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■ THE SORCERER: MILES DAVIS (1926–1991)
We have encountered Miles Davis in earlier chapters, and will again in later ones. No 
one looms larger in the postwar era, in part because no one had a greater capacity for 
change. Davis was no chameleon, adapting himself to the latest trends. His innovations, 
signaling what he called “new directions,” changed the ground rules of jazz at least fi ve 
times in the years of his greatest impact, 1949–69.
■ In 1949–50, Davis’s “birth of the cool” sessions (see Chapter 12) helped to focus the 

attentions of a young generation of musicians looking beyond bebop, and launched 
the cool jazz movement.

■ In 1954, his recording of “Walkin’ ” acted as an antidote to cool jazz’s increasing deli-
cacy and reliance on classical music, and provided an impetus for the development of 
hard bop.

■ From 1957 to 1960, Davis’s three major collaborations with Gil Evans enlarged the 
scope of jazz composition, big-band music, and recording projects, projecting a deep, 
meditative mood that was new in jazz.
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At twenty-three, Miles Davis had served a rigorous apprenticeship 
with Charlie Parker and was now (1949) about to launch the cool jazz 
movement with his nonet. ©
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372 ■ CHAPTER 14  THE MODALITY OF MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE

■ In 1959, Kind of Blue, the culmination of Davis’s experiments with modal 
improvisation, transformed jazz performance, replacing bebop’s harmonic 
complexity with a style that favored melody and nuance.

■ In 1969, Bitches Brew initiated an era of jazz-rock fusion (see Chapter 17), 
shifting the emphasis from melody to rhythm.
Davis’s work throughout this twenty-year period involved a continuous 

rethinking of the four primary elements that defi ne jazz and most other kinds 
of music: harmony, melody, rhythm, and instrumentation. Th rough all these 
changes, his approach to the trumpet remained relatively consistent and ar-
dently personal. In the 1950s especially, his power as a performer had the ef-
fect of resolving musical opposites while leading jazz to a future beyond bop.

Yet Davis’s importance goes beyond his musical questing. His personality 
—often belligerent, always independent, and given to periods of reclusiveness 
—mesmerized musicians and the public. He became an inescapable symbol 
of his time, and a magnet for artists in and out of music. Handsome, well-
groomed, charismatic, Davis emerged as the archetypal modern jazz musi-
cian (distant, unfl appable, romantic) and the civil-rights-era black man (self-
reliant, outspoken, peerless). Imitated for his personal and musical attributes, 
including his dress and outspokenness, Davis generated a host of epithets: he 
was the man who walked on eggshells, the Prince of Darkness, the Sorcerer. 
Even though his record sales dropped almost to a standstill in the 1960s, and 
critics lambasted him for pandering to pop fashions, by the next decade he 
still retained an aura of mystery and respect. Th e poet and critic Amiri Baraka 
described Davis as “My ultimate culture hero: artist, cool man, bad dude, 
hipster, clear as daylight and funky as revelation.”

Childhood and Early Start
Miles Dewey Davis III was born in Alton, Illinois, to a wealthy black family 
that moved to East St. Louis when he was a year old. His grandfather was an 
Arkansas landowner and his father a prominent dental surgeon and pillar of 
their St. Louis community. Davis’s comfortable background instilled in him 
unshakable self-confi dence, spurred by his father’s education and prosperity 
and his equally strong-willed mother’s fashion-conscious beauty.

Davis studied trumpet in school and received private lessons from a mem-
ber of the St. Louis Symphony. He listened avidly to trumpet players, includ-
ing the local phenomenon Clark Terry, who befriended Davis and would 
soon be widely respected for his work with Count Basie and Duke Ellington. 
When Billy Eckstine’s orchestra visited St. Louis in 1944, Davis sat in with 
the band alongside its dynamic soloists, Dizzy Gillespie (who advised him to 
learn piano and harmony) and Charlie Parker. Later that year, Davis’s father 
sent him to New York to study at the Juilliard School. He attended classes for 
a year and took piano lessons, before dropping out to pursue his real goal: to 
learn from and play with Parker.

From Bop to Cool
In 1945, Parker hired the nineteen-year-old Miles for his quintet and fi rst 
recording date. Davis soloed on “Now’s the Time” and “Billie’s Bounce,” but 
lacked suffi  cient technique to play on the pièce de résistance, “Ko-Ko,” for 
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which Dizzy Gillespie took his place (see Chap-
ter 11). Although Davis worked with Parker’s 
band on and off  for the next three years, until 
December 1948, the “Ko-Ko” session character-
ized his dilemma during that period. He was at-
tempting to forge a trumpet style in the shadow 
of Gillespie’s (and Parker’s) blazing virtuosity.

In addition to Parker, Davis toured with the 
big bands of Benny Carter and Gillespie, among 
others, and his relatively introverted style and 
improving technique earned him admirers. Some 
listeners, however, thought of him as a second-
drawer bebop trumpet player who could not 
match the feats of fi ery virtuosity of Gillespie or 
Fats Navarro. With Parker’s quintet, Davis had 
to solo after the leader every night and in almost 
every piece, and the contrast did not favor him.

Davis’s approach was diff erent. He preferred 
the middle register to the more exciting high 
register, and focused on timbre and melody, play-
ing fewer and longer notes. For a short time, he attempted to compensate for 
his perceived limitations as a trumpet player by writing excessively intricate 
tunes—such as “Sippin’ at Bells,” a blues with so many chord changes that 
the blues feeling is nullifi ed. Parker played on Davis’s fi rst session as a leader 
and commented, sarcastically, that some of those harmonic changes were too 
complicated for a “country boy” like him.

In 1949, having left Parker, Davis began to experiment with the young 
musicians and composers who would form the “birth of the cool” nonet. Th at 
same year, he visited Paris to play the fi rst Festival International de Jazz, an 
important presentation of old and young musicians, which gave him a more 
positive perspective on the respect that jazz and his own music enjoyed in 
Europe. He was now increasingly recognized for the emotional and rhythmic 
restraint of his solos. At twenty-three, he projected a lonely resilience that 
attracted many imitators. Th e sound of Miles Davis became unmistakable, 
though it would achieve far greater distinction in the next few years.

Drugs, “Walkin’,” and the Harmon Mute
If his acceptance in Europe buoyed Davis’s spirits, it also added to his bit-
terness and disillusionment about the realities of race in America. He had 
resisted the lure of narcotics during his years with Parker, but now in his mid-
twenties descended into heroin addiction, which took him into circles for-
eign to his privileged upbringing, forcing him to occasionally steal and pimp 
to feed his habit. Heroin hooked him for four years, during which time he 
completed Birth of the Cool, recorded as an accompanist to Sarah Vaughan, re-
united with Parker, and freelanced as a leader of record dates that, despite the 
contributions of excellent musicians, often proved to be merely adequate. 

A turning point came in 1954, when, after suff ering withdrawal from her-
oin and recuperating at his father’s farm, he returned to jazz with renewed 
energy and ambition. He now faced the double challenge of reestablishing 
himself as a serious force in jazz and as a reliable professional, no longer in 

Miles Davis had no regular 
band when he assembled an 
“All-Stars” group for a 1953 
Blue Note record session: (left 
to right) brothers Jimmy Heath 
(tenor saxophone) and Percy 
Heath (bass), with Davis at the 
piano and pianist Gil Coggins 
behind him.
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374 ■ CHAPTER 14  THE MODALITY OF MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE

thrall to drugs. Under contract to Prestige Re-
cords, he presided over fi ve remarkable 1954 ses-
sions with many of the best musicians of the day 
(Th elonious Monk, Sonny Rollins, J. J. Johnson, 
Milt Jackson, Lucky Th ompson), and an exem-
plary rhythm section—the fi rst of several in his 
career—consisting of pianist Horace Silver, bass-
ist Percy Heath, and drummer Kenny Clarke.

Th ese performances revealed Davis to be a 
toughened, street-wise musician, thoroughly in 
charge of his timbre, and playing with steely re-
solve. His evenly phrased solos, combined with 
his dark good looks and quietly pugnacious 
stance, introduced a new kind of black mascu-
linity in American entertainment, at once tender 
and invincible. He gave an excellent example of 
his coiled power in “Walkin’,” an extended and 
mesmerizing performance that helped spur the 
hard bop school. Combining a twelve-bar blues 
with an eight-bar preamble, “Walkin’ ’’ has the 
dramatic grandeur of a march; while all the solos 
are accomplished, Davis’s has the spellbinding 

logic of a fable, with meaningful silences and none of the high-note or speed-
demon pyrotechnics associated with bebop trumpet.

Two months after recording “Walkin’,” at a session with Sonny Rollins, 
he debuted three Rollins compositions that became enduring jazz standards 
(“Airegin,” “Oleo,” “Doxy”) and a muting device, little known in jazz, that 
would become emblematic of Davis’s style. Th e Harmon mute, introduced in 
the 1860s, was ignored during the 1920s jazz vogue for mutes generated by 
King Oliver and the Ellington brass men. Unlike other metal mutes, it is held 
in place by a cork ring, forcing the musician’s entire air column into the mute 
to produce a thin, vulnerable humming sound. Th e Harmon mute augmented 
the brooding intensity of Davis’s music.

Star Time
In the summer of 1955, Davis made a brief but much-acclaimed appearance 
at the Newport (Rhode Island) Jazz Festival, creating a stir with his version 
of Monk’s “ ’Round Midnight.” It was the fi rst time most critics and fans had 
ever seen a Harmon mute. On the basis of this performance, Davis’s success-
ful comeback was sealed. He was soon signed to a contract with Columbia 
Records—a major career leap from the independent jazz labels, like Prestige. 
Davis, however, still owed Prestige three years under his existing contract, 
which he fulfi lled by recording fi ve albums of music at two marathon sessions. 
Th e proliferation of Davis albums in the late 1950s from both labels boosted 
his celebrity.

On the cover of his fi rst Columbia album, ’Round About Midnight (1955), 
Davis was photographed through a red lens, wearing dark glasses, embracing 
his trumpet, unsmiling—an iconic image. Th at album also introduced Da-
vis’s fi rst great quintet, one of the most admired small bands of the era, with 
tenor saxophonist John Coltrane (see below), pianist Red Garland, bassist 

With Percy Heath on bass and 
“birth of the cool” colleague 
Gerry Mulligan on baritone 
saxophone, Davis (center) 
gave a triumphant drugs-free 
performance at the Newport 
Jazz Festival, Rhode Island, in 
1955.

First quintet
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Paul Chambers, and drummer Philly Joe Jones. Miles’s old friend Gil Evans 
crafted the arrangement of “ ’Round Midnight,” adding a tempo change and 
making the quintet sound fuller than on other selections.

Th ree aspects of this quintet were particularly noticeable. (1) Th e contrast 
between Davis’s sparing, poignant solos and Coltrane’s more demonstrative 
virtuosity reversed a similar disparity between Parker and Davis, this time 
favoring Davis. (2) Th e rhythm section boasted an assertive independence, 
thanks to Jones’s insistent attack and Chambers’s authoritative pulse and 
harmonic skill. (3) Th e diverse repertory combined original pieces with pop 
songs dating back to the 1920s or borrowed from Broadway shows.

Garland, a living thesaurus of pop music, suggested many of the tunes that 
Davis recharged with his interpretations. In this regard, Davis was also infl u-
enced by Frank Sinatra (see Chapter 16), who was revitalizing his own career 
at the same time, often with long-forgotten songs that were considered too 
dated or “corny” for modern jazz. By turning into jazz vehicles such unlikely 
titles as “Bye Bye Blackbird” (from 1926), “Th e Surrey with the Fringe on 
Top” (from the 1943 show Oklahoma!), and “If I Were a Bell” (from the 1950 
show Guys and Dolls), Davis opened up jazz repertory.

Gil Evans and a Night at the Movies
After the success of ’Round About Midnight, Davis’s producer—mindful that 
Prestige would soon be issuing annual albums by the quintet—wanted to do 
something entirely diff erent for his second Columbia release, in 1957. Th ey 

Arranger Gil Evans and Davis 
take a break during the momen-
tous Columbia Records sessions 
that produced Porgy and Bess, 
1958.
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376 ■ CHAPTER 14  THE MODALITY OF MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE

decided on an orchestral album arranged by Gil Evans. After several discus-
sions, Davis and Evans settled on a nineteen-piece ensemble, extending the 
sonorities of the nonet’s French horns and tuba to include fl utes, piccolos, and 
harp. Davis would be the only soloist. Th e result, Miles Ahead, was a hit with 
the critics and public and a benchmark in recording history. Evans composed 
links between the selections, something never done before, to create the illu-
sion of a suite without breaks. New post-production techniques (splicing and 
overdubbing) compensated for inadequate rehearsal and recording time, and 
allowed Davis to perfect his solos.

Meanwhile, Davis had disbanded his quintet. At a loss for what to do next, 
he agreed to a tour of Europe, where he would perform with local musicians. 
Upon arriving, he learned that several engagements had been canceled, but 
he was off ered something more intriguing: the chance to compose a fi lm 
score for a French police thriller starring Jeanne Moreau and directed by 
Louis Malle. Gambling on Davis’s ingenuity, Malle asked him to improvise 
the score at one late-night session, creating music cues while he watched the 
picture, Ascenseur pour l ’echafaud (Elevator to the Gallows). To devise themes 
for the fi lm, Davis improvised on scales instead of chords, simplifying the 
music harmonically and maximizing emotional content with slow, drawn-out 
phrases—often based on nothing more than a D minor scale. It was Davis’s 
“eureka moment,” and he returned home eager to elaborate on this way of 
improvising. (Th e success of Ascenseur inspired a brief vogue for movies with 
scores by or featuring jazz stars.)

His fi rst problem was to create a new band. One musician he wanted to 
work with was alto saxophonist Cannonball Adderley (see Chapter 13), whom 
he recruited in 1958 after agreeing to appear as a sideman on an Adderley 
album. Davis had fi red Coltrane because of his dependency on stimulants, but 
Coltrane had by now experienced what he later described as a rebirth—per-
sonal and (after working a year with Th elonious Monk) musical. Davis’s new 
band—a sextet made up of trumpet, two saxophones, and his old rhythm sec-
tion (Garland, Chambers, and Jones)—recorded Milestones (1958), his most 
mature work to date, exploring devices he had used in the fi lm.

Th ree weeks later, Davis returned to the studio for an ambitious project 
with Gil Evans, a reconceived version of George Gershwin’s 1935 opera Porgy 
and Bess. Unlike the aggressively free-spirited music he made with his sextet, 
Davis’s work with Evans on Porgy and other records possessed a sensuous 
luster that appealed to people who lacked the patience for long jazz impro-
visations. Surprisingly, these records, which redefi ned concerto form in jazz 
and exemplifi ed Davis’s soul-baring anxiety, doubled as make-out albums. 
Th is was particularly true of the third Davis-Evans epic, the 1960 Sketches of 
Spain: a fusion of jazz with Spanish classical and folk music (notably, the sec-
ond movement of Joaquin Rodrigo’s guitar concerto Concierto de Aranjuez), 
where the orchestrations frame Davis’s chilling laments—the jazz musician 
as confessional poet.

Modal Jazz
In the year between Porgy and Bess and Sketches of Spain, Davis regrouped 
his sextet to record his most celebrated album, Kind of Blue. Th is album rep-
resented the fruition of the modal approach he had been perfecting since 
his fi lm experience in Paris, and would alter the playing habits of countless 

Miles Ahead

Ascenseur pour l’echafaud

Porgy and Bess/
Sketches of Spain
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musicians. Here, in contrast to the 
strenuous orchestral projects with 
Evans, Davis kept the composi-
tional demands simple. At the same 
time, determined to stimulate his 
musicians, he did not show them 
the scores until they arrived at the 
recording sessions. His goal was 
to banish the clichés embedded in 
modern jazz.

By 1959, jazz had been fi xated 
for fi fteen years on chromatic har-
mony and the technical challenge 
of improvising smoothly and ef-
fi ciently within it. Th e liberating 
innovations of Charlie Parker now 
loomed as an unavoidable and end-
lessly imitated model. His followers often made chord progressions more 
concentrated and diffi  cult; soloing became a task rather like running hurdles, 
clearing a new obstacle every few yards. Davis had, in “Sippin’ at Bells,” tried 
to prove himself precisely in that manner. But modal jazz sent him in the 
opposite direction: fewer chords and less concentrated harmonies—or rather, 
scales (modes) that override harmonies, clearing away the hurdles. Modal 
improvisation was not new to jazz. It is an essentially basic idea, found in 
early jazz both in the use of the blues scale and in melodic paraphrase. In the 
1950s, though, modalism emerged as a specifi c technique in reaction to the 
busyness of bop harmony. It off ered a solution to the problem of revitalizing 
the relationship between improvised melodies and the harmonic foundations 
on which those melodies are based.

Davis, of course, was not alone in trying to move jazz beyond the domin-
ion of chord changes. Charles Mingus, who publicly excoriated musicians 
for “copying Bird,” wrote pieces with minimal harmonies to provoke fresh 
approaches. Dave Brubeck sought to inspire musicians with novel meters. 
George Russell, as we’ve seen, replaced chords with scales, creating his Lydian 
concept as a theoretical justifi cation for modal jazz. As we will see in Chap-
ter 15, a new jazz school—the avant-garde—arose at the same time (around 
1960) to challenge all of jazz’s ground rules.

Kind of Blue
Th e dark fl owing introspection of Kind of Blue, which became one of the 
best-selling jazz albums of all time, underscored Davis’s strengths and not his 
weaknesses. Th e modal arrangements and modifi ed tempos suited his predi-
lection for the middle range, his measured lyricism, his reserved disposition. 
It also provided an ideal middle ground between his laid-back (“walking on 
eggshells”) style and the exuberance of the saxophonists, especially Coltrane, 
who even in the absence of multiple chord changes fi lled every scale and 
space with an almost garrulous intensity.

In order to realize this project, Davis made a couple of changes in the 
rhythm section. He hired drummer Jimmy Cobb, a musician steeped in 
hard bop, as a replacement for Philly Joe Jones. Cobb had been a member of 

Kind of Blue, the 1959 best-
selling jazz recording of the LP 
era, popularized modality and 
changed the nature of impro-
visation: (left to right) John 
Coltrane, tenor saxophone; 
Cannonball Adderley, alto saxo-
phone; Miles Davis; Bill Evans, 
piano. 
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378 ■ CHAPTER 14  THE MODALITY OF MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE

Adderley’s group before both of them joined with Davis, and had also worked 
with singers Dinah Washington and Sarah Vaughan. He combined Jones’s 
forcefulness with moderation, suggesting the restraint of Kenny Clarke.

On one track only, “Freddie Freeloader,” a relatively conventional twelve-
bar blues, Davis used his group’s recently hired pianist, Jamaican-born Wyn-
ton Kelly, a veteran of hard bop known for his infectious blues playing; Kelly 
would remain with Davis’s band through 1962. For the remaining four selec-
tions, Davis recruited Bill Evans, who had been his pianist through most of 
1958. Evans’s return to the fold for the two days it took to record Kind of Blue 
proved to be a crucial component in the album’s success.

■ BILL EVANS (1929–1980)
One of the most infl uential musicians of his generation, Bill Evans was on 
the verge of achieving recognition when George Russell introduced him to 
Davis. Evans had attracted attention with his youthful virtuosity, but his per-
cussive, linear cadenza on Russell’s “Concerto for Billy the Kid” (see Chapter 
13), however impressive, did not typify his approach to the piano. He was 
perfecting an improvisational style no less introverted and meditative than 
Davis’s. Like Davis, too, he possessed an instantly identifi able sound on his 
instrument.

Born in Plainfi eld, New Jersey, Evans began classical piano and violin 
studies at six, and worked in dance bands as a teenager. Despite occasional 
jazz gigs, he did not seriously devote himself to jazz until after he graduated 
from Southeastern Louisiana College and served a stint in the army. Return-
ing to New York, he freelanced with several groups. After wowing critics with 
his work for Russell, he was invited to record with his own trio in 1956. His 
debut album, earnestly titled (by his producer) New Jazz Conceptions, intro-
duced “Waltz for Debby,” a classic jazz ballad that marked him as a composer 
of promise. A perfectionist, Evans did not feel his “conceptions” were fully 
formed, and refused to record for the next two years except as a sideman.

During that interim, in addition to Miles Davis, he recorded with Min-
gus, Adderley, Gunther Schuller, Chet Baker, and others, fi nally returning 
to the studio under his own steam in 1958 with an album called Everybody 

Digs Bill Evans, festooned with admir-
ing quotations from other musicians. A 
highlight of this session was his sponta-
neous “Peace Piece,” improvised freely 
over a simple alternation of tonic and 
dominant chords.

Breakthrough Trio
In 1959, Evans made a signifi cant leap, 
fi rst with his work on Kind of Blue, and 
later that year with his third album, 
Portrait in Jazz. Drawing on his classi-
cal background and modal jazz, he de-
veloped an original approach to voicing 
harmonies. By thinking of chords as 
loosely connected to their roots (see box), 
he found ingenious ways to modulate 

Bill Evans (center) created an 
ideal trio with bassist Scott 
LaFaro (left) and drummer Paul 
Motian, pictured here in 1961 
at the Village Vanguard, where 
they made their most memo-
rable recordings.
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from one chord to another, adding harmonic extensions and 
substitute chords to alter standard progressions. His melodic 
and harmonic resourcefulness was especially apparent in his 
adaptations of standards, some of them unusual for jazz (like 
the sentimental ballad “My Foolish Heart” and the theme 
from the Disney movie Alice in Wonderland).

Portrait in Jazz also premiered a new approach to the 
piano trio, in which each member was a fully active partici-
pant. In the usual bebop piano trio as perfected by Bud Pow-
ell, the pianist was almost always the central fi gure, with the 
bassist and drummer serving as accompanists. Powell liked 
interacting with a vigorous drummer, but his bassists usually 
marked the harmonies and followed his lead. Evans favored 
the bassist, who was free to respond with strong melodic 
ideas of his own.

He found ideal allies in drumer Paul Motian and bassist 
Scott LaFaro, who was admired for his superb intonation, 
timbre, and melodic ideas. LaFaro’s early death in a car ac-
cident shortly after the group reached its peak (Th e Com-
plete Village Vanguard Recordings, 1961) derailed Evans for 
a while, but he rebounded with a series of interdependent 
trios. He continued to compose challenging, introspective 
tunes, among them, “Peri’s Scope,” “Turn Out the Stars,” 
“Very Early,” and “Remembering the Rain.”

Evans’s best-known piece (and one of Davis’s most moving recordings), 
“Blue in Green,” written for Kind of Blue, is a ten-measure circular sequence 
of chords that, as Evans confi gured them, has no obvious beginning or ending. 
Its hypnotic quality continues to challenge instrumentalists and singers. Else-
where, Evans’s quartal harmonies (built on fourths rather than thirds) help 
to defi ne the modal achievement of Kind of Blue. On “Flamenco Sketches,” 
the soloists are required to improvise on a sequence of scales, usually modu-
lating every four or eight bars, though the soloist can extend his use of a scale 
if he desires. Evans’s chords support the scales without linking them to a 
specifi c harmonic progression. Yet the piece that popularized modal jazz is 
the album’s opening selection, “So What.”

“So What”
“So What” presents modal jazz in the context of a thirty-two-bar A A B A 
tune, which makes it easy to hear the only harmonic change. Th e A sections 
are based on the D Dorian mode, which on a piano keyboard is represented 
by the white keys from D to D; the bridge, a half step higher, shifts to the E-
fl at Dorian mode (the same scale, with the same intervals, starting on E-fl at). 
In practice, this means that musicians improvise mostly on a D minor triad. 
A transcription of Davis’s lyrical solo shows that a great deal of it employs 
just the triad’s three notes (D-F-A), yet he found the experience melodically 
liberating; his variations are lucid, moving, and memorable.

Th e opening episode by the rhythm section is a remarkable prelude, thought 
to be sketched by Gil Evans. Paul Chambers’s bass prompts a three-note 
piano phrase, leading to a bass-like fi gure played in tandem by bass and piano, 
followed by the pianist’s enigmatic Spanish-style chords and the bassist’s 

Voicing Chords
“Voicing” refers to the way notes or instru-
ments are combined. We have already en-
countered instrumental voicings with big 
bands. Chord voicings similarly refer to the 
choices a musician makes in constructing 
harmony. Bill Evans was especially good at 
voicing chords in ways that made them sound 
fresh and open-ended: for example, instead 
of letting a defi nite C chord (C-E-G, with the 
root C at the bottom) advance to a defi nite F 
chord (F-A-C), his C chord might have the E 
or G on the bottom, and the F chord the A or 
C at the bottom, so that we hear the progres-
sion in a new way. If you drop the root notes 
altogether and add the interval of a ninth to 
each chord—D for the C chord and G for the 
F chord—you’ve come a long way from the 
original harmonies while staying within the 
original chord changes, and the possibilities 
for voicing seem limitless. Evans had a ge-
nius for realizing those possibilities.
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MILES DAVIS
Miles Davis, trumpet; John Coltrane, tenor saxo-
phone; Cannonball Adderley, alto saxophone; Bill 
Evans, piano; Paul Chambers, bass; Jimmy Cobb, 
drums
■ Label: Kind of Blue, Columbia CL1355; Kind of 

Blue (Columbia /Legacy CL5173303)
■ Date: 1959
■ Style: modal jazz
■ Form: 32-bar popular song (A A B A)

What to listen for:
■ two-note riff (“So what!”) in response to bass: 

fi rst in piano, then horns
■ bridge a half step higher than A sections
■ modal improvisation
■ contrast in styles between soloists

INTRODUCTION
 0:00   Chambers quietly plays a rising bass line, evoking a two-note response from Evans 

on the piano: this prefi gures, in slow tempo, the main head. The chords drift am-
bivalently, fi tting no particular key area.

 0:13   In a slightly faster tempo, Chambers and Evans combine on a precomposed 
melody.

 0:20  The bass drops a step. Evans drifts elusively between chords.

 0:30  After a pause, Chambers rumbles incoherently in the bass’s lowest register. 

CHORUS 1 (HEAD)
 0:34 A  Suddenly striking up a steady tempo, Chambers plays a repetitive riff, answered 

by Evans with the famous two-note “So What” chord in quartal harmony (voiced in 
fourths). Cobb quietly supports on drums.

 0:49 A  The response is now voiced by the three wind instruments. Cobb ratchets up the 
intensity by adding a backbeat on the high-hat cymbal.

 1:03 B  In a subtle change, Chambers moves a half step higher. The horns play the riff in 
the new key.

 1:17 A  All the instruments drop back to the original key.

 1:30  Over drum fi lls, Davis begins his two-chorus solo.

CHORUS 2
 1:31 A Davis plays a few short phrases, answered by Evans with the riff.

 1:37   Davis continues with a longer phrase. As it reaches its melodic peak, he pulls 
slightly behind the beat.

 1:45 A He plays short, concise phrases, leaving ample space for the rhythm section.

 1:59 B  Evans moves a densely voiced chord cluster (with closely spaced notes) up a half 
step to signal the bridge. Davis plays over the harmonic cluster.

 2:07   Evans returns to the “So What” motive.

 2:14 A The shift downward is signaled by a sharp drum accent.

introduction of a swing beat and the theme. Davis’s beautifully executed solo 
has been much studied: the singer Eddie Jeff erson put lyrics to it, and George 
Russell orchestrated it for his big band. Note Evans’s surprisingly dissonant 
piano clusters toward the end. Davis continued to play the piece for years, at 
ever-faster tempos. By the early 1960s, modal jazz was everywhere, as young 
musicians rose to the test of improvising in the absence of chord changes.

1.7
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CHORUS 3
 2:28 A  Davis plays a hauntingly lyrical, sustained passage over a rhythmically active but 

harmonically static bass ostinato.

 2:42 A Chambers returns to a walking bass.

 2:56 B  With a surprising dissonance, Davis signals modulation one beat early.

 3:10 A  A drum crash leads the return back to the original key. Davis reprises his lyrical 
passage.

 3:19  Davis’s last phrase has a bluesy tinge. 

CHORUS 4
 3:24 A  While Cobb plays strong accents at the end of Davis’s solo, Coltrane begins his 

two-chorus tenor saxophone solo with the same restrained mood.

 3:38 A  Suddenly he switches to a more intense style of improvising, with fl urries of fast 
notes. Evans responds with a peculiar comping pattern: holding a few notes, re-
leasing others.

 3:52 B Cobb plays interactively on the snare drum, prodding Coltrane to greater intensity.

 4:02  As Coltrane reaches the upper limits of his phrase, his timbre coarsens.

 4:06 A He plays a phrase in his lower register, repeating and extending it.

 4:18  Cobb adds a Latin polyrhythm.

CHORUS 5
 4:20 A  As in chorus 3, Chambers moves to a bass ostinato. Coltrane’s line aims toward a 

melodic peak.

 4:33 A The bass returns to a walking-bass pattern.

 4:41  Coltrane plays a motive, then repeats it in sequence (starting on a different pitch).

 4:47 B His improvisation lingers around a single note.

 5:01 A His last phrase begins in his highest register. 

CHORUS 6
 5:15 A  The rhythm section quiets down to allow Adderley (alto saxophone) to enter, mim-

icking Coltrane’s extensive double-time lines.

 5:29 A  For a moment Adderley digs into the groove, but soon returns to his double-time 
improvisation.

 5:41   He suddenly moves up a half step, clashing against the background. Evans re-
sponds with the appropriate chord several seconds later.

 5:42 B

 5:56 A Adderley returns to the tonic by repeating, on varied tones, a two-note motive.

CHORUS 7
 6:10 A Adderley plays a pair of phrases in the same rhythm.

 6:17  In the midst of his double-time improvisation, he inserts a trill.

 6:24 A  He begins a simple rhythmic phrase with blues infl ections, but once again moves 
back to faster passages.

 6:38 B A high-pitched phrase elicits a delayed chord from Evans.

 6:50   Adderley’s return comes a beat early, adding a touch of dissonance to the drum-
mer’s roll.

 6:51 A 

 7:00  His last phrase is distinctly bluesy.

CHORUS 8
 7:05 A  The horns enter with the “So What” riff, shifting their role from the response to 

the call. Evans plays dense, dissonant chords.

 7:19 A  Evans plays slow, single-note lines, recalling Davis’s lyrical phrases.

 7:33 B  On the bridge, he returns to short, dissonant chord clusters.

 7:47 A  Back in the home key, he plays thinner chords: two notes a mere step apart. 
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CHORUS 9
 8:02 A  Evans shifts the “So What” riff back to its original position. The bass continues to 

walk.

 8:16 A  Chambers plays the call, with the horns joining Evans in responding with the “So 
What” chords. 

 8:30 B

 8:44 A

CODA
 8:58   Evans continues to respond to the bass, while the other instruments drop out. The 

music fades to silence.

■ JOHN COLTRANE (1926–1967)
No one united—and motivated—a larger circle of major jazz fi gures than 
Miles Davis; the musicians who passed through his bands would extend his 
infl uence beyond his own music, creating their own waves and ripples. Within 
this world, however, John Coltrane holds an exclusive place. His musical and 
personal impact eventually equaled—and, some would argue, surpassed—
that of Davis. Coltrane became the most intrepid explorer of modal jazz and 
a cultural-ethical leader of the avant-garde jazz of the 1960s. His career was 
short-lived, barely a dozen years, and his later music alienated most of his 
early admirers, producing a windstorm of controversy that has not yet settled 
even now.

Although he was the same age as Davis (younger by four months), Col-
trane made no signifi cant recordings until 1955 (as a member of Davis’s quin-
tet), a decade after Davis had recorded with Charlie Parker. He made dozens 
of records during the next few years—many under his own name, establishing 
himself as Sonny Rollins’s rival as the era’s leading tenor saxophonist—and 
fi nally organized his own working band in 1959, the year of Kind of Blue. 
Despite the immense success of that album, it led to a falling off  for Davis, as 
he cast about to perfect his next ensemble. Consequently, Coltrane’s meteoric 
rise, at the age of thirty-fi ve, had the eff ect of fi lling a leadership role vacated 
by Davis.

Davis continued to perform with creative authority in the early 1960s, but 
Coltrane seemed to personify the future of jazz. When, in late 1964, Davis 
presented his second great quintet (see below), Coltrane released A Love Su-
preme, the fi rst small-band work since Kind of Blue to receive near-unanimous 
acclaim from critics and fans. Still, it soon became apparent that Coltrane 
and Davis were dissatisfi ed with the music they were creating, as they headed 
down very diff erent paths, each in its way a departure from the central ortho-
doxies of jazz. For Davis, this meant examining rock, a fusion that he fully 
embraced a couple of years after Coltrane’s death (see Chapter 17). For Col-
trane, it meant embracing the expressionistic chaos of the avant-garde. Both 
roads were paved with modality.

The Long Apprenticeship
Born in Hamlet, North Carolina, John William Coltrane grew up in a racist, 
hardscrabble community, where his family’s precarious situation was devas-
tated by the death of his father when John was twelve. Th e loss distracted him 
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from his studies while strengthening his growing obsession with music. At 
fi fteen, he switched from clarinet to alto saxophone; when he wasn’t practic-
ing, he took odd jobs, like shining shoes, to help support his family. After 
graduating from high school, he moved to Philadelphia, where his musical 
training began in earnest.

Coltrane enrolled at the Ornstein School of Music and took an intensive 
course in theory at Granoff  Studios, where he developed a fascination with 
scales, tenaciously playing them for hours at a time. He occasionally worked 
with local bands, usually in the rhythm and blues style popular in black 
communities. After service in the navy, he joined a big band led by a friend, 
saxophonist Jimmy Heath, the younger brother of Dizzy Gillespie’s bassist, 
Percy Heath.

Together, Coltrane and Heath listened to classical music and bebop and 
worked at exploring the higher reaches of the saxophone, extending its range 
upward. In 1949, Gillespie brought both men to New York. Soon, Coltrane 
switched to tenor saxophone, working in various bands, some well known 
(Earl Bostic, Johnny Hodges), others buried in music’s lower depths—he was 
known to “walk the bar,” honking for tips in cheap dives. In this period, he 
discovered Nicolas Slonimsky’s Th esaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns (1947), 
a manual that codifi ed his obsession with scales. Where Coleman Hawkins 
had emphasized every chord in a harmonic sequence, Coltrane experimented 
with a rapid-fi re attack in an attempt to play every note in every chord, un-
leashing what critic Ira Gitler called “sheets of sound.”

By the time Miles Davis hired him in 1955, Coltrane’s attack was distinc-
tive if not fully formed, but his career was hobbled by his self-destructive need 
for narcotics and drink. Within six months of his joining Davis, Coltrane was 
invited by Sonny Rollins to record with him (“Tenor Madness”), a prescient 
tribute when you consider that Coltrane’s fi rst important session with Davis 
had yet to be released. But critics were ambivalent: Coltrane was attacked for 
his harsh tone and lengthy solos. When Davis asked him why he played so 
long, Coltrane said, “It took that long to get it all in.”

Awakening
Coltrane’s dependency on drugs forced Davis to fi re 
him twice. After the second time, in 1957, Coltrane 
turned his life around. Claiming to have undergone 
a profound religious experience (the subject of A 
Love Supreme), he renounced all stimulants, devot-
ing himself entirely to music. He spent most of the 
year working with Th elonious Monk, an education 
in itself (documented on the album Th elonious Monk 
Quartet with John Coltrane at Carnegie Hall, fi rst is-
sued in 2005), exhibiting a glowing timbre and emo-
tional urgency. His freelance work showed his talent 
as a composer (“Blue Trane,” “Moment’s Notice”) 
and his facility with supersonic tempos and slow 
romantic ballads. In 1959, Coltrane signed with At-
lantic Records, assuming a leadership role with un-
mistakable confi dence—though it would take him a 
couple of years to recruit his ideal band.

John Coltrane forged an expres-
sionistic way of improvising that 
helped to instigate the avant-
garde movement and led a clas-
sic quartet in the 1960s.

©
 C

H
U

CK
 S

TE
W

AR
T

7455_e14_p370-401.indd   3837455_e14_p370-401.indd   383 11/24/08   3:36:01 PM11/24/08   3:36:01 PM



384 ■ CHAPTER 14  THE MODALITY OF MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE

Early in 1959, Coltrane recorded Kind of Blue and albums with Adderley 
and Milt Jackson (of the Modern Jazz Quartet). In May, he recorded his 
own landmark album, Giant Steps, backed by leading bebop pianist Tommy 
Flanagan; Davis’s bassist, Paul Chambers; and hard bop drummer Art Taylor. 
Coltrane composed all the selections, of which three became jazz standards—
“Giant Steps,” “Naima,” and “Mr. P. C.” (a tribute to Chambers). Giant Steps 
signifi es an extension of Kind of Blue, with its investigation of scales and 
chords. Coltrane’s subsequent work deepened his interest in the liberating 
implications of modal jazz. Th e melodic arc of his measured and poignant 
ballad “Naima,” for example, is based on two scales. “Impressions” is a direct 
spin-off  of “So What” (Coltrane even called it that the fi rst time he played it), 
employing the A A B A format with a release built on a phrase from Maurice 
Ravel’s “Pavane pour une infante défunte.”

As Coltrane explored the relationships between chords and scales, “stack-
ing” chords on top of a scale to see how many note combinations and phrase 
permutations he could develop, he also composed more complicated harmonic 
sequences. “Giant Steps” has been called his farewell to bebop, because the 
chord structure is so busy and diffi  cult to play, especially at the roaring tempo 
he demanded. One of Coltrane’s most infl uential pieces (it has become a test 
pattern for music students attempting to master fast-moving harmonies), it 
may be seen as a rejoinder to the scalar concepts of Kind of Blue.

“Giant Steps”
“Giant Steps” is a sixteen-bar composition in which almost every note of the 
melody is signaled by a new chord. Indeed, playing the chord changes is prac-
tically the same thing as playing the melody. Th e harmony extends the chord 
progression between equally distant tonal centers (the giant steps of the title). 
One goal of this harmonic sequence was to stimulate fresh ideas. Coltrane, 
taking a page from Miles Davis, decided not to show the piece to the musi-
cians until the day of the recording session.

Th e piece’s diffi  culty is especially evident in the piano solo. Th e chords 
alone would not have presented a problem for a pianist as harmonically so-
phisticated as Tommy Flanagan. Th e tune consists mostly of half notes, which 
in this instance means a chord change every two beats—no big deal if the 
tempo is leisurely or medium-fast. But the point of “Giant Steps” lay partly 
in playing it extremely fast, to trigger a sheets-of-sound jolt. Even for Col-
trane, who had been working on these changes for years, the challenge was 
thorny, and his solo contains many repeated patterns. For Flanagan, the situa-
tion was virtually impossible. His solo begins with uncharacteristically jumpy 
phrases before retreating into a sequence of chords. (Flanagan later mastered 
the piece for his superb 1982 Coltrane tribute album, also called Giant Steps.) 
Coltrane’s solo aims for a quite diff erent eff ect from bebop; unlike most of 
the improvisations we’ve heard, including Coltrane’s on “So What,” the im-
port of his eleven-chorus solo on “Giant Steps” resides less in details than in 
the aggregate attack—the overall whooshing energy.
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JOHN COLTRANE
John Coltrane, tenor saxophone; Tommy Flanagan, 
piano; Paul Chambers, bass; Art Taylor, drums
■ Label: Giant Steps, Atlantic LP311; Giant Steps 

(Atlantic/WEA 1311-2)
■ Date: 1959
■ Style: hard bop
■ Form: 32-bar popular song

What to listen for:
■ overall energy of Coltrane’s 11-chorus solo
■ repeated patterns in his solo
■ continuous modulation

CHORUS 1 (HEAD)
 0:00  Coltrane begins with a rhythmically simple melody disguising the dauntingly diffi cult 

chord progression voiced by Flanagan on piano. The tune changes keys 10 times in 13 
seconds.

CHORUS 2 (HEAD)
 0:13 Beginning of chorus.

 0:26 The last two chords serve as the beginning of Coltrane’s 11-chorus solo.

CHORUS 3
 0:27  Coltrane launches into his solo with a pattern he’ll return to again and again. The drum-

mer changes from the open cymbal to a more tightly restrained sound.

CHORUS 4
 0:40  Coltrane’s intensity increases on a high, held-out note—a melodic peak that he reaches 

again two seconds later, over a different chord.

CHORUS 5
 0:53 Coltrane repeats the opening of chorus 3 before shifting into a new direction.

 0:59 A return to the melodic peak of chorus 4, again repeated over two different chords.

CHORUS 6
 1:06 Coltrane takes a short break before continuing his solo.

 1:11 Another short break may refl ect a momentary lapse of attention at such fast speed.

 1:18 At the end of the chorus, he reaches a new high note (a half step higher than before).

CHORUS 7
 1:20  Coltrane’s solo remains in the upper register, reaching the highest note at 1:22 and 

1:24.

 1:29  The end of the chorus settles into a familiar pattern, with one high note being replaced 
by the next.

CHORUS 8
 1:33 Beginning of chorus.

 1:40  Coltrane erupts into a rapid ascending E-fl at major scale.

 1:43  He seems to return to his high-note pattern. But instead of completing it, he dips back 
down to return to the customary opening for the next chorus.

CHORUS 9
 1:46 Beginning of chorus.

CHORUS 10
 2:00 His phrasing is choppier and more discontinuous.

3.9
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CHORUS 11
 2:13 The standard opening is interrupted by faster rhythmic gestures.

 2:19  As Coltrane looks for ways to intensify his improvisation, the melodic line features 
ghosted notes and half-formed pitches.

CHORUS 12
 2:26  Coltrane interrupts his usual chorus opening with a high-note fl urry, continually circling 

his line back toward its melodic goals.

CHORUS 13
 2:39 Coltrane’s last chorus is built primarily around ever-higher notes, with a throaty timbre.

 2:49  He fi nally tires and brings his line down.

 2:52  A series of hard knocks on the side of the drum head signals the end of the solo, which 
spills over slightly into the next chorus.

CHORUS 14
 2:53 Beginning of chorus.

 2:55 Announced by a big cymbal crash, Flanagan (piano) starts his solo.

 2:57  Early on, it becomes obvious that he can’t remember all the chords; when he reaches 
an unfamiliar spot, his line stops.

CHORUS 15
 3:05  Flanagan begins with a major scale that quickly becomes out of sync with the changing 

chords.

CHORUS 16
 3:18 He halts his line to reestablish himself with the correct chord.

 3:22 The gaps between lines become uncomfortably long.

CHORUS 17
 3:31 Flanagan stops trying to create a single-note line, and simply plays chords.

CHORUS 18
 3:44 Coltrane returns to solo, taking up his improvisation where he left off.

 3:51 Long-held notes add expression to his line.

CHORUS 19
 3:57  Coltrane’s fi nal chorus begins with a short break before plunging in for another continu-

ous string of notes.

CHORUS 20 (HEAD)
 4:10 He returns to the simple melody of the head.

CHORUS 21 (HEAD)
 4:23 Beginning of chorus.

CODA
 4:35  As the band holds out the fi nal chord, Coltrane plays a skittering run that descends into 

his lower register. His last note is drowned out by a snare-drum roll.
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“My Favorite Things”
Surprisingly, Coltrane followed Giant Steps in 1960 with a hit record—
perhaps the most improbable jazz hit since Coleman Hawkins’s “Body and 
Soul,” twenty years earlier. His adaptation of “My Favorite Th ings,” a cheerful 
waltz from Rodgers and Hammerstein’s current Broadway hit Th e Sound of 
Music, was a rarity in every way: with its fi fteen-minute running time, it was 
a particularly unlikely candidate for frequent radio play. Yet it was broadcast, 
making Coltrane a major jazz star while popularizing the use of modes in a 
more dramatic yet no less accessible manner than “So What.”

Coltrane’s arrangement transformed the piece by accenting the waltz 
meter with an insistently percussive vamp, and reducing the song’s chords 
to two scales, one major and one minor. Th is gave the familiar theme an in-
cantatory quality, underscored by deliberately repetitive improvisations and 
a surf-like rhythm. He accentuated the Eastern feeling by performing the 
piece on soprano saxophone, which has a higher range than the tenor and a 
keening timbre that suggests music from the Th ird World. Th e soprano had 
rarely been used in jazz since the days of Sidney Bechet; after “My Favorite 
Th ings,” it was everywhere.

“My Favorite Th ings” was also the fi rst recording to document the defi n-
ing Coltrane quartet, with pianist McCoy Tyner and drummer Elvin Jones. 
(Th e quartet reached peak strength a year later with the addition of bassist 
Jimmy Garrison.) Tyner begins the piece with one of the best-known intro-
ductory passages in jazz. Like the 5/4 vamp of Dave Brubeck’s “Take Five,” 
it alerts audiences to what’s coming—a combination of modal harmony and 
polyrhythm—in two measures. Th roughout the performance, Tyner’s ambig-
uous, persistent quartal chords create a constantly shifting background. If his 
harmonies recall Bill Evans, however, his touch is entirely diff erent: weighty, 
forceful, and tense.

“My Favorite Th ings” suggested a procedure for interpreting all kinds of 
songs. Coltrane applied its style, for example, to the sixteenth-century Eng-
lish folksong “Greensleeves,” Sigmund Romberg’s “Softly, as in a Morning 
Sunrise,” the pop standard “Body and Soul,” the currently popular “Chim-
Chim-Cheree” from the movie Mary Poppins, and other pieces.

The Quartet
McCoy Tyner, born in Philadelphia, attended the Granoff  Studios and met 
Coltrane while still in his teens. Initially modeling himself after Bud Powell, 
Richie Powell (Bud’s younger brother), Art Tatum, and Th elonious Monk, he 
went on to create a highly individual style. Coltrane worked with fi rst-rate 
bop pianists, including Flanagan and Wynton Kelly, but not until Tyner did 
he fi nd a true soul mate, with a heavy, harmonically advanced attack, a partial-
ity for vamps, a gift for economy, and a rhythmic strength inseparable from 
his dramatic purpose. Coltrane said of him:

He gets a very personal sound from his instrument and because of the clusters 
he uses and the way he voices them, his sound is brighter than what would 
normally be expected from most of the chord patterns he plays. In addition, 
McCoy has an exceptionally well-developed sense of form both as a soloist and 
an accompanist. Invariably in our group, he will take a tune and build his own 
structure for it.

 quartal chords chords based 
on the interval of a fourth (rather 
than third)
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Tyner’s intensity was matched by that of drummer Elvin Jones, the young-
est of three gifted brothers (the others were pianist Hank Jones and trum-
pet player–composer–orchestra leader Th ad Jones) who grew up in Pontiac, 
Michigan. In the 1950s, he worked with key musicians in New York, includ-
ing Davis, Mingus, Rollins, and J. J. Johnson, without earning recognition 
as an innovator in his own right. Th en with Coltrane, Jones seemed to burst 
loose of all restraints, taking the dynamic style of Philly Joe Jones (no rela-
tion) to a new level. He quickly became known as a drummer’s drummer, a 
master of polyrhythms.

Jones used two related approaches to polyrhythms: playing two rhythms 
simultaneously himself (for example, a three-beat rhythm and a four-beat 
rhythm) and playing a diff erent rhythm from the rest of the band (for exam-
ple, a three-beat waltz rhythm in contrast to the quartet’s four-beat rhythm). 
His superimpositions of waltz meters gave Coltrane’s band a rhythmic 
freedom—propulsive yet, in its way, as open-ended as the modal harmonies. 
He and Coltrane developed a mutual volatility that led them to long impro-
visational duels; at the height of some of these bombardments, Tyner would 
desist from playing altogether.

Th e cumulative fervor of these performances was liberating and spiritual, 
especially after Coltrane discovered bassist Jimmy Garrison. Raised in Phila-
delphia, Garrison came to New York as a protégé of Philly Joe Jones and 
landed a job with the free-jazz quartet of Ornette Coleman. One evening 
Coltrane sat in with Coleman’s band and was so impressed by Garrison that 
he hired him for his own band. Elvin Jones called Garrison “the turning 
point” for the quartet: “His aggressiveness, his attitude toward the instrument 
gave us all a lift.”

The quintessential John 
Coltrane Quartet: (left to right) 
McCoy Tyner, piano; Coltrane; 
Jimmy Garrison, bass; Elvin 
Jones, drums. In concert in 
Indianapolis, 1962. 
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“Chasin’ the Trane”
In 1961, Coltrane signed a lucrative contract with the fl edgling label Impulse, 
which began to advertise itself as “Th e New Wave in Jazz.” Recording live at 
the Village Vanguard, he performed a ferocious sixteen-minute blues, “Chasin’ 
the Trane,” so antithetical to “My Favorite Th ings” that it split his audience 
in two. Critics who once championed him went on the attack. Down Beat 
magazine accused him of playing “musical nonsense” and “anti-jazz.” Others 
found the performance invigorating and defended him as the new hope of 
jazz. Th e oratory almost drowned out the music—was he a misdirected zealot 
or the hero of a new black consciousness?

“Chasin’ the Trane” couldn’t fail to cause a furor. Occupying one whole 
side of an LP, it is as relentless as it is long and played at tremendous velocity. 
Coltrane wails some eighty choruses, using multiphonics (chords played on 
an instrument designed to play only one note at a time), split tones (cracked 
notes played that way on purpose), cries, and squeals. He asked Tyner not to 
play on it, so that the primary drama is between Coltrane and Jones. Th ough 
the piece is a twelve-bar blues, there are instances when Coltrane seems de-
termined to knock down the bar lines and play with complete freedom; Jones 
and Garrison forcefully pull him back to the blues structure by signaling the 
end of each chorus—a signifi cant feat of concentration 
given the electrifying energy of the performance.

Here was jazz as an existential squawk, a taunting rush 
of unbridled release. In a sense, “Chasin’ the Trane” logically 
expands on Coltrane’s earlier work: it combines the vigor-
ous attack of “Giant Steps” with the harmonic simplicity 
of the modal pieces. But it requires a new way of listening; 
without melodic phrases, toe-tapping rhythms, or anything 
remotely suggesting relaxation, the listener either enters 
the experience of musical exultation or is left in the cold. 
“Chasin’ the Trane” doesn’t really end, it stops; it doesn’t re-
ally begin, it starts. Th e performance is all middle.

A Love Supreme
For the next six years, until his death, Coltrane’s audience 
would be constantly “chasin’ the Trane,” as he took ever larger 
steps beyond the rudiments of conventional jazz, challeng-
ing the validity of everything he had mastered—ultimately 
alienating even Tyner and Jones. But fi rst, he made another 
unexpected detour. In 1962 and 1963, he participated in a 
series of romantic recordings in which improvisation takes 
a back seat to individualized statements of pure melody. He 
recorded albums with Duke Ellington and vocalist Johnny 
Hartman, and one called Ballads—eight songs associated 
with pop crooners he had grown up with (Bing Crosby, 
Frank Sinatra, Dick Haymes, Nat King Cole). Ballads is a 
disarming showcase for his quartet at its most settled.

Th en Coltrane created his most personal work. In De-
cember 1964, he recorded the autobiographical four-part 
suite and canticle A Love Supreme, to almost universally en-
thusiastic reviews. His infl uence was at this point pervasive. 

In the gatefold cover of his 
masterpiece A Love Supreme 
(1964), John Coltrane pub-
lished an open letter describing 
his triumph over drugs, and a 
hymn that he interpreted in the 
work’s fi nal movement. 
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390 ■ CHAPTER 14  THE MODALITY OF MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE

An expanding coterie of musicians looked to him as a leader (he used his 
clout at Impulse to get several of them recording contracts), and a generation 
of listeners trusted him to map the no-man’s-land of the new music.

A Love Supreme solemnizes Coltrane’s 1957 devotional conversion, and his 
liberation from addiction, in four movements: “Acknowledgement,” “Pursu-
ance,” “Resolution,” and “Psalm.” Th ough the arc of the piece moves from 
harmonic stability to chromatic freedom, A Love Supreme represented a type 
of avant-garde jazz that the public found approachable and satisfying; his old 
and new admirers closed ranks behind it. In retrospect, the album was a lull 
before the storm.

“Acknowledgement”
Coltrane’s liner notes for A Love Supreme describe his religious experience 
and include a psalm that inspired the fourth movement, which is improvised 
entirely from the psalm’s syllabic content. Unlike the usual canticle, this one 
is “sung” on the tenor saxophone. Th e fi rst movement, “Acknowledgement,” 
like the whole work, is a culmination of Coltrane’s music thus far, involving 
scales, pedal points, multiphonics, free improvisation, and shifting rhythms. 
Toward the end of the movement, a vocal chant signals a harmonic change 
from one key to another.

Coltrane’s sound demands attention instantly, with its heraldic phrases 
based on the pentatonic scale. It has the feeling of an invocation. Many lis-
teners think the four-note vocal fi gure is the movement’s theme, but in fact it 
is one of four; the others are motives that spur his improvisation. If the move-
ment opens and closes with incantations, the central section suggests a kind 
of spiritual wrestling as Coltrane works his way through nagging motives to 
triumphant tonic chords, shadowed by the alert rhythm section.

Some critics were repelled by the religious aspect of his music, arguing 
that Coltrane abandoned musical coherence for an aesthetics of faith. Th is 
view (which may seem to fi nd support in the 1971 founding of the still-
active Church of Saint John Coltrane, in San Francisco) is no more help-
ful in understanding his music than it is in analyzing Bach’s B Minor Mass. 
“Acknowledgement,” including its freest passages, is in fact strictly ordered 
by musical logic.
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JOHN COLTRANE QUARTET
John Coltrane, tenor saxophone, voice; McCoy Tyner, 
piano; Jimmy Garrison, bass; Elvin Jones, drums 
■ Label: A Love Supreme, Impulse! A(S)77; A Love 

Supreme (Impulse! 314 589 945-2)
■ Date: 1964
■ Style: late Coltrane
■ Form: open-ended

What to listen for:
■ open-ended improvisation over an ostinato
■ use of motives (A–D)
■ intense climaxes
■ “A love supreme” motive at 6:06

3.10
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INTRODUCTION
 0:00  The sound of a gong, combined with a piano chord, opens the piece. The music unfolds 

in free rhythm. Coltrane plays with a few notes from a pentatonic scale in the key of E, 
while the pianist scatters clusters up and down the keyboard.

 0:03 The drums enter with a quiet shimmering in the cymbals.

 0:15 The saxophone gently fades out.

 0:20 The pianist settles on one chord, playing it with a fast tremolo.

 0:29 As the bass and drums drop out, the drummer continues tapping on the cymbals.

IMPROVISATION
 0:32 Garrison (bass) begins a four-note syncopated ostinato, which we’ll call motive A.

 0:40  Jones plays a Latin-style groove, with bass drum and tom-tom accents coinciding with 
accents in the ostinato.

 0:48 Tyner (piano) enters, playing quartal harmonies.

 1:00 The drums switch to a more intense, double-time feeling.

 1:04  Coltrane enters with a three-note motive, repeated sequentially on a higher pitch: mo-
tive B.

   He plays this motive three times, each time with more variation. The bass moves away 
from the ostinato, improvising within the pentatonic scale.

1:11   Tyner’s chords begin to drift, pulling the harmony toward a more dissonant and 
chromatic sound.

 1:16 Coltrane plays an ascending pentatonic scale: motive C.

 1:21 He returns to motive B.

 1:32  Reaching a climax, he ascends to a cadence fi gure, played with a roughened tone: mo-
tive D.

 1:35 Coltrane descends with fast passagework, drawn from the pentatonic scale.

 2:00 He begins playing with motive C.

 2:11  He moves motive C in sequence, shifting the music out of the pentatonic scale. Tyner 
adjusts his harmonies accordingly. The drums become still more polyrhythmic.

 2:31 Coltrane reaches an anguished high note; he descends in pentatonic spirals. 

 2:44 Again he returns to motive C, quickly sending it into other keys.

 2:51 As the dissonance intensifi es, the bass drifts away from the home key.

 3:06 Coltrane modulates through all possible keys.

 3:15 The band fi nds its way back to the home key.

 3:26 For a moment, the intensity and volume begin to fade.

 3:37 Coltrane begins again with motive C.

 3:47 He begins modulating to new keys.

 3:52 He fi nally reaches motive D, playing it repeatedly with an increasingly torturous sound.

 4:13  Coltrane’s improvisation renews itself with motive C. His modulations ascend in a chro-
matic swirl. On bass, Garrison follows him into the topmost register.
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Ascension
Within a year of A Love Supreme, Coltrane disbanded his quartet for an even 
more expressionistic group. He replaced Elvin Jones with Rashied Ali, an-
other Philadelphian, but one tutored almost exclusively in the avant-garde; 
on occasion, Coltrane would use two or three drummers. His wife, Alice, 
a former student of Bud Powell with relatively workmanlike technique, re-
placed Tyner; after Coltrane’s death, she would earn her own following as a 
composer of religious-themed music with internationalist echoes, elaborating 
on her husband’s interest in the music of Africa, India, and the Middle East.

Jimmy Garrison continued to play with the group, which became a quintet 
with the addition of tenor saxophonist Pharoah Sanders. Born in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, Sanders was regarded as one of the most intractable members of 
the avant-garde. His shrieking, guttural explosions of sound, often within a 
modal framework, were thought to pick up where Coltrane left off , taking 
jazz into a realm where the only rule was the inspiration of the moment.

After Coltrane’s death in 1967, Sanders’s music grew increasingly re-
strained, backpedaling from modes to chords and melodic statements with 
minimal improvisation. Although the free music Coltrane embraced in his 
last years was undeniably a product of its time, notably the tragedies of the 
civil rights eff ort and the slaughter in Vietnam, it exerted lasting infl uence on 
musicians who adapted free improvisation along with ghosted notes, broken 
notes, squawks, and growls as part of the musician’s arsenal.

Coltrane’s most extreme work is the 1965 album Ascension, a vexatious 
piece that takes the heady eff usiveness of “Giant Steps” and “Chasin’ the 
Trane” to the limit of musical reason. Th e piece, improvised by ten musicians, 
is based on a minor triad and a couple of ground chords for the ensemble 
passages; the format consists of free solos that alternate with free ensemble 

 4:22 Coltrane reaches the tonic and falls downward through the pentatonic scale.

 4:33 The improvisation gradually subsides.

 4:55  He plays motive A, moving it restlessly through all possible keys. The bass and piano 
follow.

 5:50  Finally all instruments come to rest on the tonic. As the mood dies down, Coltrane re-
peats motive A endlessly.

 5:54 Garrison plays a close variant of motive A.

 6:05  The saxophone disappears; in its place, Coltrane’s overdubbed voice sings “a love su-
preme.” Its incessant repetition induces a trance-like sense of calm.

 6:36  Suddenly the voices sink down a whole step, settling into a new key (which will be the 
key of the next movement).

CODA
 6:44  The voices disappear, leaving Garrison playing his variant of motive A. The piano and 

drums occasionally add tension, but the bass is at the center.

 7:09 The piano drops out.

 7:23  The drums drop out. Garrison continues the motive’s rhythms, but begins improvising 
its melody.

 7:40 Garrison ends by quietly strumming two notes at once.

ghosted notes notes played so 
softly they’re barely audible
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blowouts. Yet even Ascension off ers a serendipitous logic. (Decades later, it was 
transcribed and performed as a “composed” piece.) Coltrane always claimed 
not to understand the fuss. “Th e main thing a musician would like to do,” 
he said, “is to give a picture to the listener of the many wonderful things he 
knows of and senses in the universe.”

MILES DAVIS’S SECOND QUINTET
After the back-to-back triumphs of Kind of Blue and Sketches of Spain, Miles 
Davis endured a slump of uncertainty. Coltrane, Adderley, and Evans had left 
to pursue their own careers, and Davis despised the avant-garde. He contin-
ued to release eff ective records, including a reunion with Coltrane that pro-
duced a minor hit in “Some Day My Prince Will Come.” But his music was 
caught in a bind, much of it devoted to faster and harder versions of his usual 
repertory, including “Walkin’ ” and “So What.”

Th en in 1963, once again, he produced magic. He turned to younger mu-
sicians who would surely have had important careers on their own; under 
Davis’s tutelage, they merged into a historic ensemble, greater than its very 
considerable parts. Th e rhythm section consisted of three prodigiously skill-
ful musicians who valued diversity over an allegiance to one style of music: 
pianist Herbie Hancock, bassist Ron Carter, and seventeen-year-old drum-
mer Tony Williams. Davis auditioned many saxophonists before temporarily 
settling on George Coleman, who played with facility and intelligence but 
lacked the drive and curiosity of the younger players.

After trying various musicians, 
Miles Davis introduced his sec-
ond great quintet, with much 
younger players: (left to right) 
Herbie Hancock, piano; Tony 
Williams, drums; Ron Carter, 
bass; Davis; Wayne Shorter, 
tenor saxophone. Berlin, 1964.
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In late 1964, Wayne Shorter, who had made his name as a saxophonist and 
composer with Art Blakey’s Jazz Messengers, joined the band, a decision that 
changed his life and Davis’s, and made this second great quintet a worthy 
follow-up to the 1955 group with Coltrane. Th is time, however, Davis took 
as much from his sidemen as he gave, drawing on their compositions (espe-
cially Shorter’s) and sensibilities. Th ese musicians were keenly interested in 
the avant-garde, and Davis adjusted his music to their new approach.

With the help of his young recruits, Davis struggled to make a separate 
peace in a confusing era. Jazz was beset on one side by avant-garde experimen-
talism that estranged much of the audience, and on the other by rock, which 
had matured from a teenage marketing ploy to the dominant pop music. 
Davis would eventually inch his way to a fusion of jazz and rock, but fi rst 
he adapted modal jazz to include elements of the avant-garde in a postbop 
style far more extreme than cool or soul jazz. Th is approach, which attracted 
a number of musicians caught between bop conventions and the excitement 
born of the avant-garde (see Chapter 15), involved harmonic ambiguity, orig-
inal compositions with new harmonic frameworks (rather than those built 
on standard songs), and a radical loosening of the rhythm section. Some of 
the tunes written by Davis’s sidemen actually encouraged free improvisation; 
in these pieces, chord progressions were absent, and time and meter could 
evaporate and coalesce in the course of a performance.

Most fi rst-rate rhythm sections work like the fi ngers in a fi st. Coltrane’s 
quartet, for example, achieved a fi ercely unifi ed front, devoted to supporting 
the leader. Davis’s group was no less unifi ed, but its parts interacted with 
more freedom, often rivaling the soloists. So much was going on between 
Hancock’s unruffl  ed block chords, Carter’s slippery bass lines, and Williams’s 
rhythmic brushfi res that they all appeared to be soloing all the time. Davis 
gave them leave, enjoying the excitement they created, but he imposed a dis-
cipline that left space for the lyrical drama of his trumpet. Free of chord 
changes, unapologetic about fl uff s, and stimulated by his band’s ceaseless en-
ergy, Davis became a more expansive trumpet player. He began to forage in 
the upper register at precipitous tempos, ideas spilling from his horn with 
spiraling confi dence despite infrequent technical failings. He cut back on his 
signature ballads, and began to jettison standard tunes and his old classics. 
Between 1965 and 1968, he found his own way to be avant-garde.

“E.S.P.”
Th e 1965 album E.S.P. was a critical event, but not a popular success; it rep-
resented the fi rst studio recording by the new quintet, and the seven new 
compositions, all by members of the group, challenged listeners who expected 
to hear the tender, meditative Davis who incarnated jazz romanticism. Th is 
music is audacious, fast, and free. Th e title of the album (and fi rst selection) 
emphasized the idea that extra-sensory perception is required to play this 
music. Shorter composed “E.S.P.” as a thirty-two-bar tune, but its harmonic 
structure is far more complicated than that of “So What.”

Th e melody is based on intervals of fourths (recalling the indefi nite quartal 
harmonies of “So What” and “Acknowledgement”), and married to a mixture 
of scales and chords in a way that off ers direction to the improvisers without 
making many demands. Th e main part of the piece (A) hovers around an F 
major scale, while the A! sections close with specifi c harmonic cadences that 

7455_e14_p370-401.indd   3947455_e14_p370-401.indd   394 11/24/08   3:36:03 PM11/24/08   3:36:03 PM



MILES DAVIS’S SECOND QUINTET ■ 395 

LI
S
TE

N
IN

G
  

G
U

ID
E e.s.p.

MILES DAVIS QUINTET
Miles Davis, trumpet; Wayne Shorter, tenor saxo-
phone; Herbie Hancock, piano; Ron Carter, bass; 
Tony Williams, drums
■ Label: E.S.P., Columbia CL2350; The Complete 

Columbia Studio Recordings of the Miles Davis 
Quintet, January 1965 to June 1968 
(Columbia/Legacy 827969092521)

■ Date: 1965
■ Style: postbop
■ Form: 32-bar popular song (A A!)

What to listen for:
■ rhythmic freedom and bent notes of soloists: 

Shorter, Davis, Hancock
■ Davis’s shrill high notes and short phrases
■ imaginative playing of rhythm section

CHORUS 1 (HEAD)
 0:00 A  The tenor saxophone and trumpet enter with the tune, which initially alternates 

between three notes. Because the notes harmonize equally well with two different 
chords, it’s hard to determine the piece’s key. Underneath, Carter (bass) plays two 
beats per bar, while Williams rattles busily on the cymbals.

 0:07   The melody descends from a high note, while the bass rises chromatically. For 
several measures, the piano is silent.

 0:13  The phrase ends with a dissonant bass note.

 0:14 A! The A section is repeated with a higher-pitched bass line.

 0:21   The bass harmonizes underneath in tritones by playing two strings at once (double 
stops).

 0:27   The tune ends in a major key that may be the tonic, but the sense of closure lasts 
less than a second.

CHORUS 2
 0:28 A  Shorter (tenor saxophone) begins a two-chorus solo with an upward-rising line that 

ends in a bent note. Carter (bass) begins to walk.

are handled easily and quickly—especially at this expeditious tempo. Th e so-
loists (Shorter for two choruses, Davis for six, Hancock for two) take wing 
over the rhythm, bending notes in and out of pitch, soaring beyond the usual 
rhythmic demarcations that denote swing. Note, too, the equally free and 
multifaceted work of the rhythm section: the bass playing is startlingly au-
tonomous, and the drummer’s use of cymbals has its own narrative logic. 

Th e public reception accorded E.S.P. and succeeding albums by Davis’s 
quintet (Miles Smiles, Sorcerer, Nefertiti) suggested the tremendous changes 
that had taken place in the cultural landscape in the few years since Kind 
of Blue and Sketches of Spain. Th ey were received favorably and sometimes 
enthusiastically by musicians, critics, and young fans, but achieved nothing 
of the broader cachet enjoyed by his earlier work: there was nothing easy or 
soothing about these records. By 1965, rock and roll could no longer be dis-
missed by jazz artists as music for kids, and Davis was feeling the heat. His 
response will be discussed in Chapter 17.

3.11
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 0:35   Shorter plays pitches that are out of time and slightly fl at before blending them 
back in to a continuous line.

 0:42 A! He improvises an even stream of notes.

 0:49  He plays a descending three-note motive twice before continuing his line.

CHORUS 3
 0:55 A Shorter leaves spaces for Hancock (piano) to enter with chords.

 1:02   With a sudden ascent, Shorter returns to the tune’s melody. He ends a fl urry of 
notes with a dismissive honk.

 1:09 A!  Shorter plays with a motive that, in its alternation of two pitches, recalls the 
theme.

 1:15  His melody is chromatic, matching the tension of Hancock’s dissonant chords.

CHORUS 4
 1:22 A Davis begins his six-chorus solo. He concentrates on a few mid-register notes.

 1:29  As the harmonies become more tense, Davis rises to a dissonant note.

 1:34  His notes begin to crack.

 1:36 A!

 1:41   Davis suddenly rises into the upper register. He plays a few shrill notes before 
tumbling, somewhat untidily, back down.

CHORUS 5
 1:49 A  As Williams (drums) and Hancock play more aggressively, Davis’s solo becomes 

more disjointed, breaking into short fragments.

 2:02 A!  Davis begins a new phrase with a repeated-note fanfare, followed by a series of 
short phrases.

CHORUS 6
 2:15 A The trumpet hits an accent that coincides spontaneously with a drum accent.

 2:29 A! Carter takes his walking-bass line into the upper register.

 2:35  As the bass drops back down, Davis rises step by step.

 2:40   Davis again makes a sudden swoop upward.

CHORUS 7
 2:42 A  Davis screeches out a descending four-note line in his upper range. Williams’s 

drumming hits a new level of intensity with powerful drum strokes.

 2:55 A!  The band retreats to a lower volume. Davis plays a continuous line of notes in his 
middle register.

CHORUS 8
 3:08 A Davis’s new motive has a bluesy tinge.

 3:21 A!

 3:31  Davis abruptly drops out; the space is fi lled by Hancock’s comping.

CHORUS 9
 3:34 A  Davis plays a motive that rocks back and forth a half step, interrupting it with 

several swoops up to his highest register.

 3:47 A! He returns to a variant of the bluesy motive from chorus 8.

CHORUS 10
 4:00 A Hancock starts his solo, imitating the rhythm of Davis’s last motive.

 4:06  Hancock introduces his own substitution in the harmonic progression.

 4:13 A! Playing a single-note line, he sounds like a saxophonist or trumpet player.
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CHORUS 11
 4:27 A Hancock plays a riff, then modifi es it subtly to fi t the chord progression.

 4:40 A! His improvised line interacts with his left-hand chords.

CHORUS 12 (HEAD)
 4:53 A  As Davis and Shorter reenter with the tune’s melody, Carter on bass returns to a 

slower pattern.

 5:00  Carter plays tritone double stops, Williams adding a few cymbal colors.

 5:07 A!  Williams reestablishes his drum pulse, but fades in and out for the rest of the 
tune.

CODA
 5:20   When the tune ends, Carter is on an unexpected note. He resolves it downward to 

the opening chord.

1926 Born May 26 in Alton, Illinois.

1944 Enrolls at Juilliard School, New York.

1945–48 Performs with Charlie Parker.

1948–50 Befriends Gil Evans, forms the Miles 
Davis Nonet (“birth of the cool” band).

c. 1950 Becomes addicted to heroin.

1954 Kicks drug habit. “Walkin’” (Prestige)

1955 Forms fi rst quintet, with John Coltrane, 
Red Garland, Paul Chambers, Philly Joe 
Jones.

’Round Midnight 
(Columbia)

1957–60 Writes score for French fi lm; records 
with Evans.

Miles Ahead (1957), 
Porgy and Bess (1958), 
Sketches of Spain 
(1960)

1958 Adds Cannonball Adderley, expands to 
sextet.

Milestones

1959 Explores modal improvisation. Kind of Blue (with Bill 
Evans)

1963 Forms second quintet, with Wayne 
Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, 
Tony Williams.

1965–67 Records postbop albums. E.S.P., Miles Smiles, 
Nefertiti

MILES DAVIS CHRONOLOGY
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1968–70 Moves into fusion (see Chapter 17). Filles de Kilimanjaro, 
In a Silent Way, Bitches 
Brew (best-seller)

1975–80 Withdraws from music.

1981 Returns to performing.

1985 Signs with Warner Bros.

1986 Tutu

1991 Dies September 28 in Santa Monica, 
California.

MILES DAVIS CHRONOLOGY

ADDITIONAL LISTENING

Charlie Parker “Donna Lee” (1947); The Complete Savoy and Dial Master Takes (Savoy Jazz 17149)

Miles Davis Kind of Blue (1959) (Columbia/Legacy CK 64935)

  “Round Midnight” (1956); X2 (Sketches of Spain / Round About Midnight) (Legacy 
886972965826)

  “Milestones” (1958); Milestones (Sony Legacy 85203) 

 “Orbits,” “Footprints” (1966); Miles Smiles (Columbia/Legacy 5099706568223)

 “Walkin’” (1954); Walkin’ (Prestige PRCD-30008-2)

  “Someday My Prince Will Come” (1961); Someday My Prince Will Come (Columbia/Legacy 
074646591925)

  “My Funny Valentine” (1964); My Funny Valentine: Miles Davis in Concert (Columbia/Legacy 
827969359327)

Miles Davis and Gil Evans Sketches of Spain (1959) (Legacy 074646514221)

Bill Evans “Blue in Green” (1959); Portrait in Jazz (Riverside RCD-30678)

 “Peace Piece” (1958); Everybody Digs Bill Evans (Riverside RCD-30182)

 “My Foolish Heart” (1961); Live at the Village Vanguard (Fantasy FCD-60-017)

John Coltrane “Naima” (1959); Giant Steps (Rhino/Atlantic R2 75203)

   “Chasin’ the Trane” (1961); The Complete 1961 Village Vanguard Recordings (Impulse! 
0111050-232-21)

 “My Favorite Things” (1960); My Favorite Things (Atlantic 1361-2)

 “Alabama” (1963); Coltrane Live at Birdland (Impulse! 011105019828)

 A Love Supreme: Deluxe Edition (1964) (Impulse! 731458994527)
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PART IV SUMMARY

With the arrival of bebop in the mid-1940s, jazz 
turned a sharp corner. Emerging from Swing Era 
jam sessions, bebop was at the same time a rejection 
of the era’s racial prejudice and resulting commercial 
restrictions. Bebop, with its fast tempos and com-
plex harmonies, failed as popular music, but today, 
over sixty years later, young jazz musicians still learn 
to improvise by studying Charlie Parker and Dizzy 
Gillespie. 
Texture
■ homophonic, with occasional monophonic breaks
Rhythm
■ unpredictable, extremely fast tempos
Typical instrumentation 
■ solo: saxophone (alto or tenor), trumpet
■ rhythm section: piano, bass, drums 
■ other possibilities: trombone, vibraphone, electric 

guitar
Form
■ original melodies written over standard forms 

(12-bar blues, 32-bar popular song) 

Special techniques 
■ heads (unison lines at beginning and end)
■ trading fours (between soloists, between soloists 

and drummer)
■ comping (piano, guitar)
■ interactive drums (“dropping bombs”)
Bebop pioneers 
■ Kenny Clarke (drums)
■ Dizzy Gillespie (trumpet)
■ Charlie Parker (alto saxophone)
■ Th elonious Monk (piano)
Bebop generation
■ Art Blakey (drums)
■ Wardell Gray (tenor saxophone)
■ Dexter Gordon (tenor saxophone)
■ Milt Jackson (vibraphone)
■ Th eodore “Fats” Navarro (trumpet)
■ Bud Powell (piano)
■ Max Roach (drums)
■ J. J. Johnson (trombone)
■ Miles Davis (trumpet)
■ Red Rodney (trumpet)

BEBOP

Cool (or West Coast) jazz grew out of bebop in the 
early 1950s. Th e style is characterized by a light, 
laid-back, reticent quality.
Texture
■ basically homophonic, tending toward polyphon-

ic lines 
Rhythm
■ unusual meters (fi ve, seven)
Typical instrumentation 
■ solo: experimental (possible additions: fl ute, tuba, 

French horn, oboe) 
■ rhythm section: piano, bass, drums

Form
■ 12-bar blues, 32-bar popular song, classically in-

fl uenced compositions (fugue, atonal music)
Special techniques
■ restrained timbre, vibrato
■ limited range
■ quiet rhythm section
Cool jazz pioneers
■ Lennie Tristano (piano)
■ Tadd Dameron (piano)

COOL JAZZ
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Hard bop, centered on the East Coast, was a coun-
terstatement to cool jazz: it was essentially a revival 
of bop but with a harder edge.
Texture
■ homophonic, with occasional monophonic breaks
Rhythm
■  assertive
Typical instrumentation 
■ solo: trumpet, saxophone, piano, bass, drums
■ rhythm section: piano, bass, drums
■ other possibilities: organ trio (Hammond B3 or-

gan, guitar, drums)
Form: 12-bar blues, 32-bar popular song 

Special techniques
■ bop with a rough edge, resisting experimentation
■ heavy, dark timbres
■ African American aesthetic
Important hard bop bands/musicians 
■ Jazz Messengers: Art Blakey (drums), Horace 

Silver (piano)
■ Cliff ord Brown (trumpet), Max Roach (drums)
■ Sonny Rollins (tenor saxophone)
■ Wes Montgomery (electric guitar)
■ Miles Davis Quintet
■ “black Lesters”: Dexter Gordon, Wardell Gray, 

Illinois Jacquet, Gene Ammons

HARD BOP

Important cool bands/musicians 
■ Miles Davis Nonet (“birth of the cool”)
■ Lee Konitz (alto saxophone)
■ Gil Evans (piano/arranger)
■ Gerry Mulligan Quartet: Mulligan (baritone sax-

ophone), Chet Baker (trumpet), Chico Hamilton 
(drums)

■ Modern Jazz Quartet: John Lewis (piano), Milt 
Jackson (vibraphone), Percy Heath (bass)

■ Dave Brubeck (piano), with Paul Desmond (alto 
saxophone)

■ “white Lesters”: Stan Getz, Zoot Sims, Al Cohn, 
Allen Eager

COOL JAZZ (continued)
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Pianist Th elonious Monk, after Duke Ellington the 
most widely performed of jazz composers, worked 
almost exclusively with 12-bar blues and 32-bar 
A A B A tunes. He sometimes altered standard har-
monic progressions with whole-tone and chromatic 
scales, and added quirky dissonances (such as minor 
seconds and tritones). Monk believed that a mean-
ingful improvisation should fl ow and develop the 
composed theme.

Bassist Charles Mingus, among the most accom-
plished virtuosos of his time, composed in styles as 
far ranging as the sanctifi ed church, New Orleans 
polyphony, swing, hard bop, and classical music. He 
was the fi rst composer of his generation to pay trib-
utes to great musicians of the past, such as Lester 

Young and Jelly Roll Morton. 
Gil Evans “elevated arranging virtually to the art 

of composition,” in the words of Gunther Schuller. 
His imaginative arrangements were characterized 
by the use of counterpoint, slow-moving chords, 
and very low instruments (tuba) combined with very 
high ones (fl ute). He’s best known for his use of con-
certo form, featuring a single soloist.

George Russell, who worked exclusively as a com-
poser-bandleader, devoted much of his life to for-
mulating an intricate musical theory known as the 
Lydian chromatic concept. His ideas were the ba-
sis for modalism, which liberated jazz from bebop’s 
harmonic grids and encouraged improvisers to think 
more melodically.

JAZZ COMPOSERS

Miles Davis was the archetypal modern jazz musi-
cian, a magnet for artists in and out of music. His 
unmistakable trumpet style was characterized by 
emotional and rhythmic restraint, while his continu-
ous rethinking of harmony, melody, rhythm, and in-
strumentation led to works that changed the ground 
rules of jazz at least fi ve times. 
■ 1949–50: “birth of the cool” sessions launched the 

cool jazz movement.
■ 1954: “Walkin’ ” provided the impetus for hard 

bop.
■ 1957–60: collaborations with Gil Evans enlarged 

the scope of jazz composition and projected a 
new meditative mood.

■ 1959: Kind of Blue, featuring modal improvisa-
tion, transformed jazz performance in its favoring 
of melody and nuance.

■ 1969: Bitches Brew initiated an era of jazz-rock 
fusion.
Th e pianist on Kind of Blue was Bill Evans, one 

of the most infl uential musicians of his generation, 
who in 1959 premiered a new approach to the piano 
trio (favoring the bass), with Scott LaFaro (bass) 
and Paul Motian (drums).

Davis’s musical and personal impact was equaled 
(or surpassed) by that of tenor saxophonist John 
Coltrane, who became the most intrepid explorer of 
modal jazz. While Davis in later years leaned toward 
rock, Coltrane embraced the expressionistic chaos 
of the avant-garde. His “sheets of sound” harmonic 
improvisation can be heard in Giant Steps; modal 
improvisation in “My Favorite Th ings,” “Chasin’ 
the Trane,” and A Love Supreme, with his quartet—
McCoy Tyner (piano), Jimmy Garrison (bass), and 
Elvin Jones (drums); and free improvisation in 
Ascension.

MILES DAVIS AND JOHN COLTRANE
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