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Foreword



Since the birth of American Jazz and in its struggle to develop, there has been a great need for both the literature and theory pertaining to the music as contained in this book, IMPROVISING JAZZ. This is certainly a most welcome contribution. I have been through the book in all of its details and find it an excellent treatise on the subject. I am sure both Mr. Coker and the publishers have something in which they can be extremely proud, as the book can serve both as a text book or as a self-teaching device. I am especially delighted to know that IMPROVISING JAZZ is now a reality.


stan kenton





Foreword



The training, care, and feeding of the jazz musician is something about which many of us ought to be more concerned. For jazz is a significant and vital musical language truly of our time, if only because it was born and bred in the twentieth century. And its value has increased with the years as it has developed beyond its relatively humble and isolated beginnings to become a sophisticated art form, which speaks an international, world-wide language.


This book will undoubtedly raise once again the old question of whether jazz can or should be taught. And I suppose many still feel that it should not. In fact, I never cease to be amazed at the tenacity with which various anachronistic attitudes and prejudices regarding jazz persist, despite overwhelming evidence that the face of jazz has undergone some rather radical changes in the last decade or two. In view of these changes, it is surprising that the “teaching” of jazz and the whole question of “formal education” in jazz is a highly controversial issue. Only religion and politics seem to be capable of generating more heated discussions. But then, the vehemence of these discussions in itself attests to how much is at stake, and it indicates much about the vitality of the subject under discussion.


I should like to place the practical aspects of this book in the context of the professional realities which the young jazz musician of today faces. As jazz broadens its expressive and technical scope, it will make increasingly greater demands on its performers and composers. To clarify this assumption graphically, one need only compare the musical knowledge required to play jazz in 1925 with that necessary in 1943 (let alone 1963). In 1925 no self-respecting jazz musician aspired to read or write music, nor did the music of the day demand it. By the same token, today no self-respecting musician could survive without the ability to read and write musical notation—and those few that still exist are quickly trying to remedy such shortcomings.


In bygone days, the young jazz musician acquired his skills (his “bag”, in jazz parlance) in those two now-defunct institutions, the “jam session” and the “big band.” Here he learned his métier. He gained experience in the practical every-day challenges of creating music. He learned the art of pacing himself, artistically and physically. He learned from his fellow players or from his leader. And above all, he had time to learn by trial and error, to try out new ideas, even at the risk of failing. He had time to edit himself and to acquire the subtle art of artistic discrimination. For the young player of today these opportunities are virtually non-existent. The jam session and big band are a memory of the past. Deprived of these means which represented, in effect, the “educational process” of yesteryear, the young player of today is thrown out in the professional arena and left to fend for himself as best he can. Perhaps the “stage band” development of recent years will help to fill this void. It is still too early to say, but there are signs that this is already a beneficent influence.


In any event, a book such as this one fills the gap left by the demise of the jam session and the road-traveling band. And a book such as this one indicates that jazz has arrived at the stage where it can develop its own teaching and analytical methods, relative to its own special needs and standards.


There are a number of myths which, by their weed-like persistence, contribute much to the controversy surrounding the subject of teaching jazz and its characteristic techniques. One of these is a myth that was borrowed from “classical” music and, in a slightly refurbished form, applied to jazz. This myth consists of the unfortunate notion that the creation of music is a vague, nebulous act fundamentally outside the control of the creator, that is, the composer; and that there is a state called “inspiration” which periodically descends from “above,” being granted only to those composers who, for equally nebulous reasons, are especially endowed to receive such inspirations. A corollary of this fantasy is that such ingredients as thought and work (other than the mere notating of the “inspiration” on music paper), in fact any intellectual activity whatever, are anathema to “true” artistic creativity.


In improvised jazz, where even the “work” of notating the music is not by its very nature required, this misconception of the creative process seemed even more readily applicable. Indeed, until quite recently, if one dared to suggest that King Oliver or Charlie Parker did some kind of “thinking” before, during, or after a given solo about that solo, one was ostracized as a spoilsport, taking all the fun out of jazz, or at the very least as not very “hip.” Solos were thought to emanate full-blown from the mouth and fingers of the player, without benefit of any intermediary such as the brain.


This deception is and was possible because very few people bother to make the distinction between what is conscious and what is subconscious in the creative process. In fact, this point often leads to the further fallacy that, if a composer or improviser did not consciously conceive, let us say, a certain rhythmic pattern or an intervallic relationship, then that pattern or relationship did not actually exist in the composer’s mind. This fallacy conveniently ignores the fact that a relationship, once it has been discovered and proven to exist, exists and is operative as such whether its creator was fully or dimly or perhaps not at all aware of it at the moment of creation.


This seeming paradox is easily explained by the fact that the creative process occurs at all levels of consciousness, ranging from minimal to total awareness. This, in turn, is possible because “inspiration” occurs precisely at that moment when the most complete mental and psychological preparation for a given task (be it only the choice of the next note, for example) has been achieved. Inspiration is like a seed which cannot come forth until the ground has been prepared and a certain formative period has elapsed. In a sense, the composer, when he is “inspired,” is discovering the next move. But this discovery can occur only when all or almost all of the inherent possibilities for that next move have been appraised. We tend to forget how much in the creative act is negative, i.e. how much of it consists of discarding that which is not relevant or valid, so that by a process of elimination we arrive at that single “discovery” which is (presumably) most valid. This process can take hours or weeks, or—and this is common in the case of improvisors—only fractions of a second.


Thus what I have here called “the most complete mental and psychological preparation” is really the crux of the matter. It is the requisite condition under which inspiration can take wings. And if this is so, obviously some kind or some degree of mental, if you will, “intellectual” process must take place. This may, of course, take many forms, ranging from very specific thinking about a very specific problem to the most comprehensive and elementary kind of preparation, which we call “training” or “study.”


In the over-all scheme of preparation, it is at this elementary level that this valuable book takes its position. It is one of a rapidly growing number of books and studies being made available to the jazz student, which reflect the attitude that “education” and “learning” are not necessarily incompatible with the pursuit of jazz, that the “intellect” is a vital and inseparable part of the art of improvising. On this the book takes a refreshingly firm stand.


The implications of this attitude are in themselves of enormous value, especially in so far as they may in time break down the barriers to the teaching of jazz still prevalent in our educational institutions. But this book’s value is not only an implicit one. It has a decidedly practical application as well. Indeed this is its primary purpose: to give the beginning jazz improvisor the rudimentary musical-theoretical tools he will need as a professional musician. If it deals with this subject at an elementary level, this is good news; and it does so with a welcome thoroughness that takes nothing for granted, whether it be the name jazz musicians give to a simple chord or the fundamental chord progression of the twelve-bar blues.


The book is obviously the work of a man who has had to deal with these problems both in his own development as a practicing musician of considerable note and as a teacher of wide experience.


gunther schuller





Introduction



Few methods have been designed for group improvisation, which, in essence, is a spontaneous exchange or interplay of musical ideas and moods. Jazz music, with its roots in basic rhythms and simple melodies, has developed naturally into a blend of musicianship, humanity, and intellect, having universal appeal. Improvisation has existed in other styles, but in the classical music of Western civilization its use has been stifled by enlarged instrumentations and the complexity of compositional techniques which have made no allowances for this means of individual expression. The composer achieves the effect of spontaneity when his written music flows naturally and is well played.


Jazz has brought about a renaissance in improvisation, providing a style which is conducive to spontaneous creation by utilizing standard musical elements, such as 4/4 time, songs of uniform length and form (usually 32 measures in length, with an A-A-B-A structure), fairly standardized instrumentation, steady tempi, consistent and logical harmonies, stylized melodies and rhythms, and even an established order of introductions, statements of themes, sequence of soloists, and codas and endings. Such an established framework as we find in jazz improvisation is as useful to the jazz player as the twelve tone system is to the atonalist composer. The characteristics of the style make for swift decisions, enabling the music to move along without interruption. This is not to say that jazz music has always been and will always stay within the aforementioned boundaries dictated by its style, any more than it would be correct to state that twelve tone music is without potential for further development. Jazz has already begun to expand its resources by absorbing the multitude of musical techniques existing in other styles of music. Improvisation in any of the existing styles offers the musician the opportunity to utilize his technical ability to its fullest extent, while enjoying the creative freedom of spontaneous composition. In our present culture, the bulk of the activity in improvisation is in jazz music.
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