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Promise them a concept album and give them your greatest hits.” This was my advice to a fellow jazz critic about fifteen years younger than me who said he’d like to interest a publisher in bringing out a book by him, preferably without having to write one entirely from scratch. He foolishly assumed that because I had published four collections of my newspaper and magazine articles on jazz I knew the ropes, and I was so flattered I found myself playing along. “You need to give them something they think they can use as a sales hook,” I said, as if I knew what the hell I was talking about. 


Well, it had worked for me. In 1984, I promised the august Sheldon Meyer, of Oxford University Press, a book on musicians born after World War II. I began work on In the Moment intending to give Sheldon the book we’d agreed on—one with a rather obvious sales hook, given the attention then being lavished on Wynton Marsalis and other players in their twenties or thirties whose emergence supposedly proved that jazz wasn’t yet ready for the morgue. (Unlike Marsalis, the younger musicians who most intrigued me were loosely affiliated with the jazz avant-garde.) But the manuscript I delivered a year later was something else altogether. Along with profiles of about a dozen upstarts, it included pieces on Sonny Rollins, Ornette Coleman, Miles Davis, Warne Marsh, Abbey Lincoln, and a host of others born before my arbitrary starting point of 1946. Vanity, disguised as something much nobler, had taken over somewhere along the way. I wanted my book on jazz to include my favorite living musicians regardless of age, and the subtitle “Jazz in the 1980s” more than justified their inclusion, since all of them were still making vital contributions to jazz. But more than anything else, I wanted In the Moment to be a collection of what I considered to be my best writing on jazz to that point. Sheldon published what I sent him without protest, and I was suddenly not just a writer but an author—a bump in status that doesn’t necessarily bring a boost in income, I should have remembered to caution my younger colleague.


This current book is my greatest hits. It features my own choice of the best material from my first three collections, and my name is part of the subtitle, which effectively makes me one of the hooks. Yet I find myself wishing I could pull a fast one on John Radziewicz, my current editor, similar to the fast one I pulled on Sheldon nearly twenty years ago. Instead of a greatest hits album, I wish this could be a tombstone-size Mosaic box set of my complete work, including a generous sampling of my uncollected pieces. Or at the very least, an omnibus of In the Moment (1986), Outcats (1990), and Bebop and Nothingness  (1996) like those recent editions of Mickey Spillane that each offered three complete vintage Mike Hammer novels. How about all of my pieces on singers in one volume, the giants of swing and bop in another, and so on? Or Francis Davis Remixed, three volumes of raw interview transcripts in place of the chapters that drew selectively from them?


“Musicians presuppose that all critics are frustrated musicians,” I quipped in my introduction to In the Moment. “That’s incorrect: the good ones are frustrated novelists.” Over the years, my friend Howard Mandel has quoted this every time we’ve been on a panel together or shared the stage at an awards ceremony—he’ll get me into Bartlett’s yet, Howard will. But what I should have written was that music journalism at its highest level is a valid literary genre, not a vicarious alternative to mastering an instrument. Howard is no frustrated novelist—he’s writing a mystery I can’t wait to read—and neither am I. I dropped the false modesty in my introduction to Bebop and Nothingness, pointing out that I tried “to crowd even those pieces that begin as record reviews with what Dwight Macdonald, in his essay on Hemingway, described as ‘the subject matter of the novel: character, social setting, politics, money matters, human relations, all the prose of life.’” I think of the kind of writing I do as fiction by other means—fiction with the added burden of factual accuracy. I favor narrative and mood over thesis, even in my more straightforward critical essays, where narrative takes the form of one thought following another and the only “character” is myself.


But it isn’t pride in my work that makes me wish everything I’ve ever published could remain in print and be readily accessible. Quite the opposite: a good deal of what I’ve written embarrasses me. It’s just that I hate choosing among my pieces. I’m too close to them to be sure I’m choosing intelligently. Inasmuch as those of us who become critics tend to define ourselves by our taste, criticism is also autobiography by other means—an ongoing account of what recordings and books and movies delighted us or troubled us or pissed us off enough to make us write about them, in an effort to figure out exactly how they fit into our lives. In choosing the best material from my first three collections for this “reader,” I’m probably dooming the rest of it to obscurity— more or less ensuring that those three books will remain out of print and disowning many of my earlier passions in the bargain. For the most part, I’ve chosen those pieces I feel best represent me as a writer. But I’ve also given precedence to those major figures it’s every critic’s responsibility to weigh in on, and this has forced me to bypass any number of less celebrated musicians whose work has given me endless pleasure and whom I’ve written about at some length. Feeling as though I was turning my back on them, along with part of my life, I turned to Robert Lowell for commisseration. “I am not an authoritative critic of my own poems, except in the most pressing and urgent way,” Lowell wrote in 1977:




I have spent hundreds and hundreds of hours shaping, extending and changing hopeless or defective work. I lie on a bed staring, crossing out, writing in, crossing out what was written in, again and again, through days and weeks. . . .




I know roughly what I think are my better poems, and more roughly and imperfectly why I think they are; and roughly too, which are my worst and where they fail. I have an idea how my best fall short. To have to state all this systematically, and perhaps with controversial argument, would be a prison sentence to me. It would be an exposure. . . .





Enough brooding. Maybe all an author needs to do in a book introduction is to rip your ticket, smile, and say “enjoy the show.” But the contents of this book require some explanation. In the Moment, Outcats, and Bebop and Nothingness  were books “on” jazz, but jazz wasn’t all they were about. Among other things, In the Moment was about money and race, Outcats about alienation (mine and that common to jazz musicians and their devotees), and Bebop and  Nothingness about age (a theme I continued in Like Young). There is nothing here from The History of the Blues, Like Young, or Afterglow; these books are still in print, and I’d like to keep it that way. The order here is chronological in the sense that pieces from In the Moment come before those from Outcats, which in turn precede those from Bebop and Nothingness. But the pieces from each of those books aren’t necessarily in their original order. I wanted this book to begin with my piece on Sonny Rollins, because this piece was a turning point for me as a writer. It was originally commissioned by Esquire, and when they decided against running it and paid me an insulting kill fee, I decided it was time to get an agent and start thinking about a book. It was the first piece I ever sent to Bill Whitworth, of The Atlantic Monthly, and although he didn’t use it, this marked the beginning of a close friendship as well as my longest professional affiliation. “An Improviser Prepares” taught me to trust my intuition. Before killing the piece, my editors at Esquire kept telling me I needed to lure readers in by showing Rollins in performance near the beginning. I resisted giving them what they wanted because—even though I wasn’t able to articulate it then—I knew the piece had to end with Rollins finally cutting loose.


(Like many of the pieces here, the one on Rollins is a hybrid—half profile, half critical meditation. In common with newspaper movie critics, jazz journalists routinely pull double duty, interviewing and providing a sounding board for the same performers whose concerts and recordings they review. But who says an artist profile has to be uninterrupted puffery? My instinct has always been to have two voices alternating, mine and my subject’s.)


Though I borrowed the word from the obscure beatnik pianist Paul Knopf, “outcat” has become my contribution to the jazz lexicon. (I can also take credit for “hipster doofus,” a phrase I used to describe Kramer in my piece on Seinfeld  for The Atlantic Monthly; the show’s writers subsequently used the phrase in a couple of episodes.)


What else do I need to explain here? The long chapter from In the Moment  on Anthony Davis and the genesis of his opera about Malcom X will have to stand for the many younger musicians who offered something new in the early 1980s but were subsequently rejected by the jazz establishment. My reviews of books by Whitney Balliett and Amiri Baraka have not been collected before, nor has the piece on Jim Hall, which I inexplicably left out of In the Moment. I hope it’s eternal, like Hall himself. Sun Ra, Miles Davis, and Wynton Marsalis are inexhaustable subjects; I’ve grouped together pieces on them of different vintages. There might be too much here about singers, but so be it; this is the one branch of music in which I can claim to have some background. Jazz isn’t the only music I listen to, and the penultimate section has nothing to do with jazz per se. Nor is it the only subject I write about, and since a “reader” might be understood to be a kind of sampler of a writer’s work, I wanted to include in the very final section pieces on film, television, and comedy that would have no place in a collection dedicated to music. Though not originally conceived as such, the final three pieces—on Bob Hope, The Best Years of Our Lives, and action movies—form a sort of war trilogy. They are presented here Memento style, in reverse sequence, for reasons that became clear to me only after I decided to do it that way. The last piece was written not long after the September 11 terrorist attacks, before our military invasion of Iraq dissipated the unfamiliar sense of unity and purpose we felt as Americans. (It was common then for people to say that if they refrained from traveling or celebrating the Christmas holidays with as much enthusiasm as usual “the terrorists will have already won.” But wouldn’t their ultimate victory be George W. Bush’s reelection this November?) I also knew I wanted this book to end as “Only in the Movies” does, with my mother’s death. I happened to spend a lot of time in New York in the months just after the attacks, when people talked of smelling burning flesh in the air. Their grief was so palpable I hesitated to tell them the horrible truth that no matter how close to home it strikes, death remains an abstraction until you find yourself in the same room with it.


I’ve put off commenting on the current state of jazz because it’s too damn depressing. Twenty-five years ago, when I started writing about jazz, it was in decent shape artistically; the problem was its lack of exposure. But Gary Giddins was writing about David Murray and Birili Legrene for Vanity Fair, Ornette Coleman or Sun Ra might be the musical guest on Saturday Night  Live, and it was at least possible to sell a magazine such as Esquire on the idea  of a piece on Sonny Rollins. None of this would be very likely today. I hear people complain that the audience for jazz is getting older, but isn’t the audience for anything interesting and a little out of the way, including art and repertory film? You can blame the mass media as much as you want, but it’s difficult not to conclude that much of the blame lies with the entrenched tastes of the jazz faithful. This simply isn’t a very exciting time for the music, and if something potentially earthshaking does happen to come along, the odds are good that the guardians of tradition at Lincoln Center and the Thelonious Monk Institute and the various funding agencies are going to ignore it—and go out of their way to ensure that everybody else does too.


In his introduction to Ecstacy at the Onion, a collection of his pieces published in 1971, Whitney Balliett informed his readers that this would probably be his last book on jazz. “I have been writing about the music since 1947, a more than ample time to say what has to be said on any subject,” he explained. “And jazz itself, in its present dwindling, defenseless state, can no longer bear much critical weight—if, indeed, it ever could.” Balliett—whose writing has had an enormous influence on mine, even though he might be surprised (or even appalled) to hear it—wanted to move on to other subjects, and so do I. But he never really gave up his regular beat, and just five years later, in his introduction to New York Notes, he felt justified in announcing that “the music seems to be in good health.” I hope I can begin my next collection on a similar note of optimism, though this remains to be seen.


A few final things. To thank everyone who helped these pieces along in some way would fill an entire chapter, but I owe special debts of gratitude to the Pew Fellowship in the Arts; my agent Mark Kelley; Corby Kummer and everyone else at The Atlantic Monthly; Andrea Schulz; John Radziewicz and his staff at Da Capo Press; my father-in-law, Irving Gross; and (most of all) my late mother, Dorothy Davis, and my wife, Terry Gross. Journalism is very much like jazz, a spur-of-the-moment thing that only sometimes endures. I don’t know if everything here has stood the test of time, but I’m hoping the pieces that haven’t at least evince a certain period flavor. As much perverse enjoyment as I take in “staring, crossing out, writing in, crossing out what was written in, again and again, through days and weeks,” I haven’t indulged in any of it here, because to groom pieces written (and first published) as long as twenty years ago would be pathetic, not to say pathological. Oh, and about the title—John Radziewicz looked me in the eye and said, “You know, you’re often very funny. You should think of a funny title for the Reader.” Great, I thought: punchlines on demand. I thought of Only Myself  to Blame too late for the catalog, but Jazz and Its Discontents, if not so hardboiled and not exactly hilarious, at least captures the tone of some of the pieces in this collection.




Philadelphia, 
 December 2003 
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After a summer tour of Japan with the guitarist Pat Metheny and a string of West Coast concerts in early autumn, the tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins accepted no more work the rest of 1983. Something of a homebody anyway, he needed time to brace himself for a January record date, and time to reflect on a close call. 


In April, Rollins had played New York’s Town Hall, with the cocky young trumpeter Wynton Marsalis on the bill as his special guest. Rollins says that he was so preoccupied with rehearsals the afternoon of the concert that he had forgotten to eat: he had recently made several personnel changes in his band, and he wanted to give the new recruits ample opportunity to familiarize themselves with one another, their leader, and added starter Marsalis. Rollins may have been edgy for another reason that he is understandably reluctant to express: many male jazz fans invest as much ego in rooting for their favorite soloists as other men invest in prizefighters, and a segment of the audience that night wanted a clear-cut victor to emerge from what was being talked about as a fight to the finish between Rollins and Marsalis, the reigning heavyweight champion and the newest pretender to his throne.


Lucille Rollins, who has been married to Sonny Rollins for over 20 years and managed him for the last 11, says she knew something was wrong when, from her post backstage, she heard the rhythm section slam to a halt following a curious pause in her husband’s solo on Charlie Parker’s “Big Foot,” the third number of the evening. Sonny Rollins had landed on his back, his head about three inches from Tommy Campbell’s bass drum. “I whispered, ‘Get up, man,’ thinking he was spoofing, before realizing that he was out cold,” Campbell remembers. “I looked over at Wynton, who was shaking uncontrollably. We were all so petrified it was easier to go on playing for a few seconds than it was to stop.”


Upon regaining consciousness in his dressing room, Rollins’s first thought was fear his horn might be stolen, what with so many strangers milling around. An ambulance rushed him to the cardiovascular wing of Bellvue Hospital; Bellvue,  a name that shrieks bedlam within the jazz community, the hospital to which Rollins’s friend Charles Mingus had gone to seek psychiatric counseling and been locked away for weeks until a lawyer intervened. Asked to remain overnight for tests, a shaken and superstitious Rollins refused and checked himself out. His private physician subsequently ruled out heart attack or stroke—everyone’s unspoken fear. But Rollins was found to be suffering from hypertension aggravated by nervous exhaustion.


When I caught up with Rollins before his concert in Boston six months later, his memory of the evening in question was hazy. He speculated that his heel must have caught on a wire, causing him to topple over backwards and bump his head—but Lucille Rollins reminded him that no one, her least of all, was buying that fanciful scenario. Still radiating youthful power and vitality in his mid fifties, Rollins perhaps finds it difficult to admit to physical infirmity (his wife reveals that, like many victims of hypertension surprise attacks, he has to be reminded to take his daily medication now that his blood pressure has returned to normal). Even so, he was only too happy to follow doctor’s orders to lighten up on travel, since that meant spending more time at home in Germantown, New York, a few miles north of Woodstock, where he and Lucille (his second wife), who have no children, enjoy a quiet, bucolic existence.


One could work up a lather about how the scarcity of jazz nightclubs everywhere but New York City has made the presentation of jazz a catch -as-catch-oooooooooooooooooocan proposition, citing as evidence Sonny Rollins’s itinerary in the waning months of 1983 (he played a Greenwich Village rock showcase, two Southern universities, and a pink-and-white wedding cake of a room in the Copley Plaza, one of Back Bay Boston’s most patrician hotels). But Rollins is no typical jazz musician, be the yardstick creative temperament or earning capacity. His inactivity was strictly a matter of choice, the few dates he accepted one-nighters designed not to keep him away from home too long.


“There are certain things to be said in favor of the old days, when you played a club for an entire week before moving on,” Rollins told me as he fit a mouthpiece over his horn before going on stage in Boston. “After a few nights, you knew the audiences you could expect, you knew where to find whatever you needed around town, and you built up a special kind of rapport with your musicians from being away from home together so long. But as you get older, you miss sleeping in your own bed every night, and you miss the mundane activities that constitute your daily routine. And frankly, I just don’t want to spend a week of the time I’ve got left in Cleveland or Detroit or wherever.”


The road has traditionally symbolized freedom for professional musicians, an opportunity to carouse in the company of one’s fellows; and bad habits born of the road have claimed scores of casualties from rock ’n’ roll as well as jazz. Though he makes his living from it, nightlife is not Rollins’s style, and one doubts it ever was: the road is an experience to be endured, not relished,so far as he is concerned. He spent most of his 36 hours in Boston in his hotel room, looking forward to the flight out. Not even the lure of hearing Sammy Price and Dave McKenna, the Copley’s resident pianists, both of whom Rollins admires, was sufficient enticement for him to stay up late.


What he seems to resent most about performances on the road is not being able to practice his instrument (an odd thought, when one considers that performance is supposed to be the end result of practice—and that few musicians his age who perform as often as he does bother to practice at all). “At home, I usually get up around 4:00 A.M. to feed our two dogs and three cats—Lucille has them so spoiled they won’t let us sleep later than that—the visiting cats, the visiting chickens, the visiting whatever else comes around, because a lot of the area around us is farmland, and you see a lot of animals. Then I go back to sleep for an hour or so and spend the rest of the day practicing. You can’t practice in hotel rooms, though, for fear of annoying someone who might be trying to sleep in the next room. All you can do is watch soap operas and try to relax, and I can take only so much of that.” His voice was losing some of its viscosity, becoming weightless in abstraction, and I thought it better to take leave of him, realizing that he was itching to get in a few minutes of practice now that he had the chance.


ROLLINS’S LIST OF ASSOCIATES OVER THE LAST 35 YEARS READS LIKE A  modern jazz who’s who: Charlie Parker, Thelonious Monk, Bud Powell, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis, Max Roach, Clifford Brown. But simple cross-referencing of this sort fails to convey Rollins’s true significance. Unlike Parker, Louis Armstrong, or Ornette Coleman, Rollins did not alter the rhythmic syntax of jazz. Unlike Davis, he has never been a reliable bellwether of new trends. Although a number of his compositions (the calypso “St. Thomas” and the blues derivatives “Oleo,” “Doxie,” and “Airegin”) have become jam-session standbys, he has not set a standard other jazz writers have sought to emulate (unlike Monk, Duke Ellington, and Charles Mingus). He has never succeeded in forming a band in his own image, and although countless saxophonists have aped his stylistic mannerisms, his influence has never been as all-pervasive as John Coltrane’s was in the mid-1960s. Yet when conjuring up an image of the quintessential jazzman—heroic, inspired, mystical, obsessed—as often as not, it is Rollins we picture, because no other jazz instrumentalist better epitomizes the lonely tightrope walk between spontaneity and organization implicit in taking an improvised solo. Everyone who listens to jazz can tell a story of a night when Rollins could do no wrong, when ideas poured out of him so effortlessly that a comparison to Leopold Bloom seemed in order, until one realized that it was James Joyce one was thinking of—that Rollins was blessed with an angbite of inwit far more ruthless and sophisticated and formal than the quaint phrase “stream of consciousness” could hope to convey. The irony is that the nights when Rollins is at wit’s end can be just as thrilling for illuminating the perils endemic to improvisation. The great thing about Rollins—as the critic Gary Giddins once put it—is that even when he’s off, he’s on.


Rollins is the greatest living jazz improviser (no arguments please), and if we redefine virtuosity to include improvisational cunning as well as instrumental finesse (as we probably should when discussing jazz), he may be the greatest virtuoso that jazz has ever produced. But listening to him is rarely the unequivocal pleasure it ought to be, for not only is he the least predictable of jazz artists, he is in one way the most perverse: the ecstasy his playing arouses in others he seems stubbornly unwilling to partake of himself. He is a notorious perfectionist, and the pressure he creates for himself sometimes pulls him up short. Most jazz musicians, including some of the great ones, simply turn on the charm and let technique take over when inspiration fails to visit them, confident that few in their audiences will be able to tell the difference between manual dexterity and divine intercession. Not Rollins, bless him and curse him. He will bring a solo to a halt if the grand design he has been tracing eludes him even momentarily.


On such occasions, Rollins’s default shifts the burden of giving the customers their money’s worth to his sidemen, which can lead to comic scenes like one I witnessed in Philadelphia a decade ago. Rollins led an unrealistic round of applause each time his pianist climaxed a solo and began comping for the Rollins solo he thought would ensue. Looking over and noticing Rollins’s saxophone dangling from its strap, the harried pianist had no choice but to nod graciously to the audience and launch another chorus, as if by popular demand.


“I don’t remember that particular incident, but I have to plead guilty anyway,” Rollins said when I asked him about it. “People have admonished me for pulling stunts like that, so I try not to anymore. Around the time you’re talking about, I was playing two or three sets a night in clubs, and I always hoped that people would hang around for the next set, and that the next set would be better. Now I’m usually in town for one show only, and knowing that people have come out to hear me play, I play for them, even when I’m displeased with what I hear myself playing. But you know, there are times when things aren’t clicking and I play extended solos out of sheer frustration, but nobody ever complains about that. Which makes me wonder, because it’s like I’m forcing the music instead of letting it flow, and that’s no good. But maybe that’s what people like—they sense the tension I’m feeling and it excites them.”


If Rollins’s self-doubt makes him seem the stereotypical modern artist, his music betrays thankfully little of the anomie associated with modern art. He can be the jolliest of improvisers. His best solos are full of jeering subterranean moans, cheeky falsetto whistles, and pecking staccato phrases that recall the bar-walking rhythm ’n’ blues saxophonists popular in black neighborhoods 30 years ago. Although he may be the most abstract thinker in jazz, he has never turned his back on blues and popular song forms, not even during his brief flirtation with free form in the early ’60s; and one of the dizziest thrills jazz has to offer is following the lines of a familiar melody as they expand and contract in the funhouse mirror of a Rollins improvisation. In recent years, his populism has led him to such unlikely but felicitous vehicles as Stevie Wonders “Isn’t She Lovely” and the jouncy Dolly Parton hit “Here You Come Again.” From the outset of his career, he has delighted in pop confections of the sort many of his more priggish jazz colleagues would think beneath their dignity.


“Songs like ‘Toot, Toot, Tootsie,’ ‘Wagon Wheels,’ ‘There’s No Business Like Show Business,’ . . . songs hardly anyone had recorded before. Or since, for that matter,” he cracked the afternoon I visited him and Lucille in the Tribeca penthouse efficiency they lease as a combination business office and home away from home when he plays New York. “Those are the songs that first made me love music, and I guess I heard most of them in the movies on Saturday afternoons when I was a kid. I tend to enjoy humorous, lighthearted things,” he said, gesturing to the coffee table and sofa, which were piled high with books on genre films of every description. A hardback copy of Diane Johnson’s biography of Dashiell Hammett lay open, spine up, on the daybed. “Old movies, Mad magazine, Bob and Ray—pure escapism, I know. But I guess it’s okay, since I work hard at my music and have no real hobbies.”


Rollins, who looks wary even when smiling, has a reputation as an unapproachable loner, an image he has done little to cultivate but nothing to dispel. Still, he and Lucille seemed genuinely pleased to be entertaining company, as we sat gazing down at gridlocked traffic. “It’s so difficult readjusting to the pace of the city, even though I was born here and lived here most of my life,” Rollins said. He had spent his week in New York taking care of errands—buying reeds, having his horn repaired, running clothes to the tailor. He hadn’t looked up any old musician friends, and he hadn’t been out to hear any live music. Next door, a teenage heavy metal band ran down their Led Zeppelin and Van Halen, occasionally eclipsing our conversation. “My protégés,” Rollins winced. “They keep at it all day long.” He was born Theodore Walter Rollins in 1929 (no one has called him that in years), to a Harlem family he describes as “middle class, with a piano in the living room and everything.” His childhood ambition was to become a professional illustrator, but by the time he was graduated from high school, he was already earning money as a musician, playing in “kid bands with the other young guys from the neighborhood” (some of whom have also achieved adult renown, including alto saxophonist Jackie McLean, pianist Kenny Drew, and drummer Art Taylor) “and sitting in with the older guys who were kind enough to let me, like Bud Powell and Thelonious Monk.” His role model was tenor patriarch Coleman Hawkins, “a forceful player with a big ripe sound, but a thoughtful player, too, very sophisticated in his knowledge of alternate chords—that was a good combination. He was a very classy fellow, always impeccably dressed and very patient with everyone, and that was something else I tried to emulate.” I asked Rollins if he ever worried that his country isolation deprives today’s young musicians of similar access to him. “Oh, you’re making me feel guilty now,” he complained, rubbing his goatee and fooling with the shapeless woolen cap he always seems to be wearing, even indoors. “But you see, Coleman Hawkins and Lockjaw Davis and those guys didn’t just make themselves available to me. I practically camped out on their doorsteps until they took pity on me and invited me in.”


The critic and composer Gunther Schuller once praised Rollins for knowing that “well-timed silence can become part of a musical phrase”; as a corollary, one might add that Rollins’s frequent sabbaticals have played as large a part as his improvised solos in defining his mystique. The first hiatus came in 1954, and no one much noticed. “There was a scourge of drugs around that time,” Rollins told me, “and like everybody else, I was part of it.” It was a dressing down from Charlie Parker, of all people, that persuaded Rollins to enroll in an experimental methadone program at the federal prison in Lexington, Kentucky. Rollins and Parker were together in a New Jersey recording studio as sidemen on a Miles Davis date, and Parker—who knew that Rollins revered him—asked him if he was clean. Rollins lied and said yes, but Parker learned the truth from a hushed conversation he overheard between Rollins and another musician on the date. Ironically, it had been Parker’s example that had induced many musicians of Rollins’s generation to shoot up in the first place. “But you have to realize Charlie Parker wasn’t just a great musician. He was a very sick man who was dying from self-abuse and feeling guilty about the example he had set for others,” Rollins explained. He decided that the best way to show his love for Parker was to do as he said, not as he did.


In 1959, dissatisfaction with the jazz business and his own playing prompted Rollins to interrupt his career just as it was taking off. (Speculation had it that the acutely self-conscious Rollins had become too inhibited to play after reading Schuller’s close structural analysis of one of his solos in the Jazz  Review. Rollins admits only that he resolved to stop reading his notices soon after coming across Schuller’s “Sonny Rollins and the Art of Thematic Improvisation.” He still carries clippings of his reviews for the purpose of identification: not so much to prove that he is Sonny Rollins as to prove that Sonny Rollins is somebody—a nice distinction that might occur only to a black musician idolized in jazz but scarcely recognized outside of it, and traveling with a white wife.) Although unintended as such, his second vanishing act amounted to a major publicity coup. In abandoning his audience, he had not abandoned his instrument, and not wishing to subject the neighbors in his Brooklyn apartment house to the torture of his marathon practice sessions, he would practice in the dead of night on the pedestrian level of the Williamsburg Bridge, as private a rehearsal hall as he could ever hope to find. But one night the jazz critic Ralph Berton wandered by, and the anonymity that Rollins had hoped for was gone forever. Soon, the TV networks were sending camera crews to the bridge and portraying Rollins as a lofty and mystical idealist, a man who had turned his back on worldly riches to pursue self-knowledge. When he returned to the jazz scene in 1961, he was able to parlay his status as a media curiosity into a lucrative recording contract with RCA Victor.


By the end of the ’60s, he had again turned away from public performance, though he continued to practice every day. He attended to chronic dental problems caused by a hard embouchere and journeyed to India to study yoga “not so much for the betterment of my music as for greater peace of mind, but my playing has benefited as a side effect, I think, in terms of greater wind capacity and greater mental concentration,” he told me; and I noticed that his legs were folded up beneath him on the sofa, in the classic lotus position, even as we talked.


When Rollins began recording and accepting engagements again in 1972, his wife became his manager strictly by default: there was no one else he trusted to do the job. “I know of countless instances in which a musician’s wife has taken an active role in her husband’s career, usually with disastrous results to both the career and the marriage,” says Orrin Keepnews, Rollins’s close friend and his record producer from 1972 until 1980. “Lucille is one of the shining exceptions.”


Many of the jazz wives who represent their husbands do so because their husbands have seduced them into thinking it’s part of their wifely obligation, “or because they think it’ll be fun, working so closely with their husbands, but they wind up hating it,” explained Lucille Rollins as Sonny stared straight ahead. “You’ve got to know what you’re doing, or you’ll do more harm than good. At first, I felt like such an amateur dealing with club-owners and record producers that I used the pseudonym Janice Jesta for a while—Jesta was one of our cats. But I became more self-confident once I realized how much I love this business.”


In addition to retaining veto power over her husband’s bookings (he signed with an agency in 1979), Lucille Rollins, who worked as an office administrator before their marriage, handles the payroll and travel arrangements for his band. (Rollins prefers staying at whatever hotel is closest to the airport and taking a limousine to the concert—that way he can make a faster getaway and he doesn’t have to wander around a strange city.) Since the incident at Town Hall, she has traveled with him to most of his jobs; backstage in Boston, she made it a point to remind him to eat before going on stage.


The couple were co-producers of Rollins’s last three albums, and even before that, Lucille had become Sonny’s proxy at playbacks and mixdowns, because he cannot bear to listen to his own recordings—a point that emerged from our conversation when Lucille told me that the best performance she had ever heard her husband give was at the June 1983 makeup for the aborted Town Hall concert with Marsalis. Even Rollins had to admit that he played “okay.” Lucille rolled her eyes and gasped “Okay? It was fantastic! ” Too bad it wasn’t recorded, I said, and a look of resignation settled on Rollins’s face: “If it had been recorded, it might not have been okay.”

“SONNY WILL ADMIT THAT RECORDING HAS ALWAYS BEEN A TRAUMATIC  experience for him, and as the years have passed and he feels that he has more of a reputation to uphold, it’s become even more traumatic, to use his own word,” says Orrin Keepnews. “To some extent, every musician I’ve ever worked with has felt that he never put anything of value on a record. But Sonny is the supreme example. If the essence of jazz is improvisation, then the whole concept of recording—freezing a particular moment and calling it definitive—violates that essence. And Sonny, who is the most intuitive musician I’ve ever met as well as the most intellectual, is the musician most acutely aware of that contradiction.”


Rollins’s phobia hasn’t prevented him from recording a goodly number of albums commonly regarded as classics, including Saxophone Colossus, Worktime,  A Night at the Village Vanguard, The Freedom Suite, and Way Out West,  all dating from a fertile period in the mid- to late ’50s, when he was also in the studio regularly as a sideman with Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, and Clifford Brown and Max Roach. From the 1960s, there are such still disputed masterpieces as Our Man in Jazz, with sidemen enlisted from Ornette Coleman’s group, and Sonny Meets Hawk, a Mexican standoff with father figure Coleman Hawkins.


Toward the mid-’70s, Rollins began to employ younger musicians whose first allegiance was to amplified jazz-rock fusion, and one listened to his new records with enthusiastic ambivalence and exasperated awe, much the way earlier jazz listeners must have greeted the mature work of Louis Armstrong, who also embraced the most dubious musical conventions of his day. (This comparison is relevant in another way: as Armstrong had, Rollins began overindulging his technique at the cost of continuity, climaxing too many of his solos with gratuitous high notes sustained beyond purpose.) “I’ve always been a very rhythmic player,” Rollins pointed out when I asked him about this change in direction, “and I want the rhythms beneath me to be rhythms you can feel throughout your entire system, not just something you can tap your foot to. I know that some people think I should be using a ’50s kind of rhythm section, with upright bass walking a straight four beats to the measure, the piano blocking out chords, and the drummer going ‘ta-da, ta-da,’ or whatever, very discreetly on his cymbals. But that’s tired, and it just doesn’t appeal to me anymore. I want energy and constant propulsion, and I find only young players can give that to me. And rock rhythms or funk rhythms or whatever you want to call them are what the young guys are interested in today, along with electric instruments. So it’s all been a natural progression for me, if you look at it that way.”


Even if one looks at it Rollins’s way, his logic is riddled with holes. He talks as though there are no options beyond bop and fusion, which is simply not the case. His present drummer’s beat is chunky and metronomic compared with the drummers he recorded with in the ’50s and ’60s (you won’t catch Max Roach or Billy Higgins or Elvin Jones going “ta-da, ta-da”). The bass guitarists he has been using tend to favor disruptive, guitar-like filigree rather than earthy, locomotive bass lines. Contrary to what Rollins believes, there are younger musicians playing hard bop who could follow him better and give him a higher lift than the fusioneers he insists on hiring, but it’s doubtful if he has heard them. Talking to him, one gets the impression that he no longer monitors developments in jazz the way he did when he was younger—or the way Coleman Hawkins did throughout his career. In this, Rollins is no guiltier than most of his contemporaries, and in all fairness, it’s as much lack of opportunity as lack of curiosity that’s to blame. There’s no 52nd Street anymore— no golden strip where musicians cross paths and trade secrets—and no one predominant jazz style. In its maturity, jazz has become both a bewilderingly pluralistic form of expression and a commercially marginal enterprise, a combination that effectively rules against an apprentice system or a chain of command. It’s not surprising that outside of their own cliques, most veteran musicians have no better idea than the casual listener of who the hot young players are.


If Rollins’s secret motive is to woo rock audiences, he has overestimated his capacity for the ordinary—his records have not been “commercial” in the simplest, most accurate sense: they haven’t sold in enormous quantities. Yet with No Problem (Milestone M-9014) and Reel Life (Milestone M-9018), both released in 1982, Rollins’s advocacy of a modified back beat began to pay unexpected artistic dividends. He was swinging more ferociously than ever, and he had escaped the sham democracy of modern jazz, which entitles each band member to solo to his heart’s content on every single number. Rollins was now the star; his sidemen were relegated to back-up positions; and that was the way it should have been all along. Long portions of the 1984 release Sunny Days  and Starry Nights (Milestone M-9122) are given over to exuberant, jabbing exchanges between Rollins and the drummer Tommy Campbell, with the rest of the band laying low or laying out. It’s such a pleasure to hear Rollins duking it out with a drummer this way again that one is willing to ignore the fact that Campbell doesn’t pack very much punch. The record also demonstrates Rollins’s increased mastery of pop recording techniques. Multi-tracking enables him to be his own duet partner on Noel Coward’s “I’ll See You Again,” and to weave a luxurious improvisation around his own held notes on an original ballad dedicated to Wynton Marsalis. (The pianist Mark Sloskin’s overdubbed celeste is an especially nice touch on “Wynton,” recalling Thelonious Monk’s use of the delicate instrument on his 1957 recording of “Pannonica” with Rollins.) Also boasting a wickedly inventive chromatic orbit on Jerome Kern’s “I’m Old Fashioned,” and three snorting “St. Thomas”-like calypsos, Sunny Days and Starry Nights is the first Rollins LP in ages that one can enjoy from start to finish without first scaling down one’s expectations. But like all of his records, it captures only the echo of his genius. To catch him in full cry, one must hear him live. And even then, there are no guarantees.

ON AN OVERHANGING WALL OPPOSITE THE BAR AT THE BOTTOM LINE ARE  framed color glossies of Elvis Costello, Van Morrison, Philip Glass, and Phoebe Snow. A large, dark, characterless room near Washington Square, the Bottom Line is not a jazz club, but it is Rollins’s club of preference in New York, because he can attract as many people there in one night as he would over several nights in a smaller jazz venue like Sweet Basil or the Village Vanguard. When I heard him at the Bottom Line in November 1983, all the tables were full an hour before showtime, the crowd was three deep in front of the bar, and SRO tickets were all that were available for the late show. It was at the Bottom Line that Mick Jagger heard Rollins and asked him to add saxophone tracks to the Rolling Stones’ Tattoo You. Jagger was nowhere to be seen the night I was there, and whatever musicians were in the crowd respected Rollins’s desire for privacy. In his dressing room between sets, he greeted only relatives and two close friends, a journalist and a physician, both there socially rather than professionally.


Rollins began playing well before the audience was admitted, hunching his shoulders and pacing the short runway between his dressing room and the stage, part fullback and part expectant father, as he worried over a long aching phrase that eventually blossomed into the old chestnut “Where Are You?” His sidemen ordered cold sandwiches and fried chicken dishes from the club’s dinner menu, and the sound and lighting crews ran around shouting instructions to one another . . . “He doesn’t like much follow coverage, not much saturation. Just create an environment and let it happen . . .” “The sax on top with everything else below it, right? . . .” Rollins was oblivious to all of them.


Without breaking stride, he played “Where Are You?” at the sound check, too, chipping away at the melody until nothing was left but a luminous, abstract, imperishable paraphrase, a point of departure for the stupendous choruses that seemed ready to come brimming out of his horn as the band began chording for him and he began tugging at their beat. But when Rollins surged into double time, he left the others clutching at air, and everything broke down. It was painfully obvious that his sidemen were not conversant enough with “Where Are You?” (which Rollins recorded in 1961 and perhaps heard Gertrude Niessen sing in the 1937 film Top of the Town at a Saturday matinee when he was in grade school) to take liberties with it.


After their leader left the stage, the guitarist Bobby Broom jumped into Tommy Campbell’s vacated drum chair; and together, he and bass guitarist Russell Blake hammered out a funk rift that brought a smile to both their faces. The whole bizarre scene portrayed with a vengeance the difference in age between Rollins and his charges, all of whom are in their mid- to late twenties. The camaraderie one listens for in a good band was missing from this unit, perhaps as a result of their not having spent much off time together on the road. (“I just practiced with Coleman Hawkins,” Rollins had told me. “I never hung out with him or anything, because I was just a kid and he was a grown man. What could we possibly have had in common?”) Frequently, Rollins and his sidemen even take separate flights, because he prefers arriving in town a day early so that he won’t have to battle travel fatigue when it comes time to play—quite a departure from the days when a whole band would travel together on a bus. The trombonist Clifton Anderson—Rollins’s nephew, sometimes practice partner, and newest member of his band—told me that there had not been a full group rehearsal in the four months he had been with Rollins. “Everyone in the band realizes that Sonny is a master, and the people turn out mainly to hear him, not us,” Anderson said. “So as long as he’s in a good mood and really feels like playing, we just try to keep up with him. But it can be hard. He can throw you, seguing from number to number the way he does and trying out tunes in different keys.”


Once the show started, Rollins continued to pace, the shadow cast by the brim of his floppy red velvet hat forming a hood over his eyes. On some numbers, he played an aural game of hide-and-seek with the crowd, offering nothing that could be considered an improvised chorus. Yet his sweet and sour theme recapitulations were so delicious, his movements which cheered on the rhythm section so disarming, and his habit of cradling his horn in his arms and announcing song titles directly into the lipstick mike mounted in the bell at once so distancing and so benign (talk about star presence!) that the audience rewarded him with rapturous ovations for these pieces anyway, shouting their approval of solos they had only imagined hearing.


But on “Cabin in the Sky,” “I’ll Be Seeing You,” and “I’m Old Fashioned,” Rollins unloosed solos beyond anyone’s power of imagining save his own. His band gave him all the energy and propulsion he could have wished for, creating grooves that had this jazz audience dancing in its seats and might have had a rock audience dancing in the aisles. But Rollins’s barking crescendos carried such vehement rhythmic impact and shone with such harmonic iridescence as to render all accompaniment superfluous. And indeed, the most satisfying moments of the evening came when he dispensed with the band altogether for twisting out-of-tempo intros and lapidary cadenzas which he tossed off with an astonishing and somehow reassuring what–me-worry? nonchalance. He was in such high spirits that as he bit into the roguish “Alfie’s Theme,” he motioned Anderson to weave a counterpoint behind him, and what had served as a brief and perfunctory sign-off riff in Boston just a week before stretched out over 15 minutes with bubbling solos all around. The set fell short of perfection (there was nothing as magnificent as those few tentative measures of “Where Are You?”), but Sonny Rollins accomplished two things only he could have: he convinced you that the next set might be the best live jazz concert you’d ever hear; and more important, he convinced you that, coming from an improviser, that’s a promise as thrilling for the making as for the keeping.
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No Success Like Failure:
Ornette Coleman’s Permanent Revolution
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When Ornette Coleman made his East Coast nightclub debut opposite the Art Farmer–Benny Golson Jazztet at the Five Spot Cafe in Greenwich Village on November 18, 1959, “all hell broke loose,” in Coleman’s apt phrase. “Everybody in New York was saying you’ve got to go down to the Five Spot and hear this crazy alto player from Texas. It was like I was E.T. or something, just dropped in from the moon, and everybody had to come take a look at me.” 


The 29-year-old alto saxophonist arrived in New York having already won the approval of some of the period’s most influential jazz opinion-makers. “Ornette Coleman is doing the only really new thing in jazz since the innovations in the mid ’40s of Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker, and those of Thelonious Monk,” John Lewis, the pianist and musical director of the Modern Jazz Quartet, told an interviewer after hearing Coleman in Los Angeles. (Lewis later helped Coleman secure a contract with Atlantic Records.) Coleman’s other champions included the critics Nat Hentoff and Martin Williams and the composer Gunther Schuller, all of whom wrote for the magazine Jazz  Review. “I believe that what Ornette Coleman is playing will affect the whole character of jazz music profoundly and pervasively,” Williams editorialized a month before Coleman opened at the Five Spot.


Not all of Williams’s colleagues shared his enthusiasm once they were given the opportunity to hear Coleman for themselves. In Down Beat, George Hoefer described the reactions of an audience at a special press preview at the Five Spot: “Some walked in and out before they could finish a drink, some sat mesmerized by the sound, others talked constantly to their neighbors at the table or argued with drink in hand at the bar.” Many critics, finding Coleman’s music strident and incoherent, feared that his influence on jazz would be deleterious. Others doubted that he would exert any influence on jazz at all. Still others, bewildered by Coleman’s music and preferring to take a wait-and-see position on its merits, accused his supporters at Jazz Review of touting him for their own aggrandizement. Musicians—always skeptical of newcomers and envious of the publicity that Coleman was receiving—denounced him even more harshly than critics did. Some questioned his integrity as well as his instrumental competence; the outspoken Miles Davis went so far as to question his sanity.


“Every night the club would be jammed, with some people hating what I was doing and calling me a charlatan, and other people loving it and declaring me a genius,” Coleman says. “I remember one well established musician— a drummer, and I’m not going to name any names—becoming so upset he kicked down the door to the men’s room, then coming after me and landing a punch on my jaw before the bartender could pull him off. Incredible isn’t a strong enough word for it.”


“Many musicians were terrified that what Ornette was doing would render their music obsolete. That was the absurd part of it,” remembers Martin Williams, now a Special Editor at Smithsonian Institution Press. It was Williams who landed Coleman the Five Spot engagement by playing an acetate of his music for Joe and Iggy Termini, the club’s owners. “Some musicians had studied for years to learn everything it was possible to know about chord changes, and here comes a man whose approach was highly intuitive, reaping all that publicity, and telling them, in essence, that harmony wasn’t as allimportant as they assumed. He sounded like a primitive to them. Yet if you gave him the benefit of the doubt, it was obvious that he knew his instrument inside out. I remember hearing him at the Five Spot one night during a blizzard, when he played a blues exactly as Charlie Parker might have—and I mean exactly, the embouchere, the attack, all of it—and the few people who braved the weather that night just sat there with their mouths open in astonishment, because this was something he was supposed to be incapable of doing. Sonny Rollins was there, listening intently at the end of the bar, and I looked around at the end to see his reaction, but he had disappeared into the night.”


Infighting over the merits of historical movements and geographical schools was nothing new in the jazz world. But not since the short-lived vogue for the decrepit New Orleans trumpeter Bunk Johnson (and perhaps not even then) had one musician split opinion so dramatically. Coleman was either a visionary or a fraud, and there was no middle ground between advocacy and disapprobation. The controversy raged, spreading from the music journals to daily newspapers and general-interest magazines, where it gradually turned comic. Every VIP in Manhattan, from Leonard Bernstein to Dorothy ilgallen, seemed to have been to the Five Spot and to have emerged with wisdom to offer on the subject of Ornette Coleman. In Thomas Pynchon’s first novel V., there is a character named McClintic Sphere, who plays an alto saxophone of hand-carved ivory (Coleman’s was made of white plastic) at a club called the V Note:




“He plays all the notes Bird missed,” somebody whispered in front of Fu. Fu went through the motions of breaking a beer bottle on the edge of the table, jamming it into the speaker’s back and twisting.





This was the closest modern jazz would ever come to Beatlemania or the premiere of Le Sacre du Printemps.

THE SILVER ANNIVERSARY OF COLEMAN’S FIVE SPOT OPENING PASSED  virtually unnoticed toward the end of 1984. Coleman wasn’t even aware that it was coming up, and if there had been an official commemoration, he would probably have been too busy to attend. As November 18 approached, he had just returned from a European tour with his band Prime Time. Following a 72- hour stopover in New York, he flew to Fort Worth, Texas (his birthplace), to mix two albums he hopes eventually to sell to an independent label—one a live performance by Prime Time, the other a eulogy for Buckminster Fuller with the Fort Worth Symphony. After running into endless financial roadblocks, the filmmaker Shirley Clarke had finally completed Made in America, the bio-documentary on Coleman which she started shooting in 1968; Coleman was making plans to attend the world premiere in West Berlin early the following year. When he found a spare moment, he worked on “The Oldest Language,” a piece calling for the participation of 130 musicians from Europe, North America, and the Third World, all of whom would have to live together for six months and reconcile their cultural and linguistic differences before learning Coleman’s score. Coleman is no fool; he knows that the cost of such a project is prohibitive. “I’ve got to find an angel,” he muses in his soft Texas drawl. “I know it can be done. Philip Glass has written things like Einstein on the Beach which must have cost a million dollars to stage. That proves it’s possible.”


The disarray of Coleman’s loft, which occupies the top floor of a public schoolhouse on New York’s Lower East Side and doubles as living quarters and rehearsal space, mirrors Coleman’s vagabond lifestyle and his perilous financial station. One wall is nothing but windows looking out on grim streets still awaiting the first signs of gentrification. The sparsely and indifferently furnished room is dominated by professional-quality sound equipment, including a mixing board and speakers the size of small manned spacecraft, and by Coleman’s own paintings, many of them photorealist renderings of his album jackets. In part, Coleman’s interest in classical music, poetry, and the visual arts is the result of the interest classical composers, poets, and visual artists displayed in his work when he arrived in New York in 1959 (the Five Spot was a popular watering hole for artists long before the Termini brothers adopted a jazz policy). The open hostility of fellow jazz musicians wounded Coleman, but it was nothing new: he had been a pariah in Los Angeles in the 1940s and on the Southern chitlin circuit before that. At least in New York, he was able to make friends outside of jazz. The attention from famous artists surprised and delighted him. “You have to realize I wasn’t trying to be an intellectual or anything like that. I had very little formal schooling, and coming from Texas, I had never even spoken as an equal to a white person until I moved out to California when I was 21,” he says. As a self-made man, he is quite a piece of work.


FOR THOSE OF US WHO BEGAN LISTENING TO JAZZ AFTER 1959, IT IS  difficult to imagine that Coleman’s music was once the source of animus and widespread debate. Given the low visibility of jazz today, a figure as heretical as Coleman arriving on the scene might find himself in the position of shouting “Fire” in an empty theater. Looking back, it also strains belief that so many of Coleman’s peers initially failed to recognize the suppleness of his phrasing and the keening vox-humana quality of his intonation. Jazz musicians have always respected instrumentalists able to “talk” on their horns, and they have always sworn by the blues (although as jazz has increased in sophistication, the blues has come to signify a feeling or tonal coloring, in addition to specific forms). Coleman’s blues authenticity—the legacy of the Texas juke joints he had played as a teenager—should have scored him points instantly, especially in 1959 when hard boppers were writing sanctified ditties with titles like “Work Song” and “Dat Dere,” to celebrate their Southern roots (and, not coincidentally, to cash in on a trend). But Coleman was too much the genuine article; his ragged, down-home sound cast him in the role of country cousin to his slicker, more urbanized brethren—as embarrassing a reminder of their second-class status as a Yiddish-speaking relative might have been to a newly assimilated Jew. In 1959 the old country for most black musicians was the American South, and few of them wanted any part of it.


Still, what must have bothered musicians more than the unmistakable Southern dialect of Coleman’s music was its apparent formlessness, its flouting of rules that most jazz modernists had invested time and effort in learning (as Martin Williams suggests). In the wake of bebop, jazz had become a music of enormous harmonic complexity. By the late ’50s it also seemed to be in danger of becoming a playground for virtuosos, as the once liberating practice of running the chords became routine. If some players sounded at times as though they lacked commitment and were merely going through the motions, it was because the motion of making each chord change was what they had become most committed to.


In one sense, the alternative that Coleman proposed amounted to nothing more drastic than a necessary (and, in retrospect, inevitable) suppression of harmony in favor of melody and rhythm. But this amounted to heresy in 1959. It has often been said that Coleman dispensed with recurring chord patterns altogether, in both his playing and his writing. This is not entirely accurate, however. Rather, he treated a harmonic sequence as just one of many options for advancing a solo. Coleman might improvise from the chords or, as inspiration moved him, instead use as his point of departure “a mood, fragment of melody, an area of pitch, or rhythmic fragment,” to quote Williams. Moreover, Coleman’s decision to dispense with a chordal road map also permitted him rhythmic trespass across bar lines. The stealthy rubato of his phrases and his sudden accelerations of tempo implied liberation from strict meter, much as his penchant for hitting notes a quarter-tone sharp or flat and his refusal to harmonize his saxophone with Don Cherry’s trumpet during group passages implied escape from the well-tempered scale.


Ultimately, rhythm may be the area in which Coleman has made his most significant contributions to jazz. Perhaps the trick of listening to his performances lies in an ability to hear rhythm as melody, and melody as rhythm, the way he seems to, and the way jazz pioneers did. Some of his phrases, like some of King Oliver’s or Sidney Bechet’s, sound as though they were scooped off a drumhead.


Coleman was hardly the only musician to challenge chordal hegemony in 1959. John Coltrane, Miles Davis, Sonny Rollins, Horace Silver, Thelonious Monk, and Max Roach, among others, were looking beyond Charlie Parker’s harmonic discoveries to the melodic and contrapuntal implications of bop. Cecil Taylor and George Russell were experimenting with chromaticism and pantonality, and a Miles Davis sextet featuring Coltrane and Bill Evans had just recorded Kind of Blue, an album that introduced a new spaciousness to jazz by replacing chords with modes and scales. But it was Coleman who was making the clearest break with convention, and Coleman whose intuitive vision of the future bore the most natural relationship with jazz’s pragmatic country origins. He was a godsend, as it turned out.

IN 1959 COLEMAN’S MUSIC TRULY REPRESENTED “SOMETHING ELSE” (TO  quote the title of his first album). Whether it also forecast “the shape of jazz to come” (another early album title) is still problematical. Certainly, Coleman’s impact on jazz was immediate, and it has proved long-lasting. Within a few years of Coleman’s first New York engagement, established saxophonists like Coltrane, Rollins, and Jackie McLean were playing a modified free form, often in the company of former Coleman sidemen. The iconoclastic bassist Charles Mingus (initially one of the skeptics) was leading a piano-less quartet featuring the alto saxophonist Eric Dolphy and the trumpeter Ted Curson, whose open-ended dialogues seemed inspired by those of Coleman and Cherry.


 Over the years, Coleman has continued to cast a long shadow as he has extended his reach to symphonies; string quartets, and experiments in funk. By now, he has attracted two generations of disciples. There are the original sidemen in his quartet and their eventual replacements: the trumpeters Cherry and Bobby Bradford; the tenor saxophonist Dewey Redman; the bassists Charlie Haden, Scott LaFaro, Jimmy Garrison, and David Izenzon; and the drummers Billy Higgins, Ed Blackwell, and Charles Moffett. They were followed in the late ’70s by musicians who brought to Coleman’s bands the high voltage of rock and funk, most notably the guitarist James Blood Ulmer, the electric bassist Jamaaladeen Tacuma, and the drummer Ronald Shannon Jackson. Some of Coleman’s early associates in Texas and California, including the clarinetist John Carter and the flutist Prince Lawsha, have gone on to produce work that bears Coleman’s influence, as have Albert Ayler, Anthony Braxton, and the others whom Coleman put up when they first arrived in New York, and lent money to so that they could produce their own concerts. Coleman planted the seed for the free jazz movement of the 1960s, which in turn gave rise to a school of European “instant” composers led by the guitarist Derek Bailey and the saxophonist Evan Parker. Since 1965, Coleman has performed on trumpet and violin in addition to alto and tenor saxophones, and several young violinists have taken him as their model: Billy Bang, for example, whose jaunty, anthem-like writing also bespeaks an affection for Coleman. A relatively new form in jazz is the tempo-less ballad, the offspring of onrushing Coleman dirges like “Sadness,” “Lonely Woman,” and “Beauty Is a Rare Thing” (they could be described as mournful ballad performances, except that no one is playing in strict ballad tempo, and no one is mourning). And for all practical purposes, the idea of collective group improvisation, which has reached an apex in the work of groups affiliated with the AACM, began with the partial liberation of bass and drums from chordal and timekeeping duties in the first Ornette Coleman Quartet.

IF ONE LISTENS FOR THEM, ONE CAN HEAR COLEMANESQUE ACCENTS IN THE  most unlikely places: the maundering piano soliloquies of Keith Jarrett, the space age meditations of the guitarist Pat Metheny, and the Socratic dialogues of young hard boppers like Wynton and Branford Marsalis. It is impossible to imagine how jazz might have evolved without Coleman, and he has even affected the way we listen to jazz that predates him. Yet for all of that, his way has never replaced Charlie Parker’s as the lingua franca of jazz, as many hoped and others feared it might.


One reason could be that Coleman’s low visibility has denied the jazz avantgarde a figurehead. “He hasn’t played enough, especially in America,” says Neshui Ertegun, president of WEA International and Coleman’s record producer from 1959 to 1961. “I’m not saying that he’s wrong to demand the things he demands from record companies and concert promoters, but it’s made him invisible for long periods of time. As a consequence, his impact hasn’t been as enormous as it might have been.”


Coleman’s Five Spot engagement, originally scheduled to last two weeks, ran six months; in all, he played a year and a half at the club between 1959 and 1961. But his failure to negotiate the controversy he caused into hard cash left him bitter and suspicious. “I was a patsy,” he says now. “I never made more than two hundred dollars a week at the Five Spot, and when I would play a job in another city, I would wind up working for nothing after I paid travel expenses and hotel bills, even though there would be people lined up around the block waiting to hear me. Booking agents would tell me I wasn’t in the business long enough to ask for top dollar, that I was just a creation of the press, a novelty that would pass.”


“All of us were naive, not just Ornette,” says the bassist Charlie Haden. “All we cared about was music. Joe and Iggy Termini were sweet guys, nice guys, but they were paying us practically nothing. We couldn’t even pay our rents. And they were making lots of money off us. That club was jammed every single night we were there.”


“I started asking for good money when I realized how the system works,” says Coleman. “You see Coca-Cola all over the world, right? You know what else you see? My records. Record companies tell me my albums don’t sell, but if that was true, they wouldn’t be all over the place. Somebody’s making a living from them, and it isn’t me. I haven’t found one person in the record business willing to deal with me in an equitable way, as a person rather than a commodity.”


Since the early ’60s, Coleman has set a price for concerts and recordings that reflects what he perceives to be his artistic merit rather than his limited commercial appeal. Needless to say, he has had very few takers. Even with over 30 albums on the market (not counting bootlegs) some of the best music he has recorded (including a 1977 reunion of his original quartet, with Cherry, Haden, and Higgins) remains unissued. Despite receiving numerous grants, including Guggenheim Fellowships in 1967 and 1974, he has been insolvent for most of his career. In 1984, the Internal Revenue Service slapped him with a $5,000 fine for failing to file tax returns for 1977 and 1978. Because he suffered net losses from bad investments for those years, he assumed he did not have to declare his earnings as a performer. The IRS was not charmed by his naiveté. The neighborhood he lives in is drug-infested, and he has been burglarized twice since moving there in 1982. The second incident was especially scary. Two neighborhood youths he hired to help him lug sound equipment up the five flights to his apartment broke in later that night when he was out. When he walked in on them, they hit him on the head with a crowbar and stabbed him in the back. Hospitalized with a collapsed lung, he was unable to play his saxophone for six months, and he says that the scar tissue still itches. Not that it would have made a difference to them, but it is unlikely that his teenage assailants had any idea that their victim was a celebrity of sorts.

JUST A FEW YEARS AGO IT APPEARED THAT COLEMAN’S STAR WAS ON THE  rise again. In 1977 his former sidemen Cherry, Redman, Haden, and Blackwell formed the band Old and New Dreams. Coleman compositions, old and new, accounted for roughly half their repertoire. If the myth that Coleman had to be physically present in order for his music to be played properly persisted in some quarters, Old and New Dreams dispelled it once and for all. They played his music with a joy and heart of purpose that bore witness to his omniscience as a composer. The reaction to Old and New Dreams showed that the music once both hailed and reviled as the wave of the future had taken a firm enough hold in the past to inspire nostalgia.


The rapture with which jazz audiences greeted the band’s reinterpretations of vintage Coleman owed something to the fact that Coleman himself had moved on to other frontiers—appearing with two electric guitarists, two bass guitarists, and two drummers in a configuration he called Prime Time. This band provided the working model for a cryptic (and, one suspects, largely after-the-fact) theory of tonality that Coleman calls harmolodics, based on the premise that instruments can play together in different keys without becoming tuneless or exchanging the heat of the blues for a frigid atonality. (As the critic Robert Palmer pointed out in The New York Rocker, Coleman’s music had always been “harmolodic” in a sense.) In practice the harmolodic theory functioned like a McGuffin in a Hitchcock film: if you could follow what it was all about, good for you; if you couldn’t, that wasn’t going to hamper your enjoyment one iota. What mattered more than any amount of theorizing was that Coleman was leading jazz out of a stalemate, much as he had in 1959. He had located indigenous jazz rhythms that played upon the reflexes of the body the way the simultaneously bracing and relaxing polyrhythms of funk and New Wave rock ’n’ roll do.


“In jazz, it’s when the drummer sounds like he’s playing with everybody else that people say the music is swinging,” Coleman says. “In rock ’n’ roll and funk, it’s when everybody else sounds like they’re playing with the drummer.” With Prime Time, he combined the best of both worlds. “In my band, all the instruments are independent and equal. Lots of drummers think that time is rhythm, but rhythm is independent of time. When I’m playing time, the drummers can play rhythm; when I’m playing rhythm, they can play time.”


Unlike most of the jazz musicians who embraced dance rhythms in the ’70s, Coleman wasn’t slumming or taking the path of least resistance in search of a mass following. Nonetheless, a modest commercial breakthrough seemed imminent in 1981, when he signed with Island Records and named Stan and Sid Bernstein as his managers (the latter was the promoter who brought the Beatles to Shea Stadium in 1965). There is some disagreement among the principal parties about what happened next. “Nothing is simple for Ornette when it comes to money,” says Stan Bernstein. “He made demands that are unrealistic in this business unless you’re Michael Jackson.” According to Coleman, “my managers sold Of Human Feelings,* which was the first digital jazz album recorded in the U.S., for less money than it had cost me to make it, and I never saw a penny of the royalties.” Coleman was paid $25,000 for the rights to Of Human Feelings, “not a terrific sum but not a modest sum, either, for a jazz artist,” according to Ron Goldstein, who was at that time in charge of Antilles, Island’s jazz custom label. ‘The figure was based on what we realistically thought we could sell, not what it had cost Ornette to record the album.” Goldstein says that Coleman was given a $25,000 “one fund” advance to record a follow up to Of Human Feelings—one fund meaning that whatever was left over from recording costs was Coleman’s to pocket. This much is clear: Coleman went over budget, asked for more money, and was refused. What should have been his second record for Island Antilles has never been released, and there is now some question of who owns the rights to the masters. The label did not pick up its option on him. In 1983, he severed his ties with the Bernstein Agency and again went into partial eclipse.


Lately, the task of shedding Coleman’s light has fallen to his acolytes Ulmer, Jackson, and Tacuma. They have not sold very many records either, despite a greater willingness to accommodate public tastes—and despite reams of publicity from the intellectual wing of the rock press. When Coleman next makes a move, harmolodics may be an idea whose time has come and gone, so far as the critics and record companies are concerned. In the photographer Carol Friedman’s book A Moment’s Notice, there is a haunting portrait of Coleman facing the camera with his hands up over his face. It is recognizably him, but for all he lets us see of himself, he might as well not be there. No doubt Coleman’s grievances are real. But if he is a neglected artist, it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that he bears complicity for his neglect.

SEVERAL MILES WEST OF COLEMAN’S LOFT, A NEW HIGH RISE CONDO- minium is going up at 5 Cooper Square, where the Five Spot used to be. Sometimes is going up at 5 Cooper Square, where the Five Spot used to be. Sometimes Coleman’s influence is as difficult to trace as the club where he made his heroic stand. Still, in the final analysis, his failure to redefine jazz as decisively as many predicted he would is more the result of the accelerated pace at which jazz was evolving before he arrived in New York than of his relative lack of activity since then. During the 50 years before 1959, a series of upheavals had taken jazz from its humble folk origins and made of it a codified art music. It was as though jazz has imitated the evolution of European concert music in a fraction of the time. Just as the term “classical music” has come to signify European concert music of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the words “modern jazz” have become synonymous with the style of jazz originally called bebop.


With Ornette Coleman, jazz established its permanent avant-garde, its “new” that would always remain new—comparable to the ongoing attack on tonality in classical music, on narrative in post-First World War fiction, and on representation in twentieth-century art. If one measures a player’s influence solely by the number of instrumentalists who adopt aspects of his style (the standard yardstick in jazz), Coleman finishes a distant third among his contemporaries to John Coltrane and Miles Davis. Yet his accomplishment seems somehow greater than theirs, for they merely showed which elements of free form the jazz mainstream could absorb—modality; approximate harmonies, saxophone glossolalia, the sixteenth note as a basic unit of measurement, the use of auxiliary percussion and horns once considered “exotic”—and which elements it finally could not—variable pitch, free meter, collective improvisation. Coleman’s early biography is replete with stories of musicians packing up their instruments and leaving the bandstand when he tried to sit in. If Coleman showed up now incognito at a jam session presided over by younger followers of Parker, Davis, and Coltrane, chances are he would still be given the cold shoulder. Bebop seems to be invincible, though Coleman and those who have taken their cue from him continue to challenge its hegemony. The bop revolution of the ’40s was the last in a series of successful coup d’etats. Coleman’s revolution will never wholly succeed or fail. It is going to be a permanent revolution, its skirmishes marking the emergence of jazz as a full-fledged modern art, with all of modernism’s dualities and contradictions.


And jazz is only part of it. Coleman’s idiosyncratic symphonies and string quartets and his espousal of funk have helped demolish the barriers between what he calls “the three kinds of Western music—racial or ethnic, popular, and classical. I’ve transcended racial distinctions and stylistic divisions,” he says, a tape of a recent performance of “The Skies of America” (the symphonic work that introduced the concept of harmolodics) booming out as he talks, doing more to warm up his chilly loft than the space heater in the middle of the bare floor. “I haven’t had much material success, but I’m not a failure, either. I created music that’s better than was there before,” he says with the satisfaction of an artist who knows that his music has endured a quarter of a century and the wisdom of a prophet who knows it shall probably endure the ages as well. What does not change for him is the will to change, this man who seems bent on proving Bob Dylan’s axiom: There’s no success like failure, and failure’s no success at all.




(NOVEMBER 1984/SEPTEMBER 1985)









* Antilles AN-2001, recorded in 1979 and released in 1982.










Leading Lady




[image: a1.jpg]




When the singer Abbey Lincoln gives her autograph, she appends the name Aminata Moseka. During her pilgrimage to Africa in 1975, the president of Guinea christened her “Aminata” in recognition of her inner strength and determination, and Zaire’s minister of education likened her to “Moseka,” the god of love in female form. “I love Aminata Moseka. I’ve added her to myself. But I can’t say that’s my one and only name,” says Lincoln, who has taken many names, experienced several rebirths, in her fifty-five years, and who invests as much thought and feeling in conversation as she does in her songs. “It’s more like a title—something to live up to. That’s why I recorded Stevie Wonder’s ‘Golden Lady.’ It gave me the opportunity to sing to a female god. But I’m still Abbey Lincoln—I still like to wear makeup and glittering dresses and look attractive for an audience. And in many ways, I’m still Anna Marie.” 


Anna Marie Wooldridge was the name she was born with in Chicago in 1930, the tenth of twelve children. Before she started school, her family moved to rural Calvin Center, Michigan. “My parents were city folk, but the story goes that because my mother insisted that the country was the only place to raise children, my father saved up and built a house for us on the eleven and a half acres he bought. I still remember the sound of my father’s voice as he sang lullabies to me and my baby sister. He was a fine singer who might have become a professional if he and my mother hadn’t had so many children. But they had a wonderful, lifelong love affair, and we were the result. He did odd jobs around the community, taking care of people’s gardens and such, and my first exposure to music was from the records that neighbors would give to him instead of throwing them away. The one I remember best went ‘Take them up in the air, boys. Take them up in the air.’ It was by [the black vaudevillian] Bert Williams, and I guess it was recorded just after air travel became commonplace. The point was that’s how men could impress women—take ’em up in the air.


 “I sang in school pageants and in the church choir, though I never much enjoyed that. I preferred to sing alone—to be the centerpiece, for lack of a better word. The living room piano was my private space, once I discovered that singing could win me attention and admiration.”


At nineteen, she began her professional career as Gabby Wooldridge. “I was Gabby for two years, because the owners of the Moulin Rouge in Los Angeles wanted all their girls to have French-sounding names. They didn’t realize that Anna Marie was French; it was Wooldridge that was the problem. They knew less about their European heritage than I knew about my African heritage, which was nothing.” She discarded the surname soon after an aged white millionaire also named Wooldridge spotted a mention of her in a newspaper and wrote to inquire whether she was his long-lost heir. “That’s when I realized that although Wooldridge was the name my father handed down, it wasn’t really ours.”


At that time, her manager was Bob Russell, best known for his lyrics to Duke Ellington’s “Do Nothing ’Til You Hear from Me” and “Don’t Get Around Much Anymore,” and pop standards including “Time Was” and “Crazy, She Calls Me.”


“Recognizing something potentially fierce and proud and independent in me, Bob renamed me Abbey Lincoln. He said, jokingly, ‘Well, Abe Lincoln didn’t really free the slaves, but maybe you will,’


When I signed with Liberty Records, as a promotional gimmick, they sent the disc jockeys a photo of me wearing one of Marilyn Monroe’s skin-tight dresses superimposed over President Lincoln’s face on a penny. It was ridiculous, and, of course, nobody got the joke. But the name worked magic on my life. As Abbey Lincoln, I acquired a reputation as a woman warrior.”




But for the painted lady, 
 There is a point and stare, 
 And eyes that ask a question: 
Is she going anywhere? 


(Painted Lady, 
 Moseka Music, BMI)







The covers of Lincoln’s first few albums (most are still available in facsimile editions) mirror her growing self-awareness. Affair, her debut, released in 1957 and subtitled A Story of a Girl in Love, shows her lounging centerfold-style, like a sepia Julie London, a come-hither look in her eyes, her breasts barely contained in her lowcut blouse. “That was the way they packaged women singers then, and I went along with it because I didn’t know any better. I didn’t yet think of myself as a serious artist—or as a serious person, either. All I wanted was to be thought of as beautiful and desirable.”


Although the covers of the three albums she made for Riverside in the late ’50s after becoming romantically involved with the drummer Max Roach (whom she married in 1962) made no secret of the fact that she was a shapely woman, the fortitude that was coming to light in her singing was also becoming manifest in the poses she struck for the camera. Gaining a sense of herself as a black woman, she took herself off the sexual auction block. “Through Max, I met a circle of black artists—not only musicians, but actors, novelists, poets and playwrights. It was the early days of the civil rights movement, and we were all asking the same questions. But they were questions that glamour girls weren’t supposed to ask. As I toured the country, I noticed that black people everywhere were living in slums, in abject poverty. I wanted to know why.” 


Gone were the strings that had accompanied her on Affair. Her delivery never really changed, but she was recording with jazz pacesetters like Roach, Sonny Rollins, Wynton Kelly, and Kenny Dorham now, often performing topical material. Although she continued to do standards, she banished from her repertoire songs about unrequited love and “no-good men who didn’t know how to treat women. I discovered that you become what you sing. You can’t repeat lyrics night after night as though they were prayer without having them come true in your life.”


By 1961, when she collaborated with Roach and the lyricist Oscar Brown, Jr., on We Insist: The Freedom Now Suite (the original cover showed a reenactment of a sit-in at a segregated Southern lunch counter), she’d been branded an outspoken, intractable militant. Record companies considered her too hot to handle. “I would run into my old show-business associates who would be surprised to see me looking pretty much the way I had always looked, and they would say ‘Abbey, we heard you were living in Greenwich Village, wearing black wooly stockings, and sleeping with musicians.’ The word was out on me, and I was in plenty of trouble. But at least it was trouble of my own choosing. As the woman of easy virtue I was encouraged to portray earlier, I was on the road to loneliness and despair.”


Over the last two decades, Lincoln’s records have been few, less the result of a lingering backlash than of the American record industry’s antipathy toward jazz. The records that have originated from Europe and Japan since We  Insist and its companion album Straight Ahead show Lincoln wearing her hair natural or in dreadlocks or cornrows. “My straightened hair was the last curse left on my body. I started wearing a natural long before it became fashionable, and people would tell me I was a pretty woman, why didn’t I make myself more presentable? But I was determined to find my hair beautiful, to find myself and the people I was representing up there on stage beautiful just as we were—even if no one else did.”




I think about the life I live, 
 A figure made of clay,  
And think about the things I lost,







Things I gave away 
 And when I’m in a certain mood, 
 I search the halls and look.
One night I found these magic words 
 In a magic book:







Throw it away!
You can throw it away. 
Give your love, 
 Live your life, 
 Each and every day,







And keep your hands hide open, 
 And let the sun shine through, 
 ’Cause you can never lose a thing  
If it belongs to you.


(Throw It Away, Moseka
 Music, BMI)







In concert, with her regal bearing and forthright declamation, Lincoln conveys an actress’s riveting stage presence, without indulging in salacious flirtation, histrionic bathos, or sociopolitical cant. The jazz critic Martin Williams once saluted Billie Holiday as an actress without an act—and that accolade also describes Lincoln, who did in fact enjoy a sporadic film career, singing one number in the 1956 rock exploitation flick The Girl Can’t Help It; co-starring in the acclaimed, independently produced 1964 civil-rights-of-passage film Nothing But A Man, and playing Sidney Poitier’s love interest in the 1968 romantic comedy For Love of Ivy.


“With Ivy, my life reached a peak,” she says. “Then it slid right into the valley again.” Ivy’s producers optioned the rights to Billie Holiday’s autobiography Lady Sings the Blues for Lincoln, but finally they were resold to Motown’s Berry Gordy, who cast his own star, Diana Ross, in the lead. “I always loved Billie,” Lincoln says, “but I was scared of her, too. She came to hear me once in Honolulu and just sat at the bar staring at me without saying a word. Years later, she came to Birdland one night when Dizzy Gillespie was playing and Max and I were in the audience. ‘I’m so lonely,’ she told me. ‘Louis is in California on business, and I’m sitting at home washing my hair and polishing my nails and going crazy.’ And everybody in the club knew that Louis McKay, her husband, was a few blocks away living it up with a woman who called herself Broadway Betty. That’s the worst lie they told in the movie version of her life. Why give her one husband, when in real life she had four or five? If she’d had a man as faithful to her as the Billy Dee Williams character in the movie, her life might not have been so tragic. The problem was that although she could have had any man she wanted, she was only attracted to men who mistreated her.
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