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THE AVANT-GARDE, 
FUSION, HISTORICISM,
AND NOW

B
y the 1960s, jazz had accrued a convoluted history in little more than 
half a century. There had been so many jazz schools that Duke Ellington 
spoke for most listeners and musicians when he said, “I don’t know how 
such great extremes as now exist can be contained under the one head-
ing.” The most extreme developments were still to come: the avant-garde 

and fusion. The former seemed to blow all the rules out of the water, advancing 
improvisation that was free from predetermined harmonies and rhythms. Fusion 
took a more popular approach, combining improvisation with rock’s rhythms and 
instrumentation. Sometimes, as in the music of Miles Davis and Ornette Coleman, 
the avant-garde and fusion coalesced.

In a precarious era, defi ned by an apparently endless occupation in Vietnam 
and racist atrocities and political assassinations at home, jazz could hardly com-

PA
RT

  V

1939
■ Jazzmen published: fi rst book to look back at early 

jazz.

1940
■ The U.S. Good Neighbor Policy begins to have 

cultural ramifi cations as Walt Disney and others 
explore songs from South and Central America.

1940s
■ “Jump” music popularized by Louis Jordan.

1942
■ Bunk Johnson makes recordings.
■ Sarah Vaughan wins talent competition at Apollo 

Theater.

1947
■ Dizzy Gillespie records “Manteca” (with Chano Pozo).
■ University of North Texas, Denton, offers fi rst degree 

in jazz studies.

1948
■ Machito records “Tanga.”

1951
■ I Love Lucy (with Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz) debuts 

on TV, inadvertently spurring interest in Latin music.             

1952
■ Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot published.

1954
■ Ray Charles’s “I Got a Woman” is No. 1 R & B hit.
■ George Wein establishes Newport Jazz Festival.
■ Elvis Presley makes fi rst records for Sun, in 

Memphis.
■ The Glenn Miller Story (with Jimmy Stewart) 

released.

1955
■ Hammond B3 organ introduced.

1956
■ Cecil Taylor plays at Five Spot, records Jazz Advance.

As John Coltrane forged ever farther into 
the avant-garde, he recruited his wife Alice 
Coltrane as pianist, 1966. 

Louis Jordan, playing alto saxophone at 
center stage, was the entertainer and musi-
cian who practically invented rhythm and 
blues. Here, he leads his Tympany Five 
(Josh Jackson, tenor saxophone; Bill Davis, 
piano; Jordan; Jesse Simprins, bass; Aaron 
Izenhall, trumpet; Eddie Byrd, drums) in a 
1946 movie.

Composer and faculty member Gunther 
Schuller examines a score with guest “stu-
dent” Ornette Coleman at the Lenox School 
of Jazz (Massachusetts), 1959.
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pete in popularity with the accessible, verbal urgency of rock. Still, the avant-garde 
fl ourished artistically, expanding its base in Europe and ultimately demonstrating 
at least as much diversity as its predecessors. Coleman, its most radical yet lyrical 
proponent, eventually earned establishment plaudits that had been denied earlier 
jazz artists. His successors used every kind of music, from brass band marches 
to Javanese gamelan ensembles, to fashion new works and reinterpret old ones. A 
conservative movement also took hold, presenting big-band classics in repertory 
and advocating a return to generally accessible styles.

At the same time, jazz began to examine its own history in seminars and clinics, 
moving into the academy where orchestras were assembled as training grounds 
for young musicians. Although contrary theories of jazz history were advanced, by 
the twenty-fi rst century most of the old battles had been settled and a universal 
modernism predominated, paying homage to the past while keeping its options 
open. The audience for jazz dwindled as the monopolized airwaves banished it, 
yet successful jazz festivals proliferated around the world and the overall level of 
virtuosity and commitment continued unabated.

■ Frank Sinatra records Songs for Swingin’ Lovers, with 
arranger Nelson Riddle. 

■ Duke Ellington makes comeback at Newport. 

1957
■ Lenox School of Jazz founded in Massachusetts.
■ The Sound of Jazz broadcast on TV.

1958
■ Bossa nova initiated in Rio de Janeiro.
■ Ornette Coleman makes fi rst recordings in Los 

Angeles.
■ Mahalia Jackson brings gospel music, Chuck Berry 

brings rock to Newport Jazz Festival.

1959
■ Coleman appears at the Five Spot, records “Lonely 

Woman.”
■ Ellington writes score to Anatomy of a Murder.

1960
■ Coleman records Free Jazz.

1961
■ Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Byrd, and other musicians 

discover bossa nova in Brazil.

1963
■ Getz / Gilberto is million-selling bossa nova record.

1964
■ Albert Ayler records Spiritual Unity.
■ Louis Armstrong has unexpected hit with “Hello, 

Dolly!”
■ Beatles, Rolling Stones tour United States.

1965
■ Association for the Advancement of Creative 

Musicians (AACM) founded.

1966
■ Cecil Taylor records Unit Structures.
■ Duke Ellington receives President’s Medal of Honor.

1967
■ Art Ensemble of Chicago (AEC) formed.
■ First Montreux Jazz Festival in Switzerland.
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1968
■ Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy 

assassinated.
■ USSR invades Czechoslovakia.

1969
■ Anthony Braxton records For Alto.
■ Miles Davis records In a Silent Way, Bitches Brew.
■ Woodstock concert in Bethel, New York.
■ Neil Armstrong becomes fi rst man to walk on moon.
■ Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint published.

1970
■ Supreme Court, in Roe v. Wade, affi rms abortion 

rights.
■ U.S. invades Cambodia.

1971
■ Louis Armstrong dies.

1972
■ Mahavishnu Orchestra records The Inner Mounting 

Flame.

■ Chick Corea forms Return to Forever.

1973
■ George Roy Hill’s The Sting (with Paul Newman and 

Robert Redford) revives interest in Scott Joplin and 
ragtime.

■ Vietnam War ends.            

1974
■ Herbie Hancock records Head Hunters.
■ Duke Ellington dies. 
■ President Richard M. Nixon resigns over Watergate 

scandal.

1974–86
■ The Loft Era takes hold in downtown New York.

1975
■ Keith Jarrett records The Köln Concert.

1976
■ Weather Report records Heavy Weather.

He wore a wig and used an elec-
tronic pickup, but not even fusion 
could undermine the unmistakable 
timbre of Miles Davis, seen at a 
concert in London, 1989.

At a memorial service for John 
Coltrane, at St. Peter’s Lutheran 
Church in New York, saxophonist 
Albert Ayler (in white suit) led his 
quartet in a dirge of astonishing 
intensity, July 21, 1967. 

After you: Two of the great male vo-
calists to cross the divide between 
jazz and pop, Nat “King” Cole and 
Billy Eckstine, in New York, 1949.
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1978
■ Pat Metheny Group formed.

1979
■ Henry Threadgill’s avant-garde group Air records 

music by Scott Joplin and Jelly Roll Morton.
■ Charles Mingus dies.
■ Revolution in Iran, Americans held hostage at U.S. 

embassy for over a year.

1981
■ Sandra Day O’Connor becomes fi rst female Supreme 

Court justice.

1982
■ Thelonious Monk dies.

1987
■ Jazz at Lincoln Center established.
■ Soviet prime minister Mikhail Gorbachev institutes 

policies of glasnost and perestroika.

1989
■ Berlin Wall falls.

1990–94
■ Apartheid dismantled in South Africa.

1997
■ Wynton Marsalis receives Pulitzer Prize for oratorio 

Blood on the Fields.

2001
■ Terrorists attack World Trade Center and Pentagon.

2003
■ U.S. invades Iraq.

2006
■ Thelonious Monk receives posthumous Pulitzer Prize 

for his body of work.

2007
■ Ornette Coleman receives Pulitzer Prize for recording, 

Sound Grammar.

2008
■ Barack Obama is elected fi rst African American 

president in U.S. history.

Tenor saxophonist David Murray 
and composer-conductor Butch 
Morris helped to create a rap-
prochement between the avant-
garde and older forms of jazz 
during the Loft Era of the 1970s 
and 1980s. 

Berliners celebrate as East 
Germans (backs to camera) fl ood 
through the dismantled Berlin 
Wall into West Berlin at Potsdamer 
Platz, November 12, 1989.

Sonny Rollins played with undimin-
ished power and endurance at a 
concert in New Orleans, 1995.  
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