, and the Revolutionary Ensemble.


When it wasn’t inept or pretentious, most supposed avant-garde jazz was more an improvised version of European concert music. As such, it was often bathed and swaddled in rhetoric arriving from worlds as different as those of cultural anthropology, modernist aesthetics, and race politics. The basic argument was that artistic value was relative and that standards were not objective but rather contrived ways to both avoid embracing original expression and to also exclude “non-European” forms. For all that blather, there is no reason why someone should not play whatever he or she wants to play, but it seems to me that what gives an art its deepest identity is the quality of its dialogue with the past. The problem is not that a number of “avant-garde” musicians do not know the past, but that they do not reimagine  it with enduring profundity as opposed to eccentricity.


One of the things that led me to that conclusion was that sometime during the late 1970s I noticed that I heard recordings of swinging or lyrical jazz played for pleasure by every vanguard musician whose home I visited. They loved it, but had not figured out how to reproduce that feeling in a new body of sound, which Charles Mingus, John Lewis, George Russell, Ornette Coleman, John Coltrane, and Miles Davis had done most brilliantly between the late fifties and middle sixties. Many things screwed up the development of the territories opened up by those frontiersmen. But, along the way, the sound of jazz kept replenishing itself through the art of dedicated players, many of whom this volume hopes to celebrate.


The musician who stands out most in my memory of all of those swinging nights I experienced in New York is Billy Higgins, whom I now consider the greatest drummer since 1960, and the symbolic hero of this book. Higgins did not innovate on the level that Elvin Jones, Tony Williams, and Ed Blackwell did, but he had the greatest cymbal beat and the most flexible swing. When Higgins sat down, one realized that swing, at its essence, was the pulsation of good will. Higgins was so sympathetic to whomever he was playing with that he didn’t impose his beat upon anyone else; he remained characteristically himself but played their interpretation of the beat. This is major, not minor. Most drummers and most players define themselves by the way they play the time, where they hear the entry point of every beat in a bar. Higgins was the freest of anyone I have ever heard. If you liked to play on the front of the beat, it was fine with him; if you preferred the middle, he could get with that; if you liked to lag in the caboose, he could get to that car and hang out all the way back there with you. The result was that he could swing with any bass player and support the individual pulse and rhythmic language of every featured player.


His precision was so refined that an arrogant and smart-alecky bassist who smirked while I was explaining this to him at the Jazz Standard one night suddenly changed his demeanor and became reverential at the mention of Higgins. He said, “[o]ne of the greatest moments of teaching in my life happened when Billy Higgins gave a master class at my college. He told us that you should be able to hear the four sixteenth notes that make up a beat and precisely adjust to any one of them. Yeah, well, that’s easy to say. I’d like to see somebody do that. Well, Billy Higgins took a metronome and moved it over by a sixteenth of a beat four times and played his ride cymbal right there every time. He did it long enough so that we could hear exactly where he was. He could hear like that. Billy Higgins was about fitting in with everybody else.” That he could make himself so compatible and remain such a great individual is the essence of the art of jazz.


Around 1980, I had given up the drums and devoted most of my time to being a writer. That decision had actually started forming while I was in California and the incredible Don Moye came to the Claremont Colleges and did a solo concert on which he exhibited so much mastery of African and jazz percussion that I was stunned, intimidated, and shaken. With Moye was Kunle Mwanga, a brilliant virtuoso of the music business who would bring the Art Ensemble of Chicago to New York, and would later manage David Murray, with whom he conceived some of the shrewdest presentations I have ever seen. He would then go on to represent Ornette Coleman. Mwanga, who recently began his memoir about life in the music business, should have many fresh things to tell us.


I began a friendship with Wynton Marsalis in 1980, when he was in the band of Art Blakey. Buster Williams had first told me about him one night at the Bottom Line. He said there was a kid down in New Orleans who was going to shake New York up when he got here. That was a rare statement from someone like Buster Williams, who had surely heard them come and heard them go. When I saw young Marsalis with Blakey, I thought his technique was sensational but I didn’t hear that much jazz in what he was playing. He seemed to be cocky when we met, but that didn’t bother me—in New York, who isn’t? He also appeared to have more than average intelligence, which interested me.


I invited him to dinner at my house and discovered that he did not know much about Louis Armstrong, Thelonious Monk, Ornette Coleman, or Duke Ellington. When I played a Coleman record for him, “Bird Food,” he said, “I never heard Charlie Parker play like that.” That was how it began.
 

As we continued to talk, Marsalis showed genuine interest in understanding things about jazz that he did not know. So I loaned him a number of those recordings, gave him a copy of Stomping the Blues, which he read quickly and considered the most sophisticated thinking he had ever encountered about jazz as an aesthetic phenomenon. I introduced him to Albert Murray and Ralph Ellison, with both of whom the two of us had some gargantuan conversations, good food, and big laughs. We were never with the two men at the same time because, by then, Ellison had become angry at Murray and an icy distance set in that didn’t thaw out until Murray went into the hospital for a back operation and picked up the phone while recuperating to hear the voice of his old buddy inquiring as to how he felt and how he was doing. No matter, Marsalis absorbed everything that came his way at the pace with which the especially talented learn.


As he developed his vision, Marsalis took a position against—with the exceptions of Ornette Coleman, Don Cherry, Dewey Redman, and Bobby Bradford—most of what was considered avant-garde jazz because it reminded him too much of the twentieth-century concert music he had played in orchestras under the batons of men like Gunther Schuller. Marsalis took his direction from Pablo Picasso, who had impressed him by investigating extreme abstraction during his cubist period. But, instead of staying on that road and leaving the life of the world behind, the greatest of twentieth-century artists had returned to his grand battle with form, using what he discovered to intensify his peerlessly diverse investigation of the fundamental themes of the portrait, the still life, the bullfight, dancers on the beach, artist and model, and so on. Marsalis concluded that, if an artist embraced the scientific and technological model of constant innovation as opposed to continually reimagining the basics as Picasso and Ellington had done, there was great danger ahead, which was what he thought that most European music after Béla Bartók had not avoided. From studying their interviews and talking with them, Marsalis decided that, unlike the generation that preceded the bebop development of World War II, the beboppers began to take seriously what was written and said about their art in ways that Armstrong, Hawkins, Ellington, and the others never had. This led some to believe that they had to “keep up” with the developments in European music instead of creatively building upon the legacy of melody, harmony, timbre, and rhythm that individuated jazz in so many styles and specific approaches. This was not a neoconservative vision as his detractors came to assert over and over: It was radical in that Marsalis went on to produce the broadest interpretation of his idiom since Charles Mingus, who also rejected the bulk of music that came after Ornette Coleman because he could not abide by the narrowness of its scope and the frequent incompetence of its practitioners.


As far as the contemporary antics of jazz musicians were concerned, Marsalis also stood up against the fusion or jazz-rock that had as its godhead Miles Davis. When he was interested in jazz, Davis had done so much for musicians that, even when he had abandoned jazz in favor of pop trends, it was such a no-no to talk against him that I recall one night in the Vanguard when a big saxophonist started to grab Marsalis because the upstart trumpeter would not accept any version of the idea that it was okay to lay out the stuff that Davis was playing because the former innovator was just reacting to the fact that black musicians never made any money. I was drinking a bottle of Heineken and seriously thought I was going to have to break it in the face of the saxophone player, but he calmed down and everything became almost mellow until Marsalis bent the minds of the musicians by saying that one had to take on the challenge of the greatest musicians in one’s idiom, which was why Beethoven couldn’t avoid the counterpoint that Bach had done better than anyone. If never before, I realized on that night that this young man truly saw no real difference between the demands facing those substantially engaged with European concert music and the ones arrayed before jazz musicians. This was also made more impressive because, unlike most who dismiss the sheer weight of accumulated artistry in European concert music, he was already one of the two or three greatest exponents of it on his instrument, a fact that impressed Ellison much more than it did Murray.
 

Ellison seemed to think that Marsalis could have left jazz behind him, while Murray thought that jazz could do no better than to have a world-class virtuoso who addressed the entire sweep of the music, from New Or- leans to the present, and who could make academic contributions as well. Though I agree with Murray, I still have more value for Ellison’s aesthetic achievements than I do his, as brilliant and heroically broad as his thinking about art might be. Even though Ellison wrote only two books of essays after his single novel, he was first and foremost an artist, while Murray, as all of his books and three of his four novels prove, is far more important and substantial as a thinker than he is as an artist. But perhaps I came to that conclusion because Ellison seemed to find it easier to address the tragedy at the center of life than Murray, who could talk about it in his essays but contrived grand—perhaps innovative—ways to avoid it in most of his fiction. I always put my money on the tragedian because, as Bessie Jones of the Georgia Sea Island Singers once said after asking an audience if anyone knew what it meant to be born, “All being born means is that you’re going to die.” As I once told Saul Bellow, whom I met through Ellison at the National Book Awards, that’s as basic a sense of existentialism as any I’ve ever heard. Bellow was startled by its directness and thought it was pretty good, too.


One afternoon in the early eighties, as Marsalis and I were riding somewhere and rolling up the highway ramp close to the Waterside Towers near 23rd Street on the east side of New York, he said to me that if jazz ever had the essential support system of teachers who could really pass on the technical fundamentals of the aesthetic as well as Murray had laid them out conceptually in Stomping the Blues, and if they could also provide situations in which high school students would compete the way they do in European concert music, things would greatly improve for the music in a very short period of time. I thought that was an interesting idea but assumed that it had as much of a chance as a publicly declared Jew had of rising to the top of the Third Reich. But sometimes the darkness is only a blindfold that maintains power until dawn.


In 1987, Alina Bloomgarden, director of Visitor’s Services at Lincoln Center, Marsalis, and I met because Bloomgarden wanted to start a series of summer concerts at Lincoln Center. Bloomgarden had done volunteer work at Barry Harris’s Jazz Cultural Theater and was inspired by what she saw. This enthusiasm pushed her to meet with Nathan Leventhal, the president of Lincoln Center. At Bloomgarden’s urging, Leventhal agreed to set aside the budget necessary to produce the summer series of jazz concerts.


Those concerts were so successful that they eventually grew into the department known as Jazz at Lincoln Center. That did not come out of nowhere. The suave Gordon Davis, a lawyer who had been a city commissioner and was then on the board of Lincoln Center, had the bright idea that the jazz series could—and should—become something much bigger than an annual summer event. From there, things began to build to the unprecedented point that the jazz program became a fully equal constituent with the other components of Lincoln Center—the New York Philharmonic, the Metropolitan Opera, New York City Ballet, and the Film Society of Lincoln Center. The air up there was very thin and the lungs of a program could give out if it wasn’t ready. But Jazz at Lincoln Center made it.


The next step was to have a hall built that would, to Marsalis’s specifications, be the first designed with the sound of jazz in mind. This had been a dream of his after playing the great opera halls in Europe, where the sound was superior to any concert halls he had played in America. What if an architect could be found who would design a performance space for jazz that was on the level of an opera house? Though it seemed barely possible, it was the right time to hold onto that high-minded dream. The old New York Coliseum in Columbus Circle was to be torn down and that real estate became the most competed for in the city. Licked chops were flying everywhere, and we had to see if we could get jazz up in there.


Rudolph Giuliani was in charge of it all, but Jazz at Lincoln Center got no response to its proposal for a hall or even a return of a single phone call. The word was that Giuliani wanted another opera house built in Columbus Circle. So Rudy did not seem interested. But there was a man in the mix who had been on a task force appointed by Giuliani to investigate police and community relations in the wake of a scandalous example of sadistic police force in Brooklyn. I had gotten along with Giuliani while on that task force, so I called his office and set up an appointment to talk with him. His press liaison was Christine Lategano, who sat in on the meeting.


Giuliani and I began by tossing around jokes about his thinning hair, his son, the Yankees, and the politicians in Albany who were always trying to give New York so much less than it deserved. After some laughs, he paused, as if to say, “You’re on.” I then said to him that the concerts, lectures, and film presentations of Jazz at Lincoln Center formed an innovation in American culture. He replied by saying that he thought Wynton Marsalis was doing a marvelous job in every way. I couldn’t think of anything else to prepare the pitch, so I just went straight for it. I said that if Jazz at Lincoln Center got a space to build a hall in Columbus Circle, New York would have the very first place in the entire world that was built specifically for jazz. It would be an innovation in world culture. Giuliani leaned back in his chair, looked around, then sat forward with a hard twinkle in his eye. “It would also be one of my legacies to the city of New York, wouldn’t it?” “Of course,” I responded. The mayor then told Christine Lategano to call in the guy who had the plans from Lincoln Center. It was on.


Since 1987, what began with three people meeting to discuss putting on annual summer jazz concerts at Lincoln Center has grown far beyond what any one of us would have thought possible. Jazz at Lincoln Center has produced over 850 original concerts in the New York City area. It has produced over thirty-five tours featuring the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra, the Afro-Latin Jazz Orchestra, and other ensembles that have reached over three hundred cities in thirty-five countries on five continents. It has featured over 850 musicians; commissioned compositions and arrangements by over forty musicians; sent over fifty thousand copies of sixty previously unavailable Duke Ellington scores to over thirty-five hundred schools through the Essentially Ellington High School Jazz Band Competition and Festival; produced educational programs that have reached over five hundred thousand students, educators, and members of the general public; and produced more than 160 hours of the Peabody Award-winning Jazz From Lincoln Center radio program, hosted by Ed Bradley and broadcasted nationwide. The Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra has collaborated on concerts with more than a dozen symphony orchestras around the world as well as a flamenco dance company and an African drum and dance ensemble. Beyond that, Jazz at Lincoln Center has collaborated in productions with more than forty arts organizations, music programs, and centers for the performing arts. I am more proud to have been involved with it than anything I have given my support to since my volunteer efforts for those in Los Angeles who were working to sustain the civil rights movement more than forty years ago.


Throughout everything that I have done in Manhattan since 1975, much of which falls outside of music, I have maintained my love for the unsurpassed variety of that inimitable sound, and have continued to evolve an ever-deeper feeling for what distinguishes it and how jazz became the uniquely great art form that it continues to be. This volume will take you across a wide territory of aesthetic thought, performance reviews, obituaries, battle royals, and an out-chorus in which I take the position that blues, in the swinging version we call jazz, is for today and for tomorrow and for all of us who have a need for that very special feeling of jazz, especially when it is elevated to the position of shining aesthetic order.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
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Ellison, that knowledge and fruthfulness make it clear that you don’t have to agree with him fo
learn from him.” —Robert Pinksy, former poet laureate
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