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Forward March
Th e word “avant-garde” originated in the French military to denote the advanced guard: 
troops sent ahead of the regular army to scout unknown territory. In English, the word 
was adapted to describe innovative composers, writers, painters, and other artists whose 
work was so pioneering that it was believed to be in the vanguard of contemporary 
thinking. Avant-gardism represented a movement to liberate artists from the restraints 
of tradition, and it often went hand-in-hand with progressive social thinking. Th ose who 
championed avant-garde art tended to applaud social change. Th ose who criticized it for 
rejecting prevailing standards couched their dismay in warnings against moral laxity or 
political anarchy.

In the end, however, all art, traditional or avant-garde, must stand on its merit, inde-
pendent of historic infl uences. Th e art that outrages one generation often becomes the 
tradition and homework assignments of the next: the paintings of Paul Cézanne and 
Pablo Picasso, music of Gustav Mahler and Claude Debussy, and writings of Marcel 
Proust and James Joyce were all initially considered avant-garde. Two especially promi-
nent twentieth-century avant-garde movements gathered steam in the decades follow-
ing the world wars, and jazz was vital to both.
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Sonny Rollins combined the harmonic progressions of bop with the 
freedom of the avant-garde and sustained an international following. 
He appeared with percussionist Victor See Yuen and trombonist Clifton 
Anderson at a stadium in Louisiana, 1995. ©
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408 ■ CHAPTER 15  THE AVANT-GARDE

THE FIRST AVANT-GARDE WAVE
Th e 1920s avant-garde, which included such sub-categories as surrealism, 
cubism, imagism, and twelve-tone music (introduced by Arnold Schoenberg 
in 1921), consciously sought to fracture artistic conventions. It was a response 
to the devastation of World War I, the expansion of women’s rights, and 
startling advances in technology—radio, talking pictures, transcontinental 
fl ight—that seemed to shrink the world while expanding its potential. Th is 
avant-garde was provocative and sometimes rude, but generally hopeful.

Jazz was a new musical fashion, socially daring and emblematic of free-
thinking young people. Although pilloried by some conservative tastemakers 
as low-born and vulgar, jazz was regarded by many members of the cultural 
elite as an inspirational resource and a powerful component of avant-garde 
modernism. Artists in diverse fi elds—painters Henri Matisse and Piet Mon-
drian, composers Igor Stravinsky and Kurt Weill, poets Hart Crane and 
Langston Hughes, photographer Man Ray, sculptor Alexander Calder, dancer 
Josephine Baker—found inspiration in jazz and its New World vitality.

Within jazz itself, as we have seen repeatedly, practically every new style 
was considered avant-garde. As early as the 1920s, traditionalists complained 
that Armstrong, Ellington, and swing music muddied the alleged purity of 
New Orleans jazz. Th ose complaints, however, were few and relatively calm 
compared with the outrage generated by bebop in the 1940s. Unlike purists 
who disparaged swing for commercializing jazz, the opponents of bop blamed 
it for sacrifi cing jazz’s connection to mainstream popular culture. Instead of 
accommodating the dictates of the market place, bop proudly adapted the 
mantle of avant-gardism, self-consciously examining the relationship be-
tween jazz and society and between jazz and other kinds of music.

Even so, jazz remained largely accessible. Although it ceased to reign as 
America’s dance music and aggressively challenged assumptions about mel-
ody, harmony, structure, meter, instrumentation, swing, and presentation, it 
continued to favor a strong, regular beat, standard harmonies, and hummable 
tunes. Bebop made jazz more intellectual while maintaining basic rules of 
musical coherence. Th e second avant-garde challenged those basic rules.

THE SECOND AVANT-GARDE WAVE
Th e avant-garde wave of the late 1950s and 1960s refl ected conditions simi-
lar to those of the 1920s, only more so. Th e rebuilding of Europe and Asia 
after World War II was countered by new colonial wars, occupations, and the 
Cold War, in which America and the Soviet Union employed technology to 
threaten annihilation. Th e struggle for racial equality in the United States led 
to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed discrimination on grounds 
of race, color, religion, sex, and national origin. Unsurprisingly, women now 
demanded professional, social, and sexual parity. Some of society’s settled 
conventions, including the nuclear family (working dad, stay-at-home mom), 
unraveled.

Th e radical changes in racial and gender politics, as well as the threat of 
a push-button atomic war, created a very diff erent avant-garde from the one 
that glorifi ed modernism as a citadel of healthy change. Instead of expressing 
faith in a liberating future, the avant-garde of the Cold War bared uncertainty 
and anguish. It also celebrated the plebeian, the ordinary, the absurd. Instead 
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of abstraction or surrealism, painters looked to comic strips, visual trickery, 
and commercial design. A characteristic literary work is Samuel Beckett’s 
Waiting for Godot (published in 1952), an intricately symbolic play that recy-
cled aspects of the most common form of popular entertainment, vaudeville. 
By the early 1960s, Beckett’s themes—life is without meaning, the world is 
mad, mankind is abandoned (“to freedom condemned,” as philosopher Jean-
Paul Sartre put it)—permeated all the arts.

Th e most potent expressions of the avant-garde in the 1960s were apparent 
in the two art forms born in the twentieth century, movies and jazz. A power-
ful new direction in cinema emanated from France and Italy, often described 
as the New Wave. Th ese fi lms examined prevailing themes of confusion and 
desperation, and pioneered techniques in narrative style. Jazz in this period 
also developed new techniques to express its dramatic disavowal of tradition. 
Th e label avant-garde eventually attached itself permanently to this most 
controversial of jazz styles.

What’s in a Name?
Th e jazz school that came to be called avant-garde was 
fi rst known by other names, few of them neutral. One 
critic coined the term “anti-jazz” to attack its appar-
ent rejection of mainstream jazz. Another widespread 
designation echoed the title of an album by Ornette 
Coleman, Free Jazz, released in 1961 with a cover 
reproduction of a Jackson Pollock painting, as if to 
underscore its challenging modernity. Some called it 
Black Music, arguing that its ferocity expressed the 
particular frustration of African Americans during 
the civil rights years. Others called it new music, the 
new thing, revolutionary music, and fi re music. Ironi-
cally, the name that fi nally stuck had been indicated in 
the title of the fi rst avant-garde album, Cecil Taylor’s 
1956 Jazz Advance.

As musicians in later decades enlarged the canvas 
of free jazz or new music, the inoff ensive avant-garde 
emerged as an umbrella term to describe an inclusive, ongoing school of jazz 
that, despite many connections to mainstream jazz, evolved as a separate en-
tity, a tradition in its own right. By defi nition, avant-garde is now something 
of a misnomer: music that is four or fi ve decades old can hardly be represen-
tative of today’s vanguard. Yet the word continues to apply because it defi nes 
an approach to jazz that remains outside the practices that govern the usual 
musical performance. It continues to question principles that the mainstream 
takes for granted.

Breaking Points
As we saw in Chapters 11–14, postwar jazz innovators greatly enlarged 
the parameters of mainstream (or swing) jazz. Th e avant-garde stretched 
those parameters to the breaking point. Although the key fi gures of the 
avant-garde—most prominently Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor, and John 
Coltrane—approached music from very diff erent angles, they collectively 

Cover art was a strong selling 
point in the LP era, when Or-
nette Coleman used a Jackson 
Pollock painting to indicate 
the explosiveness of Free Jazz, 
released by Atlantic Records in 
1961. 
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410 ■ CHAPTER 15  THE AVANT-GARDE

challenged the status quo. In refusing to be bound by rules of the past, they 
questioned and changed every facet of jazz’s identity.
■ Rhythm: Th e avant-garde dispensed with the steady dance beat, preferring 

an ambiguous pulse or several pulses at once.
■ Harmony: Th e avant-garde did away with harmonic patterns based on 

chords or scales, creating a serendipitous harmony as the musicians in-
stinctively felt their way through a performance.

■ Melody: Depending on the soloist, melody could be lyrical or full of squeals 
and squawks; either way, melody no longer relied on harmonic patterns 
and resolutions.

■ Structure: Th e avant-garde frequently rejected blues and songs, and en-
couraged free improvisation, in which the sheer energy or emotionalism of 
a performance dictated its overall shape.

■ Instrumentation: Th e avant-garde favored the widest variety of instru-
ments, from the hand drums and wood fl utes of formerly colonized Th ird 
World countries to symphonic standbys like the cello and oboe.

■ Presentation: Jazz was no longer entertainment. It could be witty, even 
funny, but it was a serious, challenging music, requiring the listener’s full 
concentration—art for art’s sake.

■ Politics: Jazz became entrenched in the increasingly militant racial and 
antiwar struggles of the 1950s and 1960s; whether or not it referred to 
specifi c events, it adopted an assertive posture.
As the avant-garde developed beyond its initial stage, musicians embraced 

it as an arena in which anything could be tried. A spontaneous improvisation 
and a twelve-bar blues might follow one another in the same set, or in the 
same piece. Th e avant-garde refused to be pinned down to any one style or 
idiom.

Two pioneers, saxophonist Ornette Coleman and pianist Cecil Taylor, 
burst onto the scene with an originality that divided the jazz world, inciting 
international controversy. Th ey were acclaimed as geniuses and derided as 
charlatans. At the height of the furor, the soft-spoken Coleman said, “Mu-
sicians tell me, if what I’m doing is right, they should never have gone to 
school.” Many musicians and critics considered these two a threat. Duke El-
lington once observed, “Bebop is like playing Scrabble with all the vowels 
removed.” Coleman and Taylor removed the consonants as well.

■ ORNETTE COLEMAN (b. 1930)
Ornette Coleman is now almost universally revered as one of American mu-
sic’s most original fi gures. Several of his compositions are jazz standards, and 
his infl uence is beyond calculation. In 2007, he received the Pulitzer Prize—
the fi rst ever awarded for a recording (his album Sound Grammar). In 1959, 
though, he was the most disruptive fi gure in jazz. During a long engage-
ment at New York’s Five Spot that year, dozens of musicians came to hear his 
music. Some, including classical composers Leonard Bernstein and Gunther 
Schuller, declared him a genius. Others, including Miles Davis and Charles 
Mingus, were skeptical and derisive. Mingus expressed a prevailing confusion 
about Coleman’s music when he said, “It’s like not having anything to do with 
what’s around you, and being right in your own world.”
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Coleman, who grew up in Fort Worth, Texas, 
began playing alto saxophone at fourteen and pro-
ceeded to work in rhythm and blues and carnival 
bands. In the late 1940s, he became enamored of the 
innovations of Charlie Parker and bebop. But his at-
tempts to play in a style of his own were invariably 
greeted with hostility. Th e situation came to a head 
at a dance when he was attacked and his saxophone 
destroyed. He moved to New Orleans in 1949, where 
he met the gifted drummer Ed Blackwell, the fi rst 
in a cadre of disciples who encouraged Coleman to 
persevere. Later that year, Coleman traveled with a 
rhythm and blues band to Los Angeles, where he 
took a job operating an elevator and taught himself 
theory. He remained unnoticed for fi ve years, during 
which he wrote some of his benchmark tunes.

In 1956, Coleman and Blackwell formed the 
American Jazz Quintet, and Coleman also began 
rehearsing with other forward-thinking musicians, 
including three major interpreters of his music, with 
whom he formed his quartet: drummer Billy Hig-
gins, bassist Charlie Haden, and Don Cherry, who 
played a compact cornet that looked more like a 
toy than a serious instrument (he called it a pocket 
trumpet). Two years later, Coleman was signed to record two albums for the 
Los Angeles–based label Contemporary. He was accompanied by Cherry, 
Higgins, and a few established bebop musicians suggested by the label.

Even without his own band, these albums proved Coleman to be a mature 
and inventive musician. Th e titles were deliberate provocations: Something 
Else!!!! and Tomorrow Is the Question: Th e New Music of Ornette Coleman. John 
Lewis of the Modern Jazz Quartet persuaded his label, Atlantic Records, to 
sign and record Coleman in Los Angeles and bring him to New York. Lewis 
also helped arrange for Coleman and Cherry to attend his Lenox School 
of Jazz in the Berkshires, and perform at the Five Spot in New York. Th e 
six Atlantic albums recorded between 1959 and 1961, all but one featur-
ing his quartet (alto saxophone, trumpet, bass, drums), generated tremendous 
controversy, not least for album titles that continued to lay emphasis on the 
group’s challenging attitude, which—without once mentioning the civil rights 
struggle—seemed to incarnate the authority of the New Negro: Th e Shape of 
Jazz to Come, Change of the Century, Th is Is Our Music, and Free Jazz.

Musical Style
Two aspects of Coleman’s music were evident from the very beginning. First, 
his compositions possessed strong melodic, emotional character. Some sug-
gested the solemnity of dirges, others were deeply bluesy, and many were as 
quirkily memorable and disarmingly simple as those of Th elonious Monk. 
Even his early detractors, put off  by what they perceived to be a chaotic im-
provisational style, expressed admiration for such captivating melodies as 
“Turnaround,” “Ramblin’,” “Una Muy Bonita,” “Congeniality,” “Tears Inside,” 
“R.P.D.D.,” and “Lonely Woman.”

Ornette Coleman generated 
controversy with just about 
everything he did in the late 
1950s, not least playing a 
white plastic alto saxophone 
that underscored his raw 
timbre.
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412 ■ CHAPTER 15  THE AVANT-GARDE

Second, Coleman’s sound on alto saxophone was jarring to many listen-
ers, and this was the most alienating aspect of his music. His timbre had 
a rough-edged, elemental, vocal quality, a raw backwoods sound, as sharp 
and astringent as a fi eld holler. Th at harshness was accentuated by his pre-
ferred instrument—a white plastic alto saxophone. Th e bop drummer Shelly 
Manne, who recorded with him, said that he sounded like a man crying or 
laughing through his horn. Coleman himself emphasized the value of “vocal” 
projection: “You can always reach into the human sound of a voice on your 
horn if you are actually hearing and trying to express the warmth of a human 
voice.” He and his compositions sounded at once avant-garde and strangely 
primitive.

On a more technical level, Coleman was said to play the alto saxophone 
with microtone pitches, which challenged the familiarity of the tempered, 
or conventionally tuned, scale. Th e classical composer Hale Smith, who wrote 
for avant-garde jazz musicians, observed that Coleman’s hearing was so acute 
that he played his in-between pitches in correct ratio to each other, so that 
if his E was slightly sharp, his F (and F-sharp, G, and so forth) was slightly 
sharp to the same degree. Coleman may have been at odds with the tempered 
scale, but he was in tune with himself.

Coleman has argued that there is no such thing as an absolute pitch, and 
that the playing of a pitch ought to refl ect its context: an F, for example, ought 
not to sound the same in a piece expressing sadness and a piece expressing 
joy. He explained in his characteristically elliptical manner: “Jazz is the only 
music in which the same note can be played night after night but diff erently 
each time. It’s the hidden things, the subconscious that lies in the body and 
lets you know: You feel this, you play this.”

Coleman’s approach to pitch was a decisive component in his overhauling 
of jazz, and his other innovations appeared to follow from it. He rejected 
preset harmony. On rare occasions when he played a standard song, he ap-

Coleman found a perfect part-
ner in Don Cherry, whose toy-
like “pocket trumpet” blended 
with Coleman’s plastic alto. 
At the Monterey Jazz Festival, 
1960.

microtone an infi nitesimal frac-
tion of a half step
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proached the piece solely through its melody, improvising on the song’s me-
lodic phrases rather than its chord changes. He off ered an open-ended inspi-
ration for musical creativity—both horizontally, in the linear development of 
solos, and vertically, in the serendipitous harmonies that followed.

Th is approach inclined him to dispense with the piano, which inter-
fered with his music on two counts: it emphasized the tempered scale and 
promoted chords. Th e stark texture Coleman prefered (alto, trumpet, bass, 
drums) underscored the startling newness of his music. Th e listener hears a 
striking theme played by alto and trumpet, over a jolting rhythm that doesn’t 
accent regular beats; the subsequent solos have no governing structure. Our 
ears are assaulted by the sharp pitch and the absence of a familiar frame of 
reference—there are no choruses, no harmonic resolutions, no steady meters.

Th at doesn’t mean that rhythm and harmony are absent, only that they 
are improvised along with melody. Cherry developed a sound on the pocket 
trumpet that merged with Coleman’s alto on the themes, sometimes harmo-
nized in octaves. Th e chief source of harmony emanates from the bassist’s 
response to the soloists. Th e drummer is free to spontaneously add to the 
musical whole; he produces plenty of rhythm, but not the toe-tapping, 4/4 
meter kind. As Coleman explained, “Rhythm patterns should be more or less 
like natural breathing patterns.”

“Lonely Woman”
Coleman wrote “Lonely Woman,” his best-known and most frequently per-
formed piece, in 1954, inspired by a painting he saw in a gallery. One reason 
it became popular is that most of his 1959 recording consists of statements of 
the melody, and Coleman’s solo sounds almost like a transitional passage be-
tween melody statements, extending the feeling and character of the piece.

Th e unhurried, yearning melody comes as a surprise after the introduction, 
which suggests two rhythmic possibilities as Charlie Haden plays measured 
two-note chords (double stops) on the bass and Billy Higgins ignites a swift 
rhythm on the ride cymbal. Th e melody fl oats free of those specifi c cues, 
bluntly voiced by alto and trumpet. Th roughout the piece, rhythm exerts a 
powerful presence. But try to count measures: there are no defi ning down-
beats or upbeats. Still, the piece undoubtedly swings in a jazz sense—espe-
cially during Coleman’s solo (for example, at 2:01–2:21), where he holds his 
rhythmic authority in reserve, suggesting swing without emphasizing it.

Although “Lonely Woman” has no underlying chord progression, the per-
formance is harmonically interesting, from the octaves played by alto and 
trumpet to the two sections of the tune, each indicating a diff erent harmonic 
sphere. Of particular interest is the creative bass playing by Haden, who im-
plies major and minor key changes, augmenting the overall drama as he lags 
behind, doubles, or anticipates Coleman’s phrases. Note that toward the end 
of the fi nal chorus (4:02), Cherry hits a clinker. Coleman once said that it 
wasn’t until he made mistakes that he knew he was on the right track. When-
ever two or more musicians perform together, harmony is created, which 
means that in almost any context some notes will fi t and others won’t. 
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ORNETTE COLEMAN
Ornette Coleman, alto saxophone; Don Cherry, cor-
net; Charlie Haden, bass; Billy Higgins, drums 
■ Label: The Shape of Jazz to Come, Atlantic SD 

1317; The Shape of Jazz to Come (Rhino UPC-
075678133923)

■ Date: 1959
■ Style: avant-garde
■ Form: loose A A B A

What to listen for:
■ A A B A form without its usual rhythmic 

structure
■ octave playing by Coleman and Cherry
■ Coleman’s simple, throaty timbre
■ rhythm section freed from time-keeping

INTRODUCTION
 0:00    The drummer (Higgins) begin quietly tapping out a short motive on cymbals. On 

bass, Haden joins in with a resonant double stop (playing two strings at the same 
time).

 0:07   Higgins switches to a rapid accompaniment. As if in a slower rhythmic space, 
Haden simultaneously holds down a pedal tone with one string while soloing with 
the other.

CHORUS 1 (HEAD)
 0:18 A  Coleman and Cherry enter, playing the melody in octaves. Like the bass line, the 

melody fl oats rhythmically above the drum accompaniment.

 0:30  Coleman plays a short, plaintive reply. The bass falls to the dominant.

 0:34  The two horns harmonize in parallel intervals.

 0:36   On the upper string of the bass, Haden temporarily changes the harmony from 
minor to major. The mode changes back to minor when the horns reenter.

 0:43 A Coleman and Cherry repeat the melody.

 0:55  As Coleman plays his plaintive reply, Haden doubles him on the bass.

 1:03  On the last phrase, Coleman rises to a bluesy wail.

 1:08 B  Over a new harmony, Coleman repeats a riff-like phrase. Behind him, Cherry and 
Haden creep upward chromatically, their background line accentuated by drum 
strokes.

 1:16   Underneath Coleman’s last phrase, the drum plays with richer timbres while the 
bass shifts to the dominant.

 1:20 A  A drum stroke signals the return to the tonic harmony and the free-fl oating 
melody.

CHORUS 2
 1:46 A  (indeterminate length) Coleman plays simple, bluesy phrases, unaffected by the 

rising chromatic line Haden suggests behind him.

 2:01   As his emotional temperature begins to rise, Coleman’s tone becomes rough and 
uneven.

 2:08   He moves to a harder-swinging rhythmic feeling, evoking a cry of “whoo!” from 
one of the musicians.

 2:21 B  The bridge is signaled by the return of the rising chromatic line in the trumpet, 
doubled erratically by the bass.

 2:31  At the end of the bridge, the harmony and Coleman’s line focus on the dominant.

 2:33 A  With a dramatic return to the tonic, Coleman leads the group back to the A sec-
tion. Haden, playing double stops, holds the bottom note in a pedal point while 
moving the upper voice up and down chromatically.

 2:49  Rising in intensity, Coleman’s line reaches its climax.

3.12
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Free Jazz and Harmolodics
Coleman worked on two important projects at the close of 1960. On De-
cember 19 and 20, he participated in Gunther Schuller’s Th ird Stream album 
Jazz Abstractions, as a featured soloist on “Abstraction” and “Variants on a 
Th eme of Th elonious Monk.” Th ese twelve-tone compositions by Schuller 
(see Chapter 12) present Coleman’s improvisations in the context of strict 
notation. He’s backed by an ensemble of seven strings and a few other jazz 
musicians—notably, Eric Dolphy on bass clarinet.

On the 21st, Coleman returned to the same studio with what he called his 
Double Quartet, made up of his own group and some of the Schuller person-
nel, including Dolphy. Th is group recorded Free Jazz, an immensely infl u-
ential work that off ered, intentionally or not, a strong counterstatement to 
the concerto format represented by Jazz Abstractions. In Free Jazz, the entire 
ensemble was free to shape the thirty-seven-minute performance, although 
introductory sections were composed, and an order created for solos, duets, 
and broader collective improvisations. Th e composition comes to life in the 
give-and-take among the musicians, as they listen to each other and respond 
accordingly.

For all the fuss caused by Free Jazz, Coleman had by no means abandoned 
notation. Indeed, the rest of his career can be seen as an attempt to juggle 
the fastidious kind of composition represented by Schuller’s work and the 
spontaneity of free improvisation. In working out a theory in which both 
approaches could coexist, Coleman coined a word, “harmolodic”—a contrac-
tion of harmony, movement, and melody, and a catch-phrase to character-
ize his take on ensemble music, written and improvised. One abiding aspect 
of harmolodic music is the idea that musicians may improvise register, even 
when their parts are notated. Th ey may transpose written phrases to any key 
or octave while maintaining the music’s melodic integrity.

In exploring the harmolodic landscape, Coleman composed music for 
string quartet, woodwind octet, symphony orchestra, rock bands, and other 
groups. He played trumpet and violin in addition to alto, deriving from them 
his own “unschooled” timbres. In 1972, he recorded his most elaborate piece, 
Skies of America, with the London Symphony Orchestra. Although the piece 
was conceived to combine symphony orchestra and his own ensemble, Cole-

CHORUS 3
 2:54 A The two horns return to the melody in octaves.

 3:17 A

 3:41 B

 3:47  Cherry hits high notes, followed by quick descending blurs.

 3:53 A

 4:02  At one point, Cherry hits the wrong pitch.

CODA
 4:19  The two horns combine to play bluesy wails.

 4:25  Coleman holds out his last note; underneath, Cherry adds low, breathy comments.

 4:32   The bass continues playing his double stops, rising chromatically until reaching 
the upper octave (at 4:42); he continues to play until the drums fi nally stop.
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416 ■ CHAPTER 15  THE AVANT-GARDE

man was forced by the record label to eliminate his band and appear instead as 
the only improvising soloist. In later concert performances, the piece emerged 
as intended; thanks to the harmolodic notion of free transposition and the 
free hand given Coleman’s band, it can never be played the same way twice.

A few years after debuting Skies of America, Coleman put together an elec-
tric band, Prime Time, which also performed pieces that were mostly notated. 
Th is ensemble came as an unexpected addition to the fusion movement, which 
combined jazz and rock (see Chapter 17); several of the sidemen, including 
guitarist James Blood Ulmer, electric bassist Jamaaladeen Tacuma, and drum-
mer Ronald Shannon Jackson, created off shoot bands that extended the idea 
of fusing diff erent musical idioms. Signifi cantly, Prime Time played some of 
the same themes created for Skies of America and Coleman’s acoustic band. 
Th rough all these varied settings, Coleman never compromised his unmistak-
able sound.

■ CECIL TAYLOR (b. 1929)
While the leaders of bop served similar apprenticeships in big bands and de-
veloped styles that were suffi  ciently alike to allow them to perform and record 
together, the avant-garde’s primary creators represent divergent backgrounds. 
Of the three main avant-garde leaders, only John Coltrane served his appren-
ticeship in jazz. Ornette Coleman’s background, as we have seen, included 
rhythm and blues. Cecil Taylor’s involved classical music. Signifi cantly, they 
never performed in the same group, although Coltrane recorded once with 
Taylor and once with Coleman’s sidemen.

Taylor was the fi rst of the three to record as the leader of his own ensemble 
and the last to earn widespread recognition. He had his supporters, and his 
virtuoso keyboard attack was never much doubted; but detractors, weighing 
his music against the prevailing styles, questioned his ability to swing, play 
blues, and otherwise function in the conventional bop-derived jazz idiom. 

Like Coleman’s, his approach was so startling that even 
when he recorded standard songs, he made them all 
but unrecognizable.

His personal style also put listeners off . Like classi-
cal recitalists, Taylor never speaks onstage, though he 
often begins his concerts by reciting his poetry (not 
always audibly) as a kind of prelude to the music. More 
alienating is the length of his performances: concerts 
of three and more hours were, at least in his early years, 
not uncommon. Uniquely, he never performs the same 
work twice. Notoriously obsessive about practicing, he 
once had his ensemble rehearse for a year in order to 
perform one concert and make one recording—and 
the pieces were then retired.

Taylor has courted controversy throughout his ca-
reer, arguing that since the musician prepares, the au-
dience ought to prepare as well. Th is attitude has been 
criticized as arrogant, yet “preparation” is commonplace 
in attempting to understand other kinds of avant-
garde art. Listeners with experience in modern clas-
sical music frequently fi nd Taylor’s music more acces-
sible than jazz fans. Th is irks Taylor, who sees himself 

Prime Time

Cecil Taylor attacked the piano 
as though it consisted of eighty-
eight tuned drums, but could 
also be lyrical and romantically 
expansive. Despite his astonish-
ing technique, he confounded 
the jazz audience for decades. 
New York, 1970s.
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in the tradition of the jazz pianist-composers he admires, among them Duke 
Ellington, Bud Powell, Th elonious Monk, Lennie Tristano, Erroll Garner, 
and Horace Silver—each famous for his percussive style. Taylor takes that 
percussiveness to an unparalleled extreme. He is said to treat the piano as if it 
consisted of eighty-eight tuned drums.

Early Years
Cecil Taylor grew up on Long Island, New York, the son of educated Afri-
can Americans whose own mothers were full-blooded Indian (Kiowa and 
Cherokee). His mother, a pianist, encouraged him to take up the instrument 
at fi ve, the same year she took him to see Chick Webb’s swing band at the 
Apollo Th eater in Manhattan, an intoxicating event. A defi ning moment of 
his childhood was her death, when Taylor was fourteen. He developed an 
ulcer that year and grew increasingly introverted and devoted to music, study-
ing percussion in addition to piano. In 1951, he enrolled at the New England 
Conservatory; there he grew resentful of the lack of respect accorded African 
and African American culture, which he recognized as a resource for much 
avant-garde music.

During summers and vacations, Taylor occasionally found work in jazz 
bands (including one led by Ellington’s alto saxophonist Johnny Hodges), 
but those jobs were of short duration. One bandleader said he took pity on 
Taylor because he couldn’t play the blues. Still, in 1956, shortly after graduat-
ing from the New England Conservatory, he convinced the Five Spot to hire 
his quartet—a six-week engagement that turned the neighborhood bar into a 
home for futuristic jazz—and recorded Jazz Advance.

Taylor’s group included Steve Lacy, the fi rst important soprano saxophon-
ist in jazz since Sidney Bechet (Chapter 4), who until he hooked up with 
Taylor usually worked in Dixieland and swing bands; Lacy later became a 
prominent fi gure in the avant-garde. Th e rhythm section combined a classi-
cally trained bassist (Buell Neidlinger) with a self-taught drummer (Dennis 
Charles), whose inexperience pleased Taylor. Like Coleman, Taylor required 
malleable musicians who could follow him into new territory. For Jazz Ad-
vance, the band recorded intense versions of songs by Monk and Cole Porter, 
but the highlights were original compositions that suggested a free-form ato-
nality and ferocious rhythmic attack.

On the basis of that album, Taylor’s quartet was invited to play at the 1957 
Newport Jazz Festival, where he received respectful if somewhat uncompre-
hending notices. Other record sessions and engagements followed, but the 
public remained indiff erent, and Taylor took day jobs to support himself. As 
of 1960, he was regarded as one of several forward-thinking musicians who 
played mostly in Greenwich Village, exploring the spacier precincts of mod-
ern jazz and not yet the leader of a movement.

A turning point came the next year, as he began to work with more accom-
plished musicians who hastened his break with the last vestiges of tradition. 
Th ese included tenor saxophonist Archie Shepp, who later recorded with 
Coltrane and made an important series of politically outspoken avant-garde 
recordings, and two musicians who played critical roles in Taylor’s music: 
alto saxophonist Jimmy Lyons, who worked with him for twenty-fi ve years, 
and drummer Sonny Murray, who worked with him for only a few years but 
profoundly infl uenced his approach to rhythm.

Jazz Advance
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Unit Structures
Rather than writing conventional scores, Taylor preferred an arcane system 
of sketches, fragments, codes, and arrows. He did not, however, provide his 
musicians with these scores. Instead, he played episodes on the piano, which 
the musicians picked up by ear and developed by way of improvisation. As he 
explained it:

Th e eyes are really not to be used to translate symbols that are at best an ap-
proximation of sounds. It’s a division of energy and another example of West-
ern craziness. When you ask a man to read something, you ask him to take part 
of the energy of making music and put it somewhere else. Notation can be used 
as a point of reference, but the notation does not indicate music, it indicates a 
direction.
Taylor coined the term unit structures (also the title of a celebrated 1966 

album) as a means of describing his method. Rather than compose a single 
theme to spur improvised variations, he constructed his works out of mod-
ules, or units; the group worked through each unit in sequence. Because each 
unit was fl exible (the band could work it through quickly or expansively), the 
rehearsal of a particular piece could run ten minutes or an hour.

Jimmy Lyons, with his quick ear and particular affi  nity for Taylor’s method, 
became a kind of translator, interpreting Taylor’s fi gures on alto saxophone 
and showing the other musicians how to phrase and develop them. Lyons 
brought to Taylor’s music a vivid tie to the bebop past, through his timbre and 
phrasing. Sonny Murray, on the other hand, helped to trigger Taylor’s most 
radical departure from the past: a way of playing rhythm based not on a pre-
set meter, but on the energy level of the performance. In Ornette Coleman’s 
music, the usual 4/4 patterns disappear, yet the rhythm section still plays a 
supportive role, maintaining a pulse that suggests swing. Working with Mur-
ray, Taylor intensifi ed the level of interaction with the drums, so that rhythm 
followed from the force of the band’s energy. Th e center of that force could be 
the piano or the drummer or another soloist.

Not surprisingly, Taylor performed duets with many drummers, from 
bebop innovator Max Roach to John Coltrane’s mainstay, Elvin Jones, to 
major avant-garde drummers around the world. After he and Murray parted, 
Taylor developed his second closest association (after Lyons) with the drum-
mer Andrew Cyrille, who had played and studied every kind of jazz drum-
ming; he worked with Taylor from 1964 to 1975, and then formed his own 
Taylor-infl uenced ensemble. Cyrille explained Taylor’s process:

We had a magical dialogue. Th is kind of improvising is a matter of very close 
listening and trading of information. It’s like a game. We put forth sounds, 
ideas, rhythms, and melodic fragments that turn into much longer statements, 
and we surprise each other with replies and continue to evolve within the dia-
logue. It can be endless. And when we decide to resolve what’s happening, it’s 
as though we’ve fi nished a conversation. We have grown, matured, to some 
degree even mellowed.
Taylor’s rhythmic attack was an example of his fundamental diff erences 

with Coleman. Both musicians were emotional, but if Coleman wore his 
heart on his sleeve, Taylor was virtuosic and intellectual. Coleman avoided 
the piano, developed his theories outside the framework of the educated tra-
dition, perfected a raw timbre descended from the roots of African American 

Jimmy Lyons/Sonny Murray

Andrew Cyrille
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music, and eventually employed relatively conventional notation and a dance-
beat fusion he called Dancing in Your Head. Taylor emphasized the piano’s 
drum-like quality, studied modern classical theory and atonality, avoided any 
kind of conventional notation (even in his several big bands), and turned to 
dance in the tradition of ballet—he even collaborated on a project with the 
great dancer Mikhail Baryshnikov.

Taylor’s particular kind of emotional commitment is evident in his method 
as a performer, which has been captured in several fi lms. His hands work so 
quickly they become a blur, as he produces great cascades of sound. He pum-
mels the keyboard with both hands, occasionally using the fl at of his palm 
or his elbows. In the more meditative passages, he seems to pluck the keys, 
judging the particular sound of each one, producing delicate melodies that 
echo nineteenth-century Romanticism.

“Bulbs”
In 1961, under the aegis of Gil Evans, Taylor assembled a quintet to record 
“Bulbs,” a summation of everything he had achieved in the fi rst stage of his 
career. From the fi rst notes, we hear how fi gures introduced on the piano are 
quickly echoed by the other instruments. Th e blend of two saxophones is 
characteristic of Taylor, especially at 0:54, where they are voiced in thirds to 
suggest the driving edge of a big-band reed section.

Harmonically, the piece demonstrates a variety of approaches, from tradi-
tional triad harmonies to whole-tone and pentatonic scales to free passages. 
Taylor’s melodic units are often subtle, yet by following their appearances and 
reappearances (note the nine motives or thematic riff s, A–I), we fi nd that the 
overall work has an integral unity that may not be apparent at fi rst. Taylor’s 
piano solo introduces and develops particular fi gures, which he later reprises 
in accompanying the saxophonists. His percussive attack, chord clusters (dis-
sonant chords with closely spaced notes), and melodic/rhythmic patterns ani-
mate the entire performance.

Lyons’s solo is startling in its wit and historical fi nesse. Despite Taylor’s 
accompanying dissonances, his initial phrase has the fl uid feeling and warm 
timbre associated with Charlie Parker. His responsiveness to Taylor produces 
a whimsical moment at 3:12, when he quotes a phrase from Franz von Sup-
pé’s Poet and Peasant Overture—a fragment known to many for its use in 
Looney Tunes cartoons. In the last minute, motives seem to multiply in a 
burst of polyphony that suggests, however distantly, an avant-garde take on 
New Orleans traditionalism.
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CECIL TAYLOR ORCHESTRA
Jimmy Lyons, alto saxophone; Archie Shepp, tenor 
saxophone; Cecil Taylor, piano; Henry Grimes, bass; 
Sonny Murray, drums
■ Label: Into the Hot: The Gil Evans Orchestra, Im-

pulse! A(S)9, 12922; Mixed (GRP 270)
■ Date: 1961
■ Style: avant-garde
■ Form: Taylor’s unit structures

       

What to listen for:
■ jazz improvisation without a set structure
■ fi gures introduced in the piano echoed by 

other instruments
■ Taylor’s percussive piano playing, with dense 

chord clusters
■ Lyons’s solo, quoting von Suppé

HEAD
 0:00  A short piano arpeggio by Taylor leads to a chromatic line played by the saxophones. 

Grimes bows a few dissonant notes on bass.

 0:08   A two-note motive frames dense, dissonant piano chords, moving up and down the 
chromatic scale. We will label this motive A.

 0:11  Taylor plays a chord with a distinct harmony, answered briefl y by the saxophones.

 0:15  After a slight pause, the band erupts into an arching phrase in the whole-tone scale. It’s 
followed by dark chords over a rumbling oscillation in Taylor’s left hand.

 0:21  The whole-tone scale returns, only to be interrupted by a rising chromatic line that sug-
gests a cadence (motive B).

 0:27  Another whole-tone phrase is followed by more bass rumbling. Shepp briefl y improvises 
on tenor saxophone.

 0:42  Taylor plays a melodic fragment, then repeats it.

 0:47  Shepp improvises over a dissonant chord.

 0:54  The band is suddenly roused into a more rhythmic groove. Over a bass and piano 
ostinato, the saxophones harmonize in thirds.

 1:05  Over a whole-tone riff, Taylor plays a Latin-based melody. When he repeats it, he shifts 
it upward.

 1:19  In a faster tempo, the piano and saxophones play an intricate riff accompanied by a 
descending bass line.

 1:26  The horns repeat the melody while Taylor improvises freely.

 1:33  Chaos ensues, as each instrument goes in its own direction.

 1:41  Taylor plays dissonant chord clusters up and down the keyboard.

PIANO SOLO (TAYLOR)
 1:45  The texture thins out; the bass begins to walk.

 1:51  Taylor plays a back-and-forth pattern (motive C).

 1:57   He switches to shorter patterns. Each new pattern tends to be repeated before being 
discarded for a new one.

 2:01  Taylor plays two-note clusters, followed by an octave riff (motive D) by Shepp. He fol-
lows it with several more patterns.

 2:18  One passage begins with the rhythm for motive C before dissolving into chromatic 
chaos.

 2:22  Shepp distantly echoes Taylor’s ideas.

 2:29  Taylor reintroduces motive A.

 2:32  Behind Taylor, Shepp enters with a riff fi gure (motive E).

 2:42   Shepp enters with another riff fi gure (motive F), followed by a return of motive A.

3.13
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ALTO SAXOPHONE SOLO (LYONS)
 2:51  Lyons improvises, accompanied by Taylor’s aggressively dissonant piano chords.

 3:00   In his comping, Taylor revisits motives A and C; these ideas penetrate Lyons’s 
improvisation.

 3:12  Lyons briefl y quotes von Suppé’s Poet and Peasant Overture.

 3:19  As the harmony passes through the whole-tone scale, Shepp plays motive D.

 3:25  After Taylor plays motive A, his comping becomes more dense and polyrhythmic, spur-
ring Lyon to new levels of intensity.

 3:37  Shepp reenters with motive E.

 3:48  A return of motive A leads to a repetition of motive E.

 3:59  A return to the whole-tone scale and motive D.

 4:06  A fi nal Shepp riff is based on motive B.

TENOR SAXOPHONE SOLO (SHEPP)
 4:10  Shepp begins his solo. His tone is warm, rich, and somewhat indistinct in pitch.

 4:16  Taylor again includes motives A and C in his accompaniment.

 4:36  Shepp’s improvisation hints at motive F.

 4:42  Taylor foregrounds motive C.

 4:49  In response to Taylor’s new harmony, Shepp plays motive F.

 4:59  Taylor’s accompaniment becomes sharper and more percussive, creating a call and re-
sponse with Shepp’s saxophone.

 5:21  A return to motive A.

 5:39  Taylor reintroduces motive B; as Shepp and (eventually) Grimes join in, the tempo 
grinds to a halt.

HEAD (abridged)
 5:45  The band returns to the sequence fi rst heard at 0:16, beginning with the arching whole-

tone phrase and concluding with motive B.

 5:58  After a brief pause, the band returns to the opening chromatic melody.

CODA
 6:06  Taylor plays a questioning piano melody (motive G), rising to an unresolved dissonance. 

It’s imitated with near exactitude fi rst by the unaccompanied alto saxophone, then by 
the tenor.

 6:13  The alto and tenor play a riff (motive H) accompanied by occasional sharp piano 
chords.

 6:19  Entirely unaccompanied, the two horns play a fi nal, concluding riff (motive I).

 6:21   The two saxophones and piano overlap motives G, H, and I in an intricate polyphonic 
texture.

 6:28  As the polyphony reaches its climax, Murray adds a brief roll on drums.

 6:34  The polyphonic texture dies down, and the instruments briefl y regather on 
motive I.

 6:37  As the bowed bass and tenor saxophone hold out a note, Taylor and Lyons trade short, 
percussive patterns. 
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Mature Taylor
Taylor recorded “Bulbs” at a time when his professional fortunes were at ebb 
tide. His records did not sell, and audiences were put off  by the nonstop fury 
of his live appearances. In 1962, he left for Copenhagen, where he performed 
with the young saxophonist Albert Ayler (see below) and recorded his trio, 
with Lyons and Murray. Th ese performances represented his most forceful 
incursion into rhythmic freedom to date. Back in America, Taylor found little 
work and made no records for four years. In 1966, he recorded two of his 
most admired ensemble albums, Unit Structures and Conquistador! Th ese were 
followed by another long silence, as he embarked on several years of teaching 
at colleges in the Midwest.

In 1973, he returned to New York and released a self-produced album, 
Spring of Two Blue J’s, a work (conceived half for solo piano and half for his 
quartet) that signaled a new maturity. Th e solo section in particular suggested 
an emotional coherence and generosity new to his music. Over the next sev-
eral years, Taylor garnered awards, grants, critical renown, and a cult audi-
ence, especially in Europe; in 1988, a festival was devoted to him in Berlin, 
resulting in more than a dozen albums, including works for large orchestra. 
He now played the major jazz clubs and continued to perform internation-
ally as a recitalist (for example, Air Above Mountains, For Olim, Willisau Con-
cert), and as leader of bands of various sizes (3 Phasis, Dark to Th emselves, Th e 
Owner of the River Bank), attracting a growing coterie of musicians and fans. 
He remains a symbol of the avant-garde innovator at his most unbowed and 
uncompromising.

Willisau Concert, “Part 3”
Taylor’s piano recitals usually consist of a long work created for the event, fol-
lowed by brief encores. His performance in Willisau, Switzerland, is one of 
his most impressive and lucid, showing off  his theme-and-variations method 
as applied to the units that comprise the fi nished piece. Th e main piece con-
sists of two movements totaling little more than an hour, and it’s followed 
by three encores, averaging ninety seconds each. Th e fi rst encore (“Part 3”), 
discussed here, is a capsule example of Taylor’s vivacious keyboard style, ex-
emplifying his virtuosity and organizational coherence.

Taylor begins with a fi ve-note motive and in a very brief time explores sev-
eral tonal centers while ranging over the entire breadth of the keyboard. His 
use of space and contrast underscores the drama, setting off  a characteristi-
cally explosive passage (at 0:42) when the notes cascade down from the treble 
range at great speed. He employs dissonance, but contrasts those episodes 
with consonant harmonies. Th e details are carefully articulated. Playfulness 
governs the temperament of this etude-like piece, which, despite its brevity, 
feels complete and satisfying.
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CECIL TAYLOR, PIANO
■ Label: The Willisau Concert, Intakt 072
■ Date: 2000 (Willisau Jazz Festival, Switzerland)
■ Style: avant-garde
■ Form: Taylor’s unit structures

What to listen for:
■ the “Willisau chord” and consonant harmo-

nies in the midst of dissonance
■ Taylor’s playful ranging over the entire key-

board

 0:00 Taylor begins with a simple motive: fi ve notes, spread out over several octaves.

 0:05  He repeats the motive, with variations; when he pauses momentarily, you can hear him 
humming.

 0:13  With sudden rhythmic movements, Taylor repeats a chord that sounds like the 
dominant.

 0:22  He begins quietly exploring a new chord (which we will call the “Willisau chord”), 
combining dissonant notes over a minor triad. This chord is occasionally interrupted by 
dense chord clusters and bass rumblings.

 0:29  Taylor moves the chord down chromatically.

 0:31  After a brief pause, he begins spreading the chord out over the keyboard. Once again, 
he moves downward chromatically.

 0:37  The harmony changes to a new chord, somewhat closer to the dominant sound of 0:14.

 0:40   The left hand rises with an emphatic octave run.

 0:42  Suddenly the texture changes. Beginning in the uppermost register, Taylor uses both 
hands to alternate chords in a dizzyingly fast array of complex chromatic chords, de-
scending across the entire keyboard.

 0:46  Having reached the bottom of the keyboard, he starts once again at the top. A few sec-
onds later, he does so again.

 0:50  The dissonant chords are replaced by the dominant chord, split between notes in the 
right hand and loud, percussive octaves in the left.

 0:54  Suddenly we return to the Willisau chord. As at 0:32, it’s spread across the keyboard 
and descends chromatically.

 1:02  The bass continues to drop, revealing a new chord that offers a point of contrast.

 1:09  Taylor moves rapidly back and forth between loud chord clusters in the bass and in the 
upper register.

 1:12  Returning to the Willisau chord, he once again moves down chromatically.

 1:21  A sudden loud percussive outburst in the bass shuts the piece down.

THE NEW THING
Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor emerged as core fi gures in a much larger 
faction that divided the jazz world in half, generating strident brickbats on 
both sides. Many critics dismissed avant-garde jazz as political music, and in-
deed its musicians over the years did associate themselves with various causes, 
from civil rights and anti–Vietnam War to Black Power, Marxism, mysticism, 
and pacifi sm. Its proponents sometimes characterized the New Th ing, as it 
was most often called in the middle-1960s, as “people’s music,” although it 
alienated far more people than it attracted.

Th e most charismatic fi gure of the era was John Coltrane, who, as we saw 
in Chapter 14, commanded respect at the outset for having proved himself 

3.14
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a master of the bop idiom. Unintentionally, Coltrane became an unoffi  cial 
referee between certifi ed jazz masters, like himself, who embraced the avant-
garde and provocateurs whose radical styles generated contempt. Th e contrast 
can be seen in the work of two dominant saxophonists, Eric Dolphy and 
Albert Ayler.

■ ERIC DOLPHY (1928–1964)
Eric Dolphy, a virtuoso alto saxophonist, fl utist, and bass clarinetist, was born 
in Los Angeles, where he played in dance bands in the late 1940s and jammed 
with local and visiting musicians, including Charles Mingus. Dolphy attracted 
little attention until 1958, when he came to New York as a member of drum-

mer Chico Hamilton’s quintet, which also included a cellist. 
A year later, he began an on-and-off -again association with 
Mingus, lasting until shortly before Dolphy’s death from 
heart failure and diabetes. In 1960, he appeared on Cole-
man’s Free Jazz; in 1961, he toured Europe as a member of 
Coltrane’s band, appearing on several of his albums, includ-
ing Africa/Brass and Live at the Village Vanguard.

During his brief time in the sun, Dolphy made many re-
cords, often with another tragic fi gure of the period, trum-
peter Booker Little, who died of uremia at twenty-three, 
including a series of discs taped during their engagement at 
the Five Spot. As noted earlier, Dolphy was also affi  liated 
with the Th ird Stream. He performed works by classical 
composers (including the infl uential Edgard Varèse), and 
single-handedly made the bass clarinet a signifi cant instru-
ment in jazz.

Dolphy built his style on bebop, but stretched its harmo-
nies and his own timbre into areas of extreme dissonance. 
Although he played fl ute with a centered pitch, he favored 
a vocalized and strident sound on alto saxophone and bass 
clarinet, which gave his robust, chromatic phrases an elec-

trifying immediacy. Dolphy’s liberal approach to intonation refl ects the infl u-
ence of Coleman, but his evident control of intonation also made it more pal-
atable to skeptics like Mingus. As an interpreter of Mingus’s music, Dolphy 
helped to maneuver Mingus closer to the avant-garde fold. His key albums 
include Live! At the Five Spot, Out Th ere (accompanied by drums, bass, and 
cello), Out to Lunch, and Last Date.

■ ALBERT AYLER (1936–1970)
Albert Ayler exploded on the scene with a musical style so extreme that ob-
servers competed to fi nd suitable metaphors. Th e poet Ted Joans likened Ay-
ler’s tenor saxophone sound to “screaming the word ‘FUCK’ in Saint Patrick’s 
cathedral on a crowded Easter Sunday.” Writer Amiri Baraka (aka LeRoi 
Jones) described his childlike melodies as “coonish churchifi ed chuckle tunes,” 
and critic Dan Morgenstern compared his group to “a Salvation Army band 
on LSD.”

Th e subject of these tributes was born in Cleveland, where he studied alto 
saxophone for over a decade, beginning at age seven. In his teens, he worked 

Eric Dolphy, seen here in the 
1960s, popularized the bass 
clarinet while also playing alto 
saxophone and fl ute, bringing 
an energetic, conservatory level 
of virtuosity to the avant-garde.
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with rhythm and blues bands, then joined the army, at 
which time he switched to tenor saxophone (he later 
added soprano as well). While stationed in France, Ayler 
experimented with the tenor’s so-called hidden register—
the highest pitches, verging on caterwauling tempests that 
few saxophonists knew how to control. Although he con-
tinued to perform in the bop idiom for a few years, he 
felt stifl ed by the harmonies and rhythms. Sitting in with 
Cecil Taylor in Copenhagen in 1962 helped to liberate his 
instincts.

Ayler soon returned to the United States with a trio 
(bass and drums), and in 1964 issued an album that, among 
other things, transformed a tiny label created to spread 
the international language of Esperanto, ESP-Disk, into 
a major source for avant-garde jazz. Th e album, Spiritual 
Unity, was both cheered and ridiculed. Ayler’s huge sound 
evoked lusty hysteria. His room-fi lling timbre, ripe with 
opulent overtones, sounds as if he is playing two or three 
notes at a time (multiphonics). His rejection of musical 
gestures that might link him to conventional jazz off ended 
some and infl uenced others, including Coltrane, who in-
sisted that he learned as much from Ayler as Ayler did from him, an impor-
tant endorsement.

In a span of barely eight years, 1962 to 1970, Ayler went through several 
stylistic changes, at one point focusing on composition almost to the exclu-
sion of improvisation; one of his groups included a front line of saxophone, 
violin, and trumpet (his brother Donald), and played waltzes and other works 
that suggested classical music. In the end, he reluctantly tried to reach the 
rock audience with a fl ower-power brand of fusion. Its failure exacerbated an 
already present despondency, and he died, a suicide, at thirty-four.

“Ghosts”
“Ghosts” was Ayler’s signature theme, recorded by him many times in diff er-
ent contexts. On his fi rst important album, Spiritual Unity, two of the four se-
lections are alternate versions of this piece. “Ghosts” combines three primary 
elements in Ayler’s music: old-time religious fervor, marching, and simple, 
singable melodies. In his early versions of the piece, the theme statement is 
followed by a free improvisation. By the time Ayler performed this 1966 ver-
sion, he was leading a fi ve-piece ensemble that aimed for total group music.

Th ere are no solos, although Ayler’s powerful sound occasionally domi-
nates the performance. Nor is the theme stated with unequivocal clarity. 
Rather, the musicians play around it, each contributing to the interpretation 
without really spelling it out. Th e result might be considered an example of 
musical trompe l ’oeil—the art of illusion. After an authoritative opening, the 
instruments splinter away from the center. If we listen closely, noting the 
individual contributions, the performance seems incoherent, a jumble of scat-
tered sounds that sporadically meet to convey the tune. But if we step back, 
listening at a distance, it’s all perfectly logical. Th ese musicians work together 
so closely that each one knows how to minimally fi ll out the canvas without 
overwhelming it.

Just as audiences had begun to 
accept the avant-garde of the 
early 1960s, along came tenor 
saxophonist Albert Ayler (seen 
here in 1968), who raised the 
bar, playing hair-raising improvi-
sations on simple tunes. 
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426 ■ CHAPTER 15  THE AVANT-GARDE

Th e performance consists of three sections: an introduction, a collective 
interpretation of the theme, and a coda. Th ough “Ghosts” never swings in a 
traditional jazz sense, it never lacks for strong rhythms. In one passage (1:09–
1:22), the performance suggests a kind of Scottish dance. Elsewhere, we hear 
the insistence of a march, accenting the fi rst beat of each measure; the mar-
tial aspect is underscored by a bugle call in the coda. Most surprising is the 
nostalgic quality of the piece, especially as it concludes. Th e performance cuts 
against the grain of convention, but it leaves us with the conventional feelings 
generated by folk music—the vague recognition that we’ve heard this before.
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ALBERT AYLER QUINTET
Albert Ayler, tenor saxophone; Don Ayler, trumpet; 
Michel Samson, violin; William Foxwell, bass; Beaver 
Harris, drums
■ Label: HatMUSICS 3500; Lörrach, Paris, 1966 

(hatOLOGY 573)
■ Date: 1966
■ Style: avant-garde
■ Form: idiosyncratic

What to listen for:
■ phrases of the tune: A, B, C, and D
■ march rhythms coinciding with chaos
■ ecstatic multiphonics

INTRODUCTION
 0:00  Ayler begins with a simple diatonic phrase, fl uffi ng the highest note. His phrase, slow 

and with much rubato, is echoed by the trumpet and supported by the bowed bass.

 0:04  Over repeated double stops in the violin, Ayler plays intense, distorted sounds in his 
upper register.

 0:09  Ayler stops; the violinist gradually slows to a halt.

 0:13  Ayler plays simple melodies in a major key, loosely doubled by the trumpet.

 0:27  The violinist plays chords that are deliberately out of tune.

 0:33  All the instruments join in a loose polyphonic texture.

THE TUNE
 0:41  Ayler and the trumpet suddenly shift to a brisk tempo, joined by the drum set. The mel-

ody they play is the opening phrase of “Ghosts” (A). Around it, the violinist and bassist 
add their own melodies and rhythms.

 0:47  Ayler repeats the melody, occasionally adding counterpoint.

 0:54  They begin a new phrase of the tune (B), setting a fi rm tempo that is not matched by 
any of the other instruments.

 0:58  The trumpet continues the melody while Ayler harmonizes above it.

 1:02  They repeat B.

 1:09  On another repetition of B, Ayler again harmonizes above, the melodic content suggest-
ing a Scottish dance.

 1:22  The tune slows to a stop.

 1:28  Ayler holds out a note, raising it through microtonal infl ections before allowing it to sag 
down again.

 1:33  Everything coalesces on a single note: the violinist saws back and forth on top of it.

3.15
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 1:38  Ayler returns to the mood of the introduction, adding rubato pentatonic phrases that are 
echoed by the other instruments.

 1:49  He reinitiates the tempo, beginning a new melodic phrase (C) marked by a more chro-
matic opening. The bassist follows with a similar line, while the drummer plays on the 
cymbals.

 1:57  As the trumpet moves to the next melody phrase (D), Ayler plays ecstatic squawks, al-
ternating between his gruff middle register and the extreme upper reaches of his horn. 
His intensity is matched by the drummer’s shift to the louder drums in his kit.

 2:05  The trumpet returns to the beginning of the tune (A).

 2:22  As Ayler and the trumpet harmonize loosely on the second melodic phrase (B), the 
drummer’s strokes become still louder while the violinist rapidly plays scales.

 2:30  The horns repeat B. The drums retreat, leaving the violin in the foreground.

 2:35  The trumpet slows down the tempo, ending on a dramatically held-out note.

 2:45  The violinist returns to playing double stops, accelerating in tempo.

CODA
 2:50  Ayler reenters with his introductory phrases.

 3:00  He ends with a phrase that sounds strikingly like a bugle call.

 3:08  At the end, the trumpet continues to hold out his last note after all the other instru-
ments have stopped; applause follows.

THREE PARADOXES
Th e avant-garde carried jazz to what musicians and other artists often refer 
to as the cutting edge—the last frontier of hip adventurousness. It ratcheted 
up the emotional expressiveness of music (unlike the classical avant-garde, 
which often preferred an extreme intellectualism, shorn of overt emotional 
content), but the audience reared in the swing and postswing eras found it 
loud, incoherent, and unappealing. Th eir children had an easier time with 
rock and roll.

Although the avant-garde eventually generated an international cult audi-
ence that supported the key fi gures, it was never going to be a commercially 
successful music. Cecil Taylor was nearly sixty years old when a MacArthur 
Foundation grant gave him his fi rst taste of fi nancial independence. Ornette 
Coleman (another MacArthur winner) supplemented his income with sev-
eral nonmusical ventures. Others followed the classical avant-garde into the 
academy, where they found teaching positions and students eager to learn 
their music. Th e popular outlook for jazz looked bleak in the late 1960s, as 
rock achieved a level of sophistication and excitement—melodic, danceable, 
verbally relevant—that attracted people who a decade earlier might have been 
drawn to jazz.

Given the avant-garde’s permanent outside status, it is worth contemplat-
ing three paradoxical aspects of its achievement: (1) for all the outrage it 
generated, the avant-garde engrossed and infl uenced many established musi-
cians; (2) despite its insistence on the New Th ing, the avant-garde turned out 
to be more inclusive than any previous jazz style; and (3) although it failed 
to fi nd popular or commercial acclaim, the avant-garde proved as durable as 
mainstream jazz.
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First Paradox: Older Musicians
Older musicians, who had already attained popular acceptance working in 
established idioms, found the lure of the cutting edge irresistible. Major jazz 
stars, including Sonny Rollins (Chapter 12), Charles Mingus (Chapter 13), 
Miles Davis, and John Coltrane (both Chapter 14), adjusted their perform-
ing styles to address techniques associated with the avant-garde. In every in-
stance, they overcame their own initial skepticism to explore the new musical 
freedoms.

Consider Coltrane. In 1958, he and a few other hard bop musicians ap-
peared as sidemen on Cecil Taylor’s album Hard Driving Jazz. Th e other mu-
sicians were appalled at Taylor’s procedures, but Coltrane was intrigued. In 
1960, Coltrane co-led, with Ornette Coleman’s trumpet player Don Cherry, an 
album issued as Th e Avant-Garde. Th e following year, he hired Eric Dolphy and 
recorded Live at the Village Vanguard, the breakthrough album that included 
the fi fteen-minute blues rant “Chasin’ the Trane.” And in 1965, he assembled 
eleven avant-garde musicians for the ultimate free-jazz blowout, Ascension.

Similarly, Sonny Rollins teamed with Don Cherry and Coleman-drummer 
Billy Higgins in 1962 to record Our Man in Jazz, a surprisingly witty session 
combining extended improvisation with interactive group dynamics; the next 
year, he toured Europe with Cherry. Although Rollins ultimately returned to 
a bop-based music, his serious fl irtation with the avant-garde left a lasting 
imprint—his timbre grew more expressive and his improvisational style more 
aggressive. His 1966 “East Broadway Run Down” is a classic example of his 
use of consecutive motives to shape his solos.

At the same time, lesser-known veteran musicians found that the avant-
garde created an environment suitable to their music. Working in the outer 
precincts of jazz, they had been ignored or derided as weird and lacking in se-
riousness. Th e avant-garde gave them validity; it shone a light on artists who 
created their own world yet remained invisible. For some, like the pianist and 
composer Herbie Nichols, the avant-garde came too late to earn them proper 
recognition; after his death, Nichols was honored as a prophet—a 1990s band 
called the Herbie Nichols Project devoted itself to his sly and thorny compo-
sitions. Others, like the brilliantly idiosyncratic pianist and composer Andrew 
Hill, were revitalized by the avant-garde; after a decade of obscurity, Hill 
went on to create a powerful body of work (his album Point of Departure is a 
benchmark of 1960s jazz) that continues to grow in stature.

■ SUN RA (1914–1993)
Th e most peculiar of these invisible men was a pianist, composer, and band-
leader who called himself Sun Ra. Born Herman Blount in Birmingham, 
Alabama, Sun Ra came to Chicago in the 1930s, touring with a college band 
and then leading his own group as Sonny Blount. During the war, he was 
imprisoned for two months after declaring himself a conscientious objector. 
In 1946, he worked with a rhythm and blues band before hiring on for a year 
as pianist for Fletcher Henderson—an important association that grounded 
him in the big-band tradition.

After studying black nationalism and Egyptian history, Blount created a 
cosmology involving the planet Saturn, renamed himself Sun Ra, and orga-
nized a band he called the Arkestra. His 1950s recordings are like no others 
in that era and were heard by only a few people, basically his followers in 
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Chicago. Th ey combined familiar and experimental jazz textures 
with rhythm and blues (including doo-wop singing), unusual 
time signatures (7/4 was a favorite), and electric instruments (he 
was one of the fi rst musicians to use electric piano and Moog 
synthesizer). Sun Ra and his acolytes, who included a broad mix-
ture of accomplished and untried musicians, privately pressed 
and distributed their records, both albums and singles, some of 
them recorded in a garage.

In 1961, Sun Ra brought his followers to New York, and by 
the mid-1960s he had found regular work in jazz clubs and at 
festivals; his elaborate theatrical presentation included singers, 
dancers, stage props, and bizarre costumes. Despite the fi nancial 
burden, he insisted on leading a big band, playing a repertory 
that acknowledged no boundaries between swing, avant-garde, 
pop (he played songs like “Hello, Dolly!”), classical music (he col-
laborated with composer John Cage), and fusion (see Chapters 
16–17). Increasingly celebrated as a visionary maverick, Sun Ra 
continued to tour the world until his death. Highlights among 
his dozens of albums are Jazz in Silhouette, Th e Heliocentric Worlds 
of Sun Ra, Atlantis, and When Angels Speak of Love.

Second Paradox: Openness to All Forms
Although critics routinely pilloried the avant-garde for rejecting settled jazz 
conventions, it ultimately proved to be the most inclusive form of jazz in 
history. Th e innovators of bop, for example, apprenticed in swing bands but 
played exclusively in their own modern styles as they became prominent; they 
never played Dixieland or attempted to create new versions of Jelly Roll Mor-
ton tunes. A later innovator, Miles Davis, constantly changed his perspective, 
but it was always focused on the future, never the past.

Yet the avant-garde, which seemed to incarnate the very defi nition of fu-
turism, welcomed every kind of musical infl uence and allusion. It brought 
instruments previously ignored or underemployed in jazz (bass clarinet, cello, 
tuba, wood fl utes, soprano and bass saxophone, exotic rhythm instruments, 
the African kalimba, and the Australian didgeridoo, among others) into the 
thick of things. Th e avant-garde was impatient with clichés, but not with his-
torical styles and achievements. Like Sun Ra, it refused to be limited to any 
one idiom, including avant-garde jazz.

Th e full canvas of avant-garde interests did not became apparent until a 
second generation of avant-garde musicians, most of them schooled in the 
Midwest, made names for themselves in the 1970s. For the fi rst time since 
the early days in New Orleans, these musicians came together as members 
of collectives (not unlike the New Orleans fraternal societies), which helped 
to arrange rehearsals, secure work, and encourage the creation of new music. 
One such organization, called BAG (Black Artists Group), arose in St. Louis. 
In Los Angeles, the composer and pianist Horace Tapscott organized the 
Underground Musicians’ Association. Several New York musicians, includ-
ing Cecil Taylor, Andrew Cyrille, and Archie Shepp, attempted to launch the 
Jazz and People’s Movement. Each of these organizations eventually failed, 
but one that didn’t was the infl uential AACM—the Association for the Ad-
vancement of Creative Musicians, which went on to produce concerts for 
more than four decades.

Pianist, composer, and band-
leader Sun Ra (seen here in the 
1970s) created a cosmology in 
which he came to Earth from 
Saturn, but his avant-garde 
Arkestra ran the gamut from 
doo-wop to “Hello, Dolly!”
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■ MUHAL RICHARD ABRAMS (b. 1930), AACM, 
and AEC
Th e AACM originated in Chicago as the brainchild of the 
pianist, composer, and bandleader Richard Abrams. A member 
of several of Chicago’s bop-based ensembles going back to the 
late 1940s, Abrams founded the Experimental Band in 1961, 
as a way of allowing musicians to write new music and hear it 
performed. In 1965, he and other musicians from the Experi-
mental Band launched the AACM, with Abrams as president, 
insisting that each member create original music. “We were not 
in the business of showcasing standards,” Abrams explained. 
Noting that jazz musicians played new music in the early years, 
he argued that the AACM “was just hooking up with the real 
tradition. Besides, there was so much talent, so much original-
ity, and we thought it should be encouraged.”

Abrams, a reticent but charismatic and resolute man, also 
insisted on high personal standards of morality and behavior; 
his quiet integrity inspired younger musicians to adopt his val-

ues. Th e saxophonist Joseph Jarman recalled, “Until I had the fi rst meeting 
with Richard Abrams, I was like all the rest of the ‘hip’ ghetto niggers; I was 
cool, I took dope, I smoked pot, etc. . . . In having the chance to work in 
the Experimental Band with Richard and the other musicians there, I found 
something with meaning/reason for doing.”

Jarman became a charter member of the most important band to emerge 
from the AACM, the Art Ensemble of Chicago (AEC), along with saxo-
phonist Roscoe Mitchell, trumpeter Lester Bowie, bassist Malachi Favors 
Maghostut, and drummer Famoudou Don Moye. Th e AEC popularized the 
use of “little instruments”—an array of bells, whistles, and drums that origi-
nated at AACM concerts as a way of incorporating African instruments. 
Hundreds of these little instruments, enough to cover the stage, generated a 
uniquely tintinnabulating suspense as the group focused on long meditative 
preludes of tinkling, shaking, and hand drumming before turning to the “big” 
instruments.

Th e AEC’s theatricality also extended to startling facial makeup and Les-
ter Bowie’s white lab coat, which became his trademark—an indication of the 
wit that animated his music. Concerts unfolded in an unbroken stream-of-
consciousness, climaxing with a hard-swinging number or blues. Th e AEC 
bannered its music with the motto “Great Black Music: From the Ancient 
to the Future,” and invariably fused elements of free improvisation, notated 
compositions, and a variety of rhythms, from extreme rubato to modern 
dance beats.

Bowie took the mix further with other bands, including Brass Fantasy and 
New York Organ Ensemble, creating an unlimited American jukebox with 
a repertory that included pop songs, swing themes, early rock and roll and 
country music hits, and hip-hop. Ironically, the AACM dictum to write new 
music triggered a generous investigation of repertory outside the usual jazz 
curricula. Th e most prolifi c of AACM artists, Anthony Braxton (see Chapter 
18), wrote hundreds of original pieces but also launched a series of In the Tra-
dition projects that reinvestigated the compositions of Charlie Parker.

Muhal Richard Abrams (1985), 
pianist and composer, created 
the hugely infl uential coopera-
tive AACM (Association for the 
Advancement of Creative Music) 
in Chicago, but found more ac-
claim in New York.

AEC members
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■  THE AACM IN NEW YORK: LEROY JENKINS (1932–2007) 
and HENRY THREADGILL (b. 1944)

Th ough AACM musicians began recording in 1966 (for an adventurous 
Chicago jazz and blues label, Delmark), they were largely ignored outside of 
Chicago for several years. Th e AEC began to attract attention in Paris dur-
ing a 1969 tour, but the real breakthrough came in 1976, when Abrams, who 
adopted the name Muhal, and other AACM musicians moved to New York. 
Suddenly, Muhal Richard Abrams seemed to be everywhere, recording for 
several labels (representative albums include Young at Heart / Wise in Time, 
Th e Hearinga Suite, and Blu Blu Blu) and performing an immense variety of 
concerts, from solo piano to big band.

Two other important AACM bands that took hold in New York were 
the Revolutionary Ensemble and Air. Violinist Leroy Jenkins created the 
former with bassist Sirone (born Norris Jones) and percussionist Jerome 
Cooper. Jenkins developed a distinctive timbre and style, combining classical 
and jazz techniques, and encouraged collective rubato improvisations, as in 
Th e People’s Republic. Sirone and Cooper developed solo bass and drum recit-
als, something unheard-of in jazz. After the Revolutionary Ensemble broke 
up in 1977, each member separately worked with Cecil Taylor.

Henry Th readgill led the trio Air, with bassist Fred Hopkins and drummer 
Steve McCall, in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Th readgill, an alto, tenor, and 
baritone saxophonist and fl utist, also built what he called the hubcapphone—
two tiers of hubcaps played with mallets. In addition to Th readgill’s rhythmi-
cally knotty originals, including a couple of tangos, Air played interpretations 
of Scott Joplin rags and Jelly Roll Morton piano pieces (Air Lore).

Th readgill later inaugurated a series of bands notable for the unpredict-
ability of his writing and unusual instrumentation. Among these were the 
Henry Th readgill Sextet (Rag, Bush and All), consisting of seven musicians 
(he counted the two percussionists as one component); Very Very Circus 
(Spirit of Nuff …Nuff ), with trombone, French horn, two electric guitars, and 
two tubas; Make a Move (Where’s Your Cup?), with guitar and accordion; and 
Zooid (Up Popped the Two Lips), with guitar, tuba, cello, and oud (a Middle 
Eastern type of lute).

Third Paradox: The Eternal Avant-Garde
By 1980, it was clear that the avant-garde, which had been accused of annihi-
lating the jazz audience, had no less staying power than swing or bop. Indeed, 
it had created its own tradition, with diff erent schools in Germany, Scandina-
via, Russia, England, and just about every place else where improvising musi-
cians congregated. It rescued American jazz from what many perceived to be 
popular compromises, but no longer circled its wagons around any particular 
approach. Th e idea of free jazz had come to mean not jazz without rules, but 
rather the freedom to play anything musicians can devise.

Th e musicians who gave jazz this freedom gathered in New York in the 
1970s, in one of the largest migrations since the height of bebop. Among them 
were three prominent saxophonists from St. Louis’s Black Artists Group: 
altos Julius Hemphill and Oliver Lake and baritone Hamiet Bluiett. Th ey ap-
peared in individual recitals, saxophone duets, and with groups of every size. 
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From California came tenor saxophonist and bass clarinetist David Murray 
(see below), alto saxophonist Arthur Blythe, fl utist James Newton, bassist 
Mark Dresser, and composer-trumpeter Butch Morris. Morris pioneered a 
form of big-band music he called “conductioning”: through a system of con-
ducting gestures, he was able to improvise orchestral pieces by spontaneously 
cuing the soloists and ensemble sections.

Th e infl ux of musicians spurred the need for new performing venues. Some 
important concerts took place in private homes, recalling the old days of New 
York rent parties. And several full-time concert spaces were created in loft 
apartments in New York’s largely abandoned warehouse district. As a result, 
the period became known as the Loft Era, and the variety of its music “loft 
jazz.”

THE LOFT ERA (1974–86)
Loft jazz created tremendous excitement in New York’s downtown area. New 
record labels, some of them owned by the musicians, documented the music, 
and a new audience heard it live in lofts, galleries, churches, and other spaces 
not usually associated with jazz. Th e Loft Era lasted for about twelve years; it 
ended as the established clubs and record labels began to accept these musi-
cians as part of mainstream jazz culture.

One landmark event was the opening in 1987 of the Knitting Factory, a 
large downtown venue that replaced the lofts and encouraged musicians to cut 
across discrete idioms and reach broader audiences. In 1994, the club moved 
to a larger space, three stories tall, where several performing spaces could op-
erate at the same time. Th e musicians who became Knitting Factory regulars 
had an immediate impact not only on jazz but on the entire arts community. 
One, the saxophonist and composer John Zorn, combined a background in 
the classical avant-garde and Jewish klezmer music, while guitarist James 
Blood Ulmer’s “harmolodic” bands meshed jazz with the sounds of Delta 
blues and country music.

A critical byword of the Loft Era was “eclecticism,” used to signal an en-
lightened approach to all styles of music. Th ese musicians fused jazz, pop, 
free improvisation, funk, sambas, Indian ragas, and anything else they found 
appealing. Drummer Beaver Harris, a baseball player in the Negro leagues 
before he turned to music, summed up the attitude with the name of his 
band, the 360 Degree Music Experience, and a recording, From Ragtime to 
No Time.

■ DAVID MURRAY (b. 1955)
If one musician came to represent the synthesis between the avant-garde and 
the jazz tradition it was saxophonist David Murray. Born in Oakland, Cali-
fornia, Murray came from a musical family, but one that disdained jazz. Th e 
Murray Family Band—mother on piano and directing, father on guitar, and 
three sons on reeds and percussion—played four nights a week and all day 
Sunday at the Missionary Church of God in Christ. A teacher introduced 
him to jazz, but he was not allowed to play it at home until his mother died, 
when he was thirteen. He promptly joined a local soul band, playing alto 
saxophone. After falling under the spell of Sonny Rollins, he switched to 
tenor and proceeded to explore the entire history of the tenor, memorizing 

Knitting Factory
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The Five Spot
The jazz club that embodied the transitions from be-
bop to avant-garde to loft jazz started out as a fam-
ily-operated bar on New York’s downtown Bowery. The 
owners, Iggy and Joe Termini, cared little about jazz, 
but in the middle 1950s a musician who held jam ses-
sions in his loft offered to hold the sessions in their bar 
if the Terminis would buy a piano. In 1956, the Five 
Spot played host to two important engagements. Alto 
saxophonist Phil Woods organized an all-star tribute to 
Charlie Parker and recorded it—the fi rst of many Live at 
the Five Spot albums. Then an unknown pianist, Cecil 
Taylor, began a long residency that attracted a following 
of painters, writers, actors, and musicians.

The room was unprepossessing, small and dark, with 
a bar along one wall and the stage at the rear. Filled with 
smoke and the bohemian chatter of artists and other 
regulars, it achieved national renown in 1957 when it 
presented a long engagement by Thelonious Monk’s 
quartet, featuring John Coltrane—the fi rst of several ex-
tended Monk appearances through 1962, averaging six 
to eight months a year. In 1959, the Five Spot became 
the focal point for the jazz world when it presented 
Ornette Coleman in his New York debut. Coleman held 
the stage for three months, frequently returning over 
the next few years. Other important engagements fea-
tured saxophonist Eric Dolphy, who recorded a series of 
albums there, and Charles Mingus.

In 1962, the Five Spot moved a few blocks from its 
original address (5 Cooper Square) to Third Avenue and 
Seventh Street. While most jazz clubs booked bands by 
the week, the Five Spot encouraged long residencies. 
Charles Mingus used one such engagement in 1964 to 
audition saxophonists for his band (he decided on Clif-
ford Jordan, but during the course of the gig other sax-
ophone stars, including Coleman Hawkins and Sonny 
Rollins, sat in). By 1967, however, the neighborhood 
had changed: rock palaces like the Circus and the Fill-
more opened nearby, and the Termini brothers could no 
longer afford to operate a jazz club. They darkened the 
stage and sold food from a street-side vestibule, closing 
altogether in 1972.

Miraculously, the brothers returned to jazz two years 
later, a block away at 2 St. Marks Place. In 1974, they 
enlisted a Chinese chef to prepare a very basic menu, 
stocked a bar without bothering to renew their liquor 
license, and tested the waters with French horn player 
David Amram and a comedian. Shortly thereafter, Art 

Blakey opened with his new band, and over the next two 
years the Five Spot was among the most reliable jazz 
clubs in the world: Taylor, Coleman, Mingus, Don Cherry, 
Jackie McLean, and many others appeared, each for a 
week-long gig. Squeezed between a sausage stand and 
a hotel for transients, the Five Spot remained bleak and 
unassuming, except for the music and the conglomera-
tion of jazz posters and record albums hanging on the 
walls. The neighborhood had changed again: this time 
a new crop of jazz musicians took over the downtown 
lofts, priming a new audience. In addition to the old 
wing of the avant-garde, you could hear such newcom-
ers as David Murray, James Blood Ulmer, and Air. Then 
in 1976, the State Liquor Authority fi nally caught up 
with Iggy and Joe, who quietly retired for good.

Outside the Five Spot Café in 1958, tenor saxophon-
ist Lester Young, wearing his porkpie hat, is greeted by 
pianist Hank Jones. The club was better known for long 
engagements by modernists like Monk, Coleman, Taylor, 
and Mingus. 
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solos by Coleman Hawkins, Lester Young, Ben Webster, 
and a particular favorite of his, Paul Gonsalves, a star of 
Duke Ellington’s band in the 1950s and 1960s.

Murray came to New York in 1975 as a twenty-year-old 
college student to research a thesis on the tenor saxophone, 
but after getting a taste of performing (and receiving rap-
turous reviews), he dropped out of college and embarked 
on a remarkable career. He was initially hostile to the 
avant-garde, but eventually warmed to Archie Shepp and 
Albert Ayler. His best-known composition, “Flowers for 
Albert,” is a requiem for Ayler. Murray’s stylistic approach 
made it clear that he did not accept a barrier between the 
avant-garde and the jazz tradition.

By the late 1970s, Murray was well on his way to becom-
ing one of the most frequently recorded musicians in jazz 
history, and the leader of several bands at once, including a 
large orchestra. He played with musicians of every genera-
tion, perfecting an ebullient improvisational style at ease 
with and without preset harmonies. His timbre was gruff  
but his intonation was essentially correct, except when he 

worked the “hidden” register, usually to climax his solos. As a composer he 
wrote several pieces with a blues or gospel mood (“Morning Song,” “Th e 
Hill,” “Blues for Savannah,” “Shakhill’s Warrior”), and recorded an album of 
spirituals, Deep River. He wrote complex pieces for his octet and big band, 
including orchestrations of improvisations by Gonsalves and Coltrane.

Murray co-founded the World Saxophone Quartet, the fi rst successful jazz 
ensemble without a rhythm section, along with the three BAG saxophon-
ists: Julius Hemphill, who wrote most of the group’s repertory, Oliver Lake, 
and Hamiet Bluiett. After Hemphill’s death, his place was taken by Arthur 
Blythe, whose ripe pear tones suggested an earlier approach to the saxophone. 
Murray also played in Clarinet Summit, focusing exclusively on bass clarinet, 
an instrument he did more to popularize than anyone since Eric Dolphy, and 
worked with musicians from other cultures, notably the Gwo-Ka Masters, a 
percussion ensemble from Guadeloupe.

“El Matador”
As a newcomer to jazz, Murray enhanced his credibility by collaborating with 
several established artists on various projects. One of these was a brilliant pia-
nist, Don Pullen, who had worked in many areas of jazz and pop (including 
Charles Mingus’s group and his own quartet, co-led with saxophonist George 
Adams); switching to organ, Pullen played a key role in Murray’s acclaimed 
album Shakhill ’s Warrior. After Pullen’s death in 1995, Murray recorded a 
tribute album to him, Th e Long Goodbye. On one track of this quartet session, 
“El Matador,” written by Murray’s frequent associate Butch Morris, he plays 
a duet with pianist D. D. Jackson—a Murray protégé and a Canadian of Af-
rican American and Chinese parentage. Jackson’s intense and fl ashy keyboard 
attack, combining conventional and avant-garde techniques, is not unlike 
Pullen’s. 

In “El Matador,” Murray and Jackson explore Spanish scales and feelings 
dear to Pullen, as exemplifi ed by his classic 1988 trio record “At the Café 
Centrale.” Yet unlike Pullen’s piece, which is raucously festive, “El Matador” is 

David Murray, tenor saxophon-
ist, bass clarinetist, composer, 
and leader of large and small 
bands, arrived in New York at 
the height of the Loft Era at 
age twenty and was soon known 
internationally. Copenhagen, 
1991.
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dark and ruminative, progressing from a solemnly heraldic theme (suggesting 
the matador entering the ring) to piercing climactic cries. It combines tender 
respect for the fallen hero—underscored by Murray’s heavy use of vibrato in 
his opening phrases—with a candid expression of grief. During its two dra-
matic choruses, Murray is the lead voice, as Jackson creates a setting that sus-
tains and, in a sense, fi elds the saxophonist’s tonal variations. Th ey converge 
in harmonic consonance, diverge in spiky dissonance, and exult together on 
attaining tonic chords.
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DAVID MURRAY
David Murray, tenor saxophone; D. D. Jackson, piano 
■ Label: The Long Goodbye: A Tribute to Don Pullen 

(DIW 930)
■ Form: A B A! B! (A! B! are one step lower than A B)
■ Date: 1996
■ Style: loft jazz

What to listen for:
■ use of the “Spanish” scale 
■ Murray’s ecstatic, high-register climaxes
■ subtle interaction in free rhythm between the 

musicians

CHORUS 1
 0:00  A  With a slow and stately tone, Murray begins with a fanfare motive in the key of D.  

The opening melodic gesture establishes a “Spanish” scale: a major scale with 
two fl atted notes, the second and seventh degrees.   

    The rhythm is free and unmetered. Underneath, Jackson plays a simple but rich 
chordal accompaniment on piano.  

 0:08  Jackson echoes Murray’s last melodic fragment, letting it fall several octaves. 

 0:15   A new chord, outside the scale, begins a movement away from the tonic—a 
modulation. The chords begin to rise. 

 0:20  The harmonic movement reaches an upper chord, then begins to fall by step.

 0:26 B  We arrive on a new tonic (G), having moved to it by a half-step cadence typical of 
the Spanish scale. As Murray repeats a simple fi gure, 

    the harmony shifts between the tonic and its surrounding chords, the fl atted sec-
ond and seventh degrees.  The two musicians move back and forth at their own 
pace, with Murray often lagging behind. 

0:49   The oscillations fi nally stop. Jackson allows the harmonies to subside.  

 0:54     A! Murray repeats the opening section, this time in a new key (C). 

1:05   Again, the chords begin to move from the tonic. 

1:17   We begin another Spanish-scale cadence.

,

3.16
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AVANT-GARDE VISIONS
By 2008, the avant-garde had continued to develop for half a century, infl u-
encing every kind of jazz with its approach to timbre, instrumentation, and 
repertory. Yet it struggled to survive even in the few American and European 
cities where it attracted a signifi cant audience. In New York, avant-garde mu-
sicians continued to create their own venues and record labels. Among the key 

 1:20      B! We arrive, by half step, on F.

1:24   As the harmonies surround the tonic, Murray repeats the cadence melody. 

1:49   Jackson plays the lower chord simply, using it to return to the opening tonic (D).

CHORUS 2
1:51  A  Murray now plays more expansively, letting his improvisation rise into the upper 

register; the Spanish scale takes on a more bluesy tone.  Jackson uses the sustain 
pedal on the piano to blur his harmonies, creating a fuller sound. 

2:05    While Murray plays loose, expansive melodic fi gures, Jackson pushes the modula-
tion forward. 

2:16    As the modulation nears its goal, the two musicians join forces, Murray harmoniz-
ing Jackson’s melody in thirds. 

2:23     B     We arrive on the new tonic (G).  Murray lets loose with a long, rhythmically intri-
cate run.  

2:29    Over the oscillating chords, Murray hits a long, agonized high note.  His descent is 
mildly dissonant against the harmony.

2:38   The volume of his playing increases. 

2:44   As his lines reach higher and higher, Murray’s tone begins to disintegrate.

2:50    He reaches a climax with an extraordinarily high note, barely supported by his 
breathing.    

2:53    Jackson signals the new section by forcefully descending the bass line toward the 
new tonic. 

2:55      A! Murray celebrates the new key with a major scale. 

3:03   Descending into his lower register, Murray’s sound becomes harshly distorted. 

3:05   His gestures take on an ecstatic rhythm, barely touching on actual pitches. 

3:14    As Jackson moves forward with the modulation, his playing is similarly rough: oc-
taves are played with crushed grace notes. 

3:20    B!  As Jackson plays his chords with abandon, Murray responds with lines that some-
times support the harmonies, but more often clash with them. The timbre often is 
enriched with multiphonics.   

3:42    Murray’s playing becomes more detached; he rises steeply in register, reaching a 
high, wailing note.  

3:51    Jackson momentarily lightens the sound of his piano playing to highlight the cli-
max.  Echoing the piece’s opening fanfare, Murray moves to a high note, sustain-
ing a tone several octaves above the saxophone’s normal range. 

3:55    As Jackson triumphantly plays his F major chord, Murray gradually descends in a 
disruptive fl urry of notes. 

4:02   The harmony changes once again.  

4:05    Murray’s line restarts in the lower register, fi nally reaching a note sustained 
through false fi ngerings.  

4:12    After a brief pause, the chords descend back to the opening key, D.  Murray fades 
out with a trill. 

4:27   At the end, all you can hear is the faint sound of Murray’s breath.
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activists were saxophonist-composer John Zorn, who created a performance 
space (Tonic) and a label company (Tzadik, Hebrew for “righteous one”), and 
bassist William Parker, who worked with dozens of major cutting-edge musi-
cians, including a decade with Cecil Taylor. In the 1970s, Parker and his wife, 
dancer and choreographer Patricia Nicholson-Parker, helped to start various 
multicultural arts organizations. In 1996, they introduced the ongoing Vision 
Festival, combining jazz, dance, and poetry.

Vision Festival eventually developed into a major nonprofi t arts producer, 
presenting concerts year-round. It also promoted political activism, in trying 
to get the city of New York to support the study of what it calls avantjazz. In 
a mission statement, Vision Festival emphasized the international and mul-
timedia aspects of art that “exhibits a disciplined disregard for traditional 
boundaries,” and incarnates “the freedom to choose any tradition or vocabu-
lary.” Still, avant-garde jazz is all but unknown outside of a few cities, an 
educated taste for a small, eager audience.

ADDITIONAL LISTENING

Ornette Coleman  “Turnaround” (1959); Tomorrow Is the Question! (Original Jazz Classics OJCCD-342-2)

 Free Jazz (1960) (Atlantic 1364-2)

 “R.P.D.D.” (1961); Ornette (Atlantic 73714)

Gunther Schuller  “Variants on a Theme of Thelonious Monk” (1960); John Lewis: Golden Striker / Jazz Abstractions 
(Collectables 6252) 

Cecil Taylor  “Rick Kick Shaw” (1956); Jazz Advance (Blue Note 84462)

 “Enter, Evening” (1966); Unit Structures (CDP7-84237-2)

 “Spring of Two Blue-J’s, Part I” (1973); Jazz-View I (CDD008)

 “3 Phasis” (1978); 3 Phasis (New World 80303)

Eric Dolphy  “Out There” (1960); Out There (Prestige PRCD-8101-2)

 “Out to Lunch” (1964); Out to Lunch (Blue Note 98793)

Albert Ayler  “Bells” (1965); Bells/Prophecy (ESP-Disk 4006)

 “Our Prayer / Spirits Rejoice” (1966); Live in Greenwich Village (Impulse! 273)

Sonny Rollins “The Bridge” (1962); The Bridge (RCA/Bluebird 828765247221)

Andrew Hill “Point of Departure” (1964); Point of Departure (Blue Note 99007)

Sun Ra  “Space Is the Place” (1972); Space Is the Place (Impulse! IMPD-249)

 “Saturn” (1958); Jazz in Silhouette (Evidence ECD22012-2)

Muhal Richard Abrams “Blues Forever” (1981); Blues Forever (Black Saint 0061-CD)

Art Ensemble of Chicago “Nice Guys” (1978); Nice Guys (ECM 827876)

Air “Weeping Willow Rag” (1979); (currently out of print)

David Murray  “Shakhill’s Warrior” (1992); Shakhill’s Warrior (DIW-850)

World Saxophone Quartet “I Heard That” (1980); Revue (Black Saint BSR0056-CD)
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