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ABSTRACT 
 

In 1963, four years after recording Kind of Blue, his most successful album to date, 
Miles Davis began to assemble a new ensemble to record and tour. But much had changed 
in those four years. Ornette Coleman’s sensational 1959 premiere at the Five Spot Café in 
Manhattan’s East Village introduced audiences to a free improvised “new thing” in jazz and 
marked the emergence of an avant-garde. In turn, critics quickly portrayed Coleman, along 
with Cecil Taylor, Archie Shepp, and others, as insurrectionists who were intent on 
shattering the jazz tradition. Meanwhile, jazz venues in New York shuttered as the city 
government implemented urban renewal programs that targeted vice districts for “slum 
clearance,” reshaping the city’s topography and impinging upon its music culture. As the 
“new thing” gained increasing critical attention, and musical experimentalism among 
emergent and veteran improvising musicians flourished, the music of Miles Davis’s “Second 
Quintet” gradually became more “free.” This dissertation offers an explanation of this 
stylistic change via the experimentalism of the so-called jazz avant-gardists, tracing how 
“free” (i.e. timbral, chromatic, polymetric, and free meter) improvisation proliferated in their 
live and studio recordings up to 1968. I suggest that the increasing abstraction and volatility 
of the Quintet’s music can be best understood in the context of the jazz avant-garde and the 
tumultuous social and structural changes of the 1960s.  

I index the stylistic change of the Quintet chronologically across four chapters. 
Chapter One discusses the emergent jazz avant-garde and New York City’s changing jazz 
culture and infrastructure circa 1959. The first half of Chapter Two is an exegesis of avant-
gardism in critical jazz literature; the second half of the chapter goes into detail on the 
improvisational and compositional techniques of the jazz avant-garde. Chapter Three 
explores three important events in the Quintet’s timeline: the departure of tenor saxophonist 
George Coleman, the addition of Sam Rivers on the group’s Japanese tour in the summer of 
1964, and the Quintet’s several-week engagement at Chicago’s Plugged Nickel nightclub 
featuring Wayne Shorter in December 1965. Chapter Four begins with an overview of a 
revealing critic roundtable on the jazz avant-garde printed in a 1965 issue of Down Beat 
magazine that vividly illustrates the mostly negative reception of the “new thing” and the 
relatively narrow space that these artists had to respond to criticism. The latter half of the 
chapter shows the Quintet’s transformation between 1966-67, comparing the growing 
abstraction and intensity in their music with that of Cecil Taylor’s 1966 LP Unit Structures. 

By focusing on free improvisation and calling into question genre as reliable 
taxonomy for artistic praxis, I seek to provide deeper understanding of Miles Davis’s music 
and that of the jazz avant-garde of the 1960s, acknowledging experimentation as an 
important pretext for innovation. Utilizing archival research, comparative music analysis, and 
original musician interviews, I show how expressive freedom was a shared ideal among 
improvising musicians across the musical field, from the underground into the mainstream. 
As such, experimentalism, I argue, is the link between the jazz avant-garde and Davis’s 
quintet during a transformational moment in American music history. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“I have to change, it’s like a curse.” 
- Miles Davis1 

 
Stories about Miles Davis, anthropologist John Szwed writes in his 2002 

biography, are legion and often apocryphal.2 A survey of the critical work on the artist 

reveals how, over time, elements of Davis’s mythology have congealed into historical 

truths. Of the many viewpoints on Davis, those that highlight his mercurial creative 

personality, one that seemingly affected everything from the sound of his music to the 

contents of his wardrobe, most forcefully shape the narrative. What we understand about 

Davis is that he managed to change with the times several times, and his ability to adapt 

to new musical surroundings and absorb new ideas was a skill of which he was 

immensely proud. Davis, attending Ray Charles’s Lifetime Achievement Award 

ceremony at the White House in 1987, curtly responded to a rather impolite question 

about his accomplishments by saying: “'Well, I've changed music five or six times, so I 

guess that's what I've done,” subsequently turning the question around on the clueless 

attendant with a charged provocation.3 

A more accurate description, however, is that “music” and extra-musical factors 

changed Davis, an effect made particularly obvious in the 1960s. Davis’s transformation 

during this period should be thought of in relation to the blossoming, boundary-pushing 

innovations of the experimentalism-inclined musicians who quickly earned the 

                                                
1 Miles Davis quoted in Hollie I. West’s article “Black Tune,” Washington Post (March 13, 

1969), L1 and L9. 
2 John Szwed, So What: The Life of Miles Davis (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002),1. 
3 Miles Davis and Quincy Troupe, Miles: The Autobiography (New York: Simon & Schuster, 

1989), 378-381. 
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distinction of “avant-garde.” Theirs was a new musical paradigm that gradually gained 

the attention of many musicians, inspiring and influencing some and representing an 

artistic scourge to others. Most importantly, Davis was not unique in his adoption of 

new, unconventional techniques; other veteran musicians like Sonny Rollins (e.g. Our 

Man In Jazz, recorded in 1962), John Coltrane, and Charles Mingus turned towards the 

“free” concepts that were proliferating underground.  

Jazz history abounds with cases of this convective system of influence, starting 

from the underground and filtering into the “mainstream,” signals the emergence of a 

new style or, more accurately, a new battery of techniques and concepts for musicians to 

experiment with and internalize. This was not an uncommon outcome within the 

informal apprenticeship systems built into networks of improvising musicians active in 

New York City, where the testing out of new ideas benefitted both novice and the 

veteran.4 The different career trajectories of so-called avant-gardists like Ornette 

Coleman and Cecil Taylor were in part due to their not having worked through ranks of 

apprenticeship, and gaining subsequent vetting, inadvertently granting them the 

autonomy to experiment with and develop bold new sounds. Their unorthodox and 

seemingly abrupt entrance into the professional realm perplexed musicians who had 

established themselves through traditional channels, and some, like Miles Davis, found 

their sensationalized coverage in the jazz press unsettling and downright abominable. 

However, as a careful survey of jazz recordings from mid sixties reveals, the shock that 

                                                
4 For an excellent historical profile of apprenticeship systems among improvising musicians 

in New York City post World War II see Part Two (Chs. 4-6) of Scott DeVeaux’s The Birth of Bebop: 
A Social and Musical History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 167-269. Another 
informative study is Paul Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), especially pp. 36-59. 
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Cecil Taylor’s experimental music initially presented to the jazz world, like his immersive 

piano playing, provoked a dramatic response from other musicians. Indeed, Davis, 

Rollins, Coltrane, Mingus, and an entire generation of younger musicians heard 

something interesting what was being called the “new thing,” and these experimental 

concepts filtered into their most creative work. This dissertation seeks to index this 

gradual and permanent change, and I use Miles Davis’s “Second Quintet” as a case study. 

As the live recordings of the Quintet between 1963-68 make clear, the ensemble 

increasingly abstracted, stretched, and shattered time-tested and idiomatic conventions in 

a way that marked definitive, unflinching change. 

This dissertation foregrounds musicians’ actions and ideas at a particularly 

charged moment in American music; consulting print and recorded interviews and 

conducted interviews of my own, I privilege the perspectives of the artists over the 

exegeses of critics. I intend for this methodology to circumvent the reactionary and 

dismissive treatment of the jazz avant-garde in 1960s jazz criticism and, distressingly, 

recent jazz scholarship.5 The power of the professional jazz critic in shaping the critical  

discourse (and, of course, record sales) of the music, as “agents and beneficiaries of jazz’s 

hyped-up middle class respectability,” according to John Gennari, often put them at odds 

with musicians, Miles Davis being no exception. That critics commanded a platform 

where they spoke for musicians, explaining the musicians’ motivations, rationale, and 

appraising their work for fans and potential record buyers, skewed the reception of the 

jazz avant-garde and Davis’s more experimental music, starting with his “Second 

Quintet.” 
                                                

5 See John F. Goodman’s opening chapter, “Avant-Garde and Tradition,” in Mingus Speaks 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 23-47.  
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Important interventions into this one-sidedness have been made by scholars like 

Eric Porter, Leonard L. Brown, George E. Lewis, and Benjamin Piekut.6 Porter’s 2002 

book What Is This Thing Called Jazz? African American Musicians as Artists, Critics, and Activist 

directly targets this critical oversight by treating the musicians as an (organic) intellectual 

who works both within and outside “culture-producing institutions” and foregrounding 

their “often-ignored ideas.”7 I treat the musicians in this dissertation this same way: as 

artists, agents, and intellectuals capable of articulating their own artistic visions, aesthetic 

positions, and discontent with each other and their critics. Their unique voices are 

foregrounded in the text as much as possible, and I make a special point to allow Miles 

Davis, Tony Williams, Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor, Ron Carter, Wayne Shorter, and 

others to explain their own stylistic evolution, using historical context and music analysis 

to flesh these points out as much as possible.  

The inevitability that these or any artists would alter, amend, or redirect their 

compositional and creative foci, incorporating and exploring new musical concepts, 

soundscapes, and techniques, and articulating clearly or leaving clues about their process 

in recorded or printed interviews, liner notes, or evocative album and song titles, is not 

only a clue into their particular set of aesthetics or a glimpse into their subjectivity (as 

inviting as Davis’s introspective, self-aware comment, “I have to change, it’s like a 

curse,” is). These actions are made possible by intersecting networks through which 

                                                
6 See Eric Porter’s What Is This Thing Called Jazz? African American Musicians as Artists, Critics, 

and Activists, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); Leonard L. Brown’s edited volume John 
Coltrane and Black America’s Quest for Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); George E. 
Lewis’s A Power Stronger Than Itself: The AACM and American Experimental Music (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 2008); Benjamin Piekut’s article “Race, Community, and Conflict in the Jazz 
Composer’s Guild,” in Jazz Perspectives 3 (December 2009): 191-231, and his book Experimentalism 
Otherwise: The New York Avant-Garde and Its Limits (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011). 

7 Porter 2002, xiii. 
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artists exchange ideas and collaborators, build or dissolve alliances, and create music in 

response to their milieu and social, institutional, and commercial entities. As Benjamin 

Piekut explains, music “clearly relies on many things that are not music, and therefore we 

should conceive of it as a set of relations among distinct materials and events that have 

been translated to work together.”8 In this way, idea exchange and relationships between 

these improvising musicians were not only an ordinary and common-place occurrence 

but were also mediated always through performance venues, radio, record labels, critics 

and the press, and a consumer-driven commercial music industry. 

One of the dangers of music scholarship devoted to an artist’s or artists’ stylistic 

evolution is deemphasis or omission of the multitudinous real world events (i.e. inter- 

and intra-personal network exchanges) that played a role in inducing an artists’ to change. 

Neat and self-contained theoretical or aesthetic exegeses rarely go deeper into the 

dynamic social forces that are central to any creative endeavor, particularly a music so 

reliant on collectivity as jazz. Paying close attention to the forces behind and 

circumstances around a musical “work” (e.g. a score or a recording), an approach to 

historiography that musicologist Carl Dahlhaus calls a “history of musical events,” helps 

to keep artistic product and praxis as two parts of one process, thusly offers a richer and 

deeper insight into musical actions in history.9 As such, this framework, as one that 

acknowledges the real-world events tied to the production of “works,” can more fully 

accout for the inevitable and indelible change in an artist’s output as well as her 

transforming artistic milieu. I utilize this strategy to create an account of Davis’s Quintet 

                                                
8 Benjamin Piekut, “Actor-Networks in Music History: Clarifications and Critiques,” 

Twentieth-Century Music 11 (September 2014): 192. 
9 Carl Dahlhaus, Foundations of Music History, trans. J. B. Johnson (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983), 129-134. 



 16 

and the jazz avant-garde that moves away from the “great man narrative” model and, 

instead, a web of associations fluctuating through chronological time with “works” 

created along the way. Thus, the emergence of a jazz avant-garde circa 1959 is, for this 

dissertation, the starting point of that timeline and 1968, the year Davis’s Quintet 

disbands and he finds new personnel, a node on which to conclude a much longer story.  

The audible trajectory of the Quintet’s more “free” ways of playing has often 

been overlooked or misinterpreted due to an ontology of jazz that presupposes stylistic 

evolution within the parameters of a narrowly defined tradition. This tradition, as Scott 

DeVeaux has shown, was initially constructed by jazz critics who, since the 1930s, sought 

to link jazz to a pre-modern black vernacular culture while stressing its evolutionary art-

music potential.10 The result of this way of understanding primarily the recordings of 

improvising musicians who, until the late 1950s, applied their expertise largely to popular 

song and black vernacular forms, has over time has generated a taxonomy of sub-genres 

intended to capture differences in style while stressing the continuum of the formal and 

idiomatic conventions that constitute “the tradition.” The fervent experimentalism of the 

jazz avant-garde, which sometimes referenced popular song and black vernacular forms 

and sometimes did not, presented a problem in this epistemology; their music 

confounded and vexed some critics who, in serving as the custodians of the jazz tradition 

and doggedly policing its aesthetic boundaries, did not understand what the musicians 

were trying to accomplish. To some critics, Ornette Coleman’s Quartet, Cecil Taylor’s 

Unit, and John Coltrane’s many ensembles appeared to be destroying the jazz tradition, 

                                                
10 Scott DeVeaux, “Constructing the Jazz Tradition: Jazz Historiography,” Black American 

Literature Forum 25 (Autumn 1991): 525-560. 



 17 

whereas a history of events framework suggests that they, along with Davis’s Quintet and 

many others, were unabashedly experimenting. 

By understanding experimentalism in jazz as a pluralistic enterprise among 

improvising musicians, one that can involve modal playing, chromaticism, free meter, 

and an emphasis on timbral and textural playing, we better appreciate the idiosyncratic 

personal styles emerging in this era. For instance, this framework helps us better 

understand the impetus and context for the other-worldly compositions penned by 

saxophonist Wayne Shorter that most of the Quintet’s studio recordings comprise of. 

That Shorter gave his compositions abstract and evocative titles like “Circle” and 

“Orbits”—and that the Quintet’s performances are equally as abstract and evocative—

hints at his open-minded, outward-looking, and experimentalist inclinations. Similarly, 

the likelihood that Davis absorbed and reconfigured the new ideas being explored by his 

band mates, colleagues, and artists across the musical field explains his gradual change. A 

common ground of curiosity and restlessness links the jazz avant-garde and progressive 

musicians in the “mainstream” like Davis despite his caustic and dismissive comments 

about the “new thing” to the press; and it was through that soundworld that Davis’s 

music changed.  

Critical literature on experimentalism in music has blossomed in recent years, 

offering lucid and compelling explanations of a creative process based on unforeseen 

outcomes. Among the more recent works is Benjamin Piekut’s Experimentalism Otherwise, 

which focuses on the multiple, coterminous musical avant-gardes of New York City circa 

1964. Piekut understands the experimentalism practiced by these artists as marking a 

successful ontological shift from representationalism to performativity, where real-time 
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decision-making and action takes precedence over preplanned, notated instructions for 

execution. Informing Piekut’s conception is the work of Michael Tynan who, in 

Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond, characterizes experimentalism as a performance-

centered enterprise of “fluid processes instead of static objects”—actions and sounds 

that exist in and for the present moment rather than teleological diegesis.11 For 

improvising musicians, opportunities to test the boundaries of an already ephemeral 

process like improvisation opened new conceptual doors, potentially unlocking 

unforeseen pathways for stylistic change. 

Miles Davis’s “Second Quintet,” in its more nascent form between 1963 - 1964 

when Davis hired several tenor saxophonists, including George Coleman and Sam 

Rivers, and existing in its longest configuration with saxophonist Wayne Shorter, pianist 

Herbie Hancock, bassist Ron Carter, and drummer Tony Williams, used “new thing” 

concepts to transform Davis’s older repertoire and to create dynamic, action-based, 

intuitive musical performances both on stage and in the studio. This study focuses 

specifically on the Quintet’s live recordings because the consistent repertoire offers a 

constant by which to measure stylistic change. I refer cursorily to the studio recordings, 

which have received a more in-depth analysis by Keith Waters in The Studio Recordings of 

the Miles Davis Quintet: 1965-68. Davis used the studio in particular to experiment, 

especially with new compositions, likely because of the benefits of playback and tape-

editing. Only a precious few of those newly recorded compositions made their way 

before live audiences. Instead, the Quintet largely reworked older material though 

experimental, new techniques; one of which, what the Quintet called “time, no changes,” 

                                                
11 Benjamin Piekut 2011, 5-7. Piekut cites Tynan’s Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond, 2nd ed. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 1-30. 
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has a precedent earlier recordings by Cecil Taylor (see the 1960 Candid LP Air, featuring 

tenorist Archie Shepp) and Ornette Coleman (see the 1961 Atlantic LP Ornette!). I am not 

making a case for Davis’s inclusion within the avant-garde. Instead, I am interested in 

showing how new techniques developed by musicians identified as such filtered into 

some of the most imaginative, creative, and restless musical minds of the era.  

I use the term “improvising musician” to denote what the musicians did 

(improvise), not what genre they “played in” (jazz). This distinction, made clear in the 

work of George E. Lewis,12 teases apart a musician’s practice and praxis from its 

congealment as a commodity, e.g. recordings. Commodities, as materialist analyses in 

economic theory suggest, are objects whose “meaning” and value are intimately 

connected; thus, while the distinction between “free jazz” and “mainstream jazz” might 

make sense when categorizing and organizing recordings, it also obscures the more 

circumstantial and contingent nature of praxis. At its worst, it presupposes a difference a 

priori. The origins and semiotics of genre have been theorized in a number of different 

ways by sociologists, philosophers, and popular music scholars, but this line of inquiry is 

severely lacking in jazz studies. Such a topic deserves more space than can be provided 

within the scope of this dissertation, but its implications resonate throughout the text. 

 

 

 

                                                
12 George E. Lewis, A Power Stronger Than Itself: The AACM and American Experimental Music 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). See also: Lewis, “Improvised Music After 1950: 
Afrological and Eurological Perspectives” Black Music Research Journal 22, Supplement: Best of BMRJ 
(2002): 215-246; and “Singing Omar’s Song: A (Re)construction of Great Black Music” Lenox Avenue: 
A Journal of Interarts Inquiry 4 (1998): 69-92. 
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This dissertation as a whole graphs the stylistic change of Davis’s Quintet within the 

context of concurrent changes in individual and collective improvisation in the 1960s. 

Chapter One discusses the emergent jazz avant-garde in the context of changes to New 

York City’s jazz culture and infrastructure circa 1959, including the systemic social and 

economic factors that led to change. The first half of Chapter Two is an exegesis of avant-

gardism in jazz, including an analysis on how the topic has been written about in critical 

literature. It is here where I have tried to open the conceptual space necessary to treat 

genre as a manifestation of stylistic difference with suspicion. The second half of the 

chapter details on the techniques of the jazz avant-garde and their effects; close analyses 

of music by Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor set the precedent for case studies of 

other musicians engaging in the “new thing,” including the emerging talents that Davis 

hired in 1963. Chapter Three explores three important events in the Quintet’s timeline: the 

departure of tenor saxophonist George Coleman, the addition of Sam Rivers on the 

group’s Japanese tour in the summer of 1964, and the Quintet’s several-week 

engagement at Chicago’s Plugged Nickel nightclub featuring Wayne Shorter in 

December 1965. These sets, most of which initially circulated as bootleg recordings, 

provide a vivid glimpse into the group’s free direction. Chapter Four begins with an 

overview of a revealing critic roundtable on the jazz avant-garde printed in 1965 on the 

pages of Down Beat magazine; this debate clearly articulates the mostly negative 

viewpoints held towards the “new thing” and the relatively narrow space that those 

artists had to respond to criticism. The bulk of the chapter shows the Quintet’s 

transformation between 1966-67, comparing the growing abstraction and intensity in 
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their music with Cecil Taylor’s 1966 LP Unit Structures, perhaps the pianist’s most 

important recording of the decade.  

 I conclude the dissertation with a brief overview of the Quintet in 1968 before 

their disbanding and some final thoughts on experimentalism, stylistic change, and 

improvised music. An appendix with transcriptions and other musical examples, a 

discography, and bibliography follows the Conclusion.  

The methodologies of music analysis in this dissertation are varied, partially due 

to the challenges of illuminating the array of “untraditional” musical elements receiving 

focus in my study. In addition to traditional harmonic analysis, I utilize event timeline 

analysis, descriptive analysis, graphic representation, and spectogrammatic analysis to 

capture the ensemble’s process of spontaneous composition, including fluctuations in 

momentum, intensity, and ensemble texture. These multiple strategies also chronicle my 

own personal journey of discovery and insight into this dynamic music, representing 

different strategies targeting the many facets of an experimental music practice during a 

unique historical moment. My goal is to use musical analysis to guide the direction of this 

history of events, describing and contextualizing the innovations of the jazz avant-garde 

to help explain the Quintet’s gradual yet dramatic stylistic change. By exploring this topic 

from multiple viewpoints and with different analytical strategies, the result, I hope, is a 

careful, attentive, and nuanced study of an explosive moment of experimentation in the 

work of many improvising musicians, including Miles Davis, and in American music 

more broadly.
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CHAPTER 1 
 

 
They had come out on Lenox Avenue, though their destination was 

on Seventh; and nothing they passed was unfamiliar because everything they 
passed was wretched. It was not hard to imagine that horse carriages had 
once paraded proudly up this wide avenue and ladies and gentlemen, 
ribboned, beflowered, brocaded, plumed, had stepped down from their 
carriages to enter these houses which time and folly had so blasted and 
darkened… 

Now, no one cared: this indifference was all that joined this ghetto to 
the mainland. Now, everything was falling down and the owners didn’t care; 
no one cared. The beautiful children in the street, black-blue, brown, copper, 
all with gray ash on their faces and legs from the cold wind, like the faint 
coating of frost on a window or a flower, didn’t seem to care, that no one 
saw their beauty. 

 
- James Baldwin1 

 
I. Introduction 

The 1960s represents, globally, a historical moment of abrupt, and sometimes 

violent, systemic change. These changes were political, economic, technological, and 

cultural, occurring in urban and suburban spaces, in rural ecologies, and manifesting on a 

quotidian level in how people interacted with each other, how and where they worked, 

and with whom they built communal networks. Unsurprisingly, change occurred across 

the artistic spectrum as sounds, images, and ideas captured by rapidly evolving recording, 

replaying, and broadcasting technologies were sent across the world, reaching more 

potential consumers than ever before.2 Recordings were easier to produce and 

disseminate, and the business of music itself, through emergent corporate entities, was 

                                                
1 James Baldwin, Another Country (New York: Vintage International, [1960] 1993), 114. 
2 David Padmore, “Selling sounds: Recordings and the record business” in The Canbridge Companion to 

Recorded Music, ed. by Nicholas Cook et al., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 130-32. 
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growing and consolidating as marketing techniques evolved to keep up with trends and 

consumer tastes. The music of Ornette Coleman, John Coltrane, Miles Davis, John Cage, 

La Monte Young, Bob Dylan, Jodi Mitchell, and Jimi Hendrix occupied parts of the 

public imagination, and they as well as others artists became figureheads for the change 

in artistic thought, technique, and aesthetics engendered by their respective works. 

However, the manner in which some of these artists conceived of their artistic work was, 

at times, misrepresented or totally ignored by the professional music press, and the 

techniques used to market their recordings by record companies across different media 

inadvertently helped to create new ways of valuing (and thus consuming) artists and their 

recordings. One of the most compelling narratives, as twentieth-century American music 

histories make clear, is one of a radical, heroic or anti-heroic artist deliberately inciting a 

revolution in their quest for an abstract musical and sometimes socio-political freedom. 

Smaller narratives often get overlooked in these broad historical purviews. 

Change in this historical moment occurred on different and convergent levels; anti-racist 

and civil rights demonstrations in the South and across the United States challenged de 

jure segregation and demanded suffrage for African Americans. In northern industrial 

centers like New York City, the ostensible stability and economic growth of the World 

War II years began to crumble, and the rips and tears in the social fabric were becoming 

impossible to ignore. Black, Latino, Asian, gay and lesbian, working class, 

countercultural, and youth-led social movements called for change at a time when 

employment was scarce, independent businesses were shuttering, and economic stability 

was becoming more difficult to ensure. At a time when artistic expression was blooming, 
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the average income of wealthy and middle-class American families declined,3 a drop 

more severe for African Americans.4  

The city government of New York began a redevelopment campaign in 

Manhattan to accommodate a growing population, and changes in industries amidst a 

slowing economy were reshaping the cityscape and expanding the commercial sector 

concentrated largely in midtown Manhattan (from 20th Street to 72nd Street). Part of this 

effort to renew the city and develop its commercial sector involved clearing the 

“deteriorating” slums and the city’s nightclubs, which were seen as sanctuaries of vice 

and other subversive behavior. Neighborhoods were redlined and its residents and 

businesses were denied services and proscribed from mortgage loans or insurance. The 

nightclubs along Manhattan’s 52nd Street, where young, black improvising musicians 

introduced the new jazz style known as “bebop” to mostly young, white audiences in the 

1940s, closed first because of the street’s reputation as a vice district, harboring hard 

drugs, illicit behavior (including race mixing), and prostitution. Some of the clubs that 

managed to stay open into the 1950s adjusted their bookings to reflect changing popular 

tastes and to stay afloat while scores of large new commercial buildings (including 

Rockefeller Center) mushroomed nearby.5 Robert Moses, responsible for the 

construction of twelve bridges, 627 miles of highways, and more than 2.5 million acres of 

parks around New York City between 1924 and 1968, infamously proclaimed “You 

                                                
3 Gary Burtless, “Growing American Inequality: Sources and Remedies,” in The Enduring 

Debate: Classic and Contemporary Readings in American Politics, 3rd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 
2003), 526. 

4 Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction and Beyond in Black 
America, 3rd ed. (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2007), 38-64. 

5 Patrick Burke, Come In And Hear The Truth: Jazz and Race on 52nd Street (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2008), 201-2. 
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cannot rebuild a city without moving people. You cannot make an omelet without 

breaking eggs,” and it was Moses who deliberately linked the New York City’s urban 

renewal, arts and culture, and commerce upon the financing and construction of the 

Lincoln Center of Performing Arts, which began in 1959.6 As a result, nearby 

buildings—from tenements to ballrooms—were demolished to make way for the new 

institution. Changes like these reverberated throughout New York City’s musical field, 

with professional musicians, especially improvising musicians, forced to navigate a new 

set of venues and a record industry that was increasingly interested in the tastes of 

younger consumers. For some improvising musicians, the prospects of starting a 

professional career in New York were, at best, unclear.  

This chapter will explore the networks of improvising musicians in New York 

City, their unique social history, and the infrastructure under which this professional 

community and the venues where they performed were subsumed. This chapter also 

locates Miles Davis and his changing artistic attitudes at start of the sixties. 

 
II. Young black improvising musicians in New York City: finding work. 

 

New York City’s reign as the global capital of musical production in the United 

States started shortly after the Civil War and its music culture since has been informed by 

a constant influx of music, musicians, and composers from across the country and 

around the world. African Americans migrated en masse to New York City and other 

northern industrial cities from the South in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

                                                
6 Robert Moses, “Remarks on the Groundbreaking at Lincoln Square,” in Empire City: New 

York Through the Centuries, edited by Kenneth T. Jackson and David S. Dunbar (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2002), 736-7. 
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around the time the city was becoming the home of major record and music publishing 

companies, radio stations, and concert halls. New York City was a lightning rod for 

improvising musicians in particular; what was called “jazz” on the radio, in record stores, 

and jukeboxes proved to be a gainful enterprise for the music industry since its 

inception, and jazz recording sold by hundreds of thousands by the late fifties.7 For 

young black musicians interested in improvisation and working with other musicians, 

New York City was a mecca of opportunity where they could be heard, find work, make 

professional connections, and record. 

New York City as a site of opportunity for black improvising musicians can be 

understood in the context of the mass migration of black laborers who came to the city 

in waves during the first half of the twentieth century. Because of the defining role that 

race plays in American society, the fate of black musicians was not separate from of that 

of the city’s other black residents, though these musicians, as Robin Kelley suggests, 

were able to “straddle class lines and … possess a kind of authority that may belie their 

material class position,” allowing them to traverse the real and imagined racial boundaries 

more than other types of skilled laborers.8 Black musicians played important roles within 

their communities while simultaneously engaging with the commercial music world of 

mid-town Manhattan, performing in various venues around the city. Here, the social 

politics of space are important; the commercial music industry was increasingly 

becoming a realm where racial identity, aesthetics, and notions of musical authenticity 

merged; on the ground, black musicians in New York City were as diverse a group as any 

                                                
7 Samuel Barclay Charters and Leonard Kunstadt, Jazz: A History of the New York Scene (New 

York: Da Capo Press, ___), 343. 
8 Howard Zinn, ed., Three Strikes: Miners, Musicians, and Salesgirls, and the Fighting Spirit of Labor’s 

Last Century (Boston: Beacon’s Press, 2002), 124-5. 
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of the city’s residents, sharing with each other experiences of migration in search of 

work, and the travails of navigating social and professional environments. 

Historians now distinguish between two major waves of black migration to 

northern industrial centers like New York City in the twentieth century, and both waves 

are usually collapsed into the narrative of the Great Migration. The first takes place 

between the 1890s and the 1940s, where African American laborers and their families 

moved from the rural, agricultural south to the rapidly industrializing urban north.9 This 

mass migration began to dwindle after World War II when the manufacturing and other 

“low-skill” labor industries in northern cities began cutting back in production and 

employment. The second wave black migration (what historian James N. Gregory calls 

“the more massive sequence of migration that began during World War II”10) occurred 

amidst the decline of industry in the North, when cities like New York convulsed under 

the pressure of an growing population, underdeveloped infrastructure, the exodus of 

“skilled” white laborers and families to the surrounding suburbs, the expanding and 

increasingly powerful commercial and financial sector, and increasing poverty and 

underemployment for the inner city’s many “ethnic” residents. For young black 

musicians arriving in New York City after the mid-forties, many bands and venues were 

available to find work in, and a large network of musicians to find mentorship and 

collaborate with, but as the city fell into an economic slump, the closing of venues and 

other businesses had a direct effect on where musicians could find work.  

Black musicians coming to New York City would often find temporary housing 

                                                
9 Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration (New 

York: Vintage Books,, 2010), 13. 
10 Ibid., 13. 
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in the hotels and single-room occupancies of Tenderloin District in midtown Manhattan 

and Harlem,11 later finding more permanent living spaces in other neighborhoods. These 

skilled musicians found work in big bands, ballrooms, and nightclubs, and their ability to 

gain recognition among other musicians heightened their chances for frequent and varied 

employment, exposure on the radio and, occasionally, television and motion pictures. 

Most importantly, however, New York was where musicians could secure a recording 

contract.  

Small nightclubs flourished after the repeal of Prohibition in 1933 as former 

speakeasies were able to showcase entertainment and a full bar openly for the public, but 

the bulk of employment opportunities were still with the dance orchestras that graced 

the stages of the city’s large ballrooms. The popularity of dance bands created a boom in 

employment for improvising musicians: “In New York you had a whole bunch of dance 

halls that had fifteen- to eighteen-piece bands” recalled the bassist, tubist, and trumpeter 

Pops Foster, “Then all the dancing schools would have six- or seven-piece bands. There 

were a million nickel dance halls that all had bands. When you’d go to work on the train, 

it would be loaded with people and when you’d come back in the morning, there’d be 

nothing but musicians on it.”12 This would gradually change as even popular bands 

struggled to find bookings at the start of the forties, and large groups, under the strain of 

continuous touring and meager compensation, started to disband. Smaller groups that 

could work in smaller nightclubs became a viable alternative for musicians, and the 

“bebop revolution” of the late forties, developed by younger former big-band musicians 

                                                
11 Interview with Reggie Workman, March 11, 2012. 
12 Pops Foster, Pops Foster: The Autobiography of a New Orleans Jazzman (Berkeley: U. of 

California Press, 1971), 138, quoted in DeVeaux (1997), 48. 
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in after-hour jam sessions around the city, especially those in Harlem, introduced a new 

paradigm.13 Dizzy Gillespie recalled that in the forties “we had several means of access to 

experience. Big bands were one, jam sessions were another. I tried to get plenty of both. 

…We’d go down to the Village; the Yeah Man, and the Victoria, the Britwood [sic], and 

Hollywood on 116th Street; Smalls’, the Big Apple and another place over on 111th Street. 

We’d play at the 101 Ranch on 139th Street, and then Monroe’s Uptown House and 

Dicky Wells’…”.14 The competitive testing ground of the after-hours jam session served 

as a place for musicians to network, and in these environments musicians also rubbed 

elbows with entertainers from all areas of show business, “gamblers, racketeers, and big 

spenders coming up to Harlem from downtown,” writes Scott DeVeaux, “and big 

spenders coming up to Harlem from downtown. These were the ‘night people—a 

‘conglomeration of artists, taxi drivers, . . . radio people, prostitutes, actors, musicians, 

adventurers and entertainers…’”15 

Miles Davis arrived in late September of 1944 to attend the Juilliard School and 

take in the jazz scene, looking specifically for the alto saxophonist Charlie Parker after 

receiving musical education on bandstands and receiving mentorship by musicians in and 

passing through East St. Louis, Missouri, about 300 miles southwest from Chicago.16 

Davis himself was the child of migrants from Arkansas who settled in East St. Louis, 

Illinois in the twenties; his father, Miles Davis II, originally from Pine Bluff and his 

mother, Cleota H. Henry, born in North Little Rock.17 Davis, like other black musicians 

                                                
13 DeVeaux (1997), 151-7, 168-9. 
14 Ibid., 213. 
15 Ibid., 213-14. 
16 Szwed, 31-2. 
17 Ibid., 5-6. 
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of his generation, made the move to New York City after hearing about the music there 

through touring musicians and radio broadcasts, and he decided to further develop his 

career amidst the coterie of young, innovative musicians living in the city like Parker, 

Clark Terry, John Birks “Dizzy” Gillespie and others. This same pattern would repeat for 

the younger musicians on the scene in New York City in the sixties, particularly those 

that would play in Davis’s quintet.   

In the late forties, nightclubs in Harlem and midtown Manhattan were the 

primary performance spaces and testing grounds for black improvising musicians. Jazz 

groups would often alternate the stage with cabaret singers, comedians, and, if the space 

was big enough, jazz orchestras and elaborately staged productions.18 Minton’s 

Playhouse, on 118th Street between 7th and 8th Avenues in Harlem, was a unique place in 

New York City nightlife because the club, founded by Henry Minton, a tenor 

saxophonist and the first black delegate of the musicians union Local 802, and managed 

by Teddy Hill, a former bandleader hired to organize the club’s music policy, hosted 

regular jam sessions that were frequented by musicians working around the city.19 The 

club was ideal because of its musician-friendly policy (maintained through Minton’s 

connection to the union) and its closing time of 4 a.m. (the official city curfew), which 

allowed musicians getting off work and musicians looking for work to socialize, play, and 

listen to each other in an inviting though still competitive atmosphere. Miles Davis’s first 

apartment outside of the student housing Juilliard provided at the Claremont Hotel on 

122nd and Riverside Drive was closer to both Minton’s, “the [sic] ass-kicker back in those 

                                                
18 Vincent Pelote, “Jazz Clubs” in The Oxford Companion to Jazz, ed. Bill Kirchner (2000), 722-

3. 
19 DeVeaux (1997), 219. 
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days for aspiring jazz musicians, not The Street [52nd Street] like they’re trying to make 

out today,” and the Hotel Cecil, a temporary residence for musicians passing through 

town, which Davis relished as a “first class places with a lot of style.”20 Davis considered 

the black Harlemites around Minton’s and the Hotel Cecil to be “the cream of the crop 

of Harlem’s black society” who lived “in those huge, fabulous apartments; you know, 

doctors and lawyers and head-nigger-in-charge-type blacks,” who in addition to 

musicians from out of town and other hip personalities came to Minton’s when the 

neighborhood was “first class…before the drugs really came in and destroyed it during 

the 1960s.”  

Davis’s sojourn from East St. Louis to Harlem is not unique for musicians of his 

generation who became established by the early fifties, and many of those emerging in 

the New York scene in the early sixties would have similar stories. Those of the 

musicians in Davis’s sixties quintet serve as four examples, and their path to New York 

was typical for their generation: 

Ron Carter, then a young bass student at the Eastman School of Music in 

Rochester New York from 1955 to 1959, originally from Detroit, recalled his contact 

with the drummer Chico Hamilton (from Los Angeles) and the saxophonist Benny 

Golson (from Philadelphia), who turned thirty-eight and and thirty that year respectively, 

when he considered relocating to New York City. Hamilton and Golson were already 

established musicians on the scene with a lot of experience, having risen through the 

ranks and earned their reputations, playing in groups led by more established musicians: 

Hamilton with Lester Young, Count Basie, Ella Fitzgerald; Golson with Tadd Dameron, 

                                                
20 Miles Davis, Autobiography, 53. 
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Lionel Hampton, Johnny Hodges, and Dizzy Gillespie. And by the late 1950s Hamilton 

and Golson were each working with prominent groups and developing those of their 

own. After convincing his reluctant wife, she and Carter moved in to a building in the 

new Delano Village apartment complex on 139th Street and Lenox Avenue, in central-

north Harlem, moving downtown to the Upper West Side in 1973.21 

Herbie Hancock, a young pianist from a musical family in Chicago, graduated 

from Iowa’s Grinnell College in 1960 and was working in Chicago nightclubs with the 

likes of elder-statesman saxophonist Coleman Hawkins and the twenty-eight year-old 

trumpeter Donald Byrd, originally from Detroit, who came up the New York ranks 

playing with Jackie McLean, Elmo Hope, Hank Mobley, Red Garland, John Coltrane, 

Sonny Rollins, and Max Roach.22 Byrd, whose band was scheduled to play two weeks at 

Chicago’s Bird House nightclub, took the club owner’s advice and hired Hancock when 

his pianist Duke Pearson was stranded in Atlanta after an unannounced family visit. 

Hancock’s playing impressed Byrd enough to hire him as his permanent pianist and 

move to New York.23 

Wayne Shorter, from Newark, New Jersey, played briefly with the popular pianist 

Horace Silver in 1956, joining trumpeter Maynard Ferguson’s orchestra in 1958 and 

recording with Wynton Kelly (Miles Davis’s pianist at the time) and his debut album, 

Introducing Wayne Shorter (Vee Jay VJLP3006) in 1959. Shorter gained prominence as part 

                                                
21 Dan Ouellette, Ron Carter: Finding the Right Notes (New York: ArtistShare, 2008), 72-3. 
22 Barry Kernfeld, “Donald Byrd,” Grove Music Online, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/J070600 (accessed May 1, 
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23 Bob Belden, liner notes to Herbie Hancock: The Complete Blue Note Sessions, quoted in 
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Note Years,” Ph.D. dissertation (New York University, 2010), 66. 
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of drummer Art Blakey’s group the Jazz Messengers, which he joined in 1959 and stayed 

with, recording several albums while also recording with other musicians (like Lee 

Morgan, Donald Byrd, Benny Golson, Freddie Hubbard, and Grachan Moncur III) and 

leading his own album sessions (Second Genesis (Vee Jay VJLP3057, in 1960), Wayning 

Moments (Vee Jay VJS3029, 1961), Night Dreamer (Blue Note BST84173, in 1964), and Juju 

(Blue Note BST84182, in 1964) before joining Miles Davis’s quintet. 

The drummer Anthony (Tony) Williams was born in Chicago on December 12, 

1945 and raised in Boston by a musician father, having the opportunity to play for Art 

Blakey and Max Roach while still a child.24 The tenor saxophonist Sam Rivers began 

mentoring Williams in 1959, and Williams came to New York City to play with alto 

saxophonist Jackie McLean, recording on his 1963 album Vertigo (Blue Note LT1085) 

along with Donald Byrd and Herbie Hancock. A year after being hired by Davis, Tony 

Williams would record his first album as a leader, Life Time, on Blue Note (BST84180), 

notable also because all of the five tracks feature free improvisation.  

By the sixties the nightclubs in lower Manhattan (the Village Vanguard, the 

Village Gate, Slug’s, the Half Note, and the Five Spot) gained prominence as new 

commercial buildings reshaped midtown and as neglect by the city and an influx of hard 

drugs plagued Harlem. As Jonathan Gill points out, the “clubs and theaters that 

incubated ragtime, early jazz, swing, bebop, and rhythm and blues were torn down or left 

to rot,”25 contributing to lower Manhattan’s almost exclusive incubation of music that 

was considered new, eclectic, hip, and experimental. The musicians most identified with 

                                                
24 Lewis Porter, “Tony Williams,” Grove Music Online, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/49541 (accessed May 1, 2012). 
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this experimentation, such as Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor, did not establish 

professional ties through the usual vetting process, and they testing out new techniques 

and concepts in performance in almost complete autonomy.26 As we shall see, their 

ability to gain prominence from outside of these established networks would have 

dramatic and deleterious effects on how their music was received.  

 

III. Professional networks and notions of tradition 
 

Finding and creating community was an important part of professional 

development and well-being for younger, unestablished musicians upon arriving in New 

York City. Touring musicians stayed in hotels like the Cecil in Harlem until they could 

get established, and musicians would often cohabitate in apartments around the city after 

they were settled.27 Musicians typically lived in or close to the city’s large black 

communities, like Harlem and the Upper West Side of Manhattan, Bedford-Stuyvesant in 

Brooklyn, with more established musicians owning homes in the outer boroughs. By the 

late-fifties musicians, along with other artists, sought housing in Greenwich Village, the 

East Village, and the Lower East Side, which housed significant immigrant populations 

and had lower rents. The new, expensive, and displacing redevelopment projects waged 

by the city constantly threatened affordable housing for artists and other of the city’s 

most economically vulnerable residents. A 1959 article in the New York Times called 

attention to the housing crisis faced by the city’s artists, pointing out that the low rents of 

their “garrets and lofts and remodeled rooms” were being affected by the sudden 

                                                
26 David Lee, The Battle of the Five Spot: Ornette Coleman and the New York Jazz Field (Ontario: 

The Mercury Press, 2011), 14-18 and 46-91.  
27 Reggie Workman interview. 
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“mushrooming of office buildings, of shiny new apartments and of low-cost housing 

projects.”28 Musicians, who were thought of as “tastemakers” and “purveyors of culture” 

that uplifted neighborhoods, maintaining community facilitated finding employment and 

housing, especially since racial stratification permeated even the self-consciously 

bohemian atmosphere of Greenwich Village. 

The codes and practices that congealed into a tradition among improvising 

musicians have a history that reaches back to the early years of the twentieth century, and 

the promulgation of those codes and practices shaped networks, influencing how 

musicians learned of and collaborated with each other. For example, in 1910, James 

Reese Europe established the Clef Club in Harlem, a society and venue for singers, 

dancers, and instrumentalists to find work outside of musical theaters and concert halls, 

to meet the demand for live music in hotels and cafes. The Clef Club operated outside of 

and provided serious competition for the previously segregated American Federation of 

Musicians Local 310, forcing the union to change its policies in 1914.29 With all forms of 

black music—ragtime (marches), the blues, and jazz—the rage in the New York cabarets, 

vaudeville houses and theaters, and, increasingly, concert halls, the Clef Club proved to 

be a powerful resource for blacks throughout the entertainment industry.30 The Clef 

Club and other organizations, like the New Amsterdam Musical Association (NAMA), 

also located in Harlem, are exemplars of African American musical societies established 

to collect, organize, and dispatch musicians outside of the American Federation of 

Musicians, represented in New York City by Local 310, later becoming Local 802.  
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Camaraderie was an significant factor in a musician’s professional interactions. As 

Patrick Burke points out, “the improvisatory creativity of jazz allowed these musicians to 

enact an ideal of masculine independence and self-determination that contrasted with the 

restrictions and limitations imposed by the music business in which they worked,” and 

the jazz musician’s community in New York City was born out of common interests and 

experience.31 Interestingly, Burke continues, the clubs on 52nd Street, especially the Onyx 

Club, provided a space for white musicians to feel a sense of “liberation and camaraderie 

in an environment of exclusion and misrepresentation in which women and African 

American men were virtually absent,” further highlighting the importance of solidarity 

and networking among and between black musicians. For the white musicians 

congregating and playing at the Onyx club, jazz and African American identity 

represented a counterculture and, by virtue of this, jazz performance—and specifically 

improvisation—was a subversive and anti-commercial act. Harlem clubs were where 

“components of the bebop style either emerged from the pressures on professional 

musicians to ‘advance’ in predictable directions—range, speed, facility with chromatic 

harmony—or from idiosyncratic, even accidental discoveries, whose implications were 

not clear until much later, when the conditions for transmuting the jam session into a 

distinct genre emerged.32” When the musical exploration and experimentation taking 

place uptown, at Minton’s and Monroe’s Uptown House (on 138th Street and Seventh 

Avenue), in after-hours jam sessions made its way to the midtown clubs it was delivered 

to a wider, non-musician public, recorded, and marketed as “bebop,” and it was bebop 

that signified jazz’s arrival as an artform for a new generation of critics writing for 

                                                
31 Burke (2008), 14. 
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popular trade journals like Down Beat.  The associations made by critics between jazz 

musicians and real and imagined black identity, counterculture and art, and bebop with 

the modernist notion of artistic progress through complexity and refinement calcified—a 

teleological and implicitly gendered narrative that has since been critiqued by scholars.33  

The young musicians who would play in Davis’s quintet came to New York were 

faced with the challenge of navigating networks established by several generations of 

musicians, gaining opportunities to perform in the theaters, cabarets, nightclubs, and 

concert stages of Manhattan, the city’s five boroughs, neighboring cities like Boston and 

Philadelphia, and beyond. Additionally, they were mentored by more established 

musicians who played a role in their artistic development by taking them into the studio 

and on tour, introducing them to different networks of musicians in other cities, and 

exposing them to diverse audiences. Younger musicians typically built their reputation by 

working with the more established, only embarking on solo projects and experimenting 

with unconventional new approaches with their peers. Being “on the scene,” having the 

right connections, and earning a reputation was important for an up-and-coming 

musician; Wayne Shorter, recalling his experience at the Café Bohemia in the West 

Village shortly before he entered the army in the mid fifties, explains: 

I was just standing at the bar having a cognac, and had my draft notice in my back 
pocket,… On that stand was Oscar Pettiford, Art Blakey, they were taking turns, Bill 
Hardman had come into town, Jackie McLean, Walter Bishop, Jr., Art Taylor, who’d play 
the drums and alternate with Art Blakey. And Percy Heath came in. Cannonball 
[Adderley] had just come into town, and had heard that Miles was looking for him. A 
hearse drove up and it was Jimmy Smith bringing his organ in there! And I was thinking, 
I’m going to miss all this stuff, ‘cause I’m going into the army. So I said ‘Shit’ and I got 
ripped…[going] into the army meant the River Styx, so I was playing like it was the last 

                                                
33 See specifically Burke (2008), 20; Scott DeVeaux (1997), 12-16, 20-27, and 49-54; and 

Hazel Carby, Race Men (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 135-165. See also Lewis 
MacAdams, Birth of the Cool: Beat, Bebop, and the American Avant-garde (New York: Free Press, 2001). 
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time…34 
 

Not all new musicians on the scene came through the same ranks. Seemingly appearing 

out of nowhere and headlining a two week engagement at a well-known club, a large part 

of the Ornette Coleman Quartet’s controversial premier at the Five Spot in November 

1959 stemmed from Coleman’s lack of a reputation in New York.35 His outlier image 

was taken up by the jazz press; Leonard Feather’s wrote of Coleman’s notoriety in Down 

Beat magazine, citing his unique professional upbringing as being different from the rank-

climbing musicians and telling of the traditional apprenticeship culture in musicians’ 

networks. Feather wrote:  

The initiative in molding new stars has been seized by other experts, 
including some who were among the slowest to accord reluctant recognition 
to Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker. …Coleman has been the subject of the 
kind of extravagant praise normally reserved for a musician backed by years 
of big-time experience. Though it is much too soon to determine how 
important his contribution will really be, the indications are that he has 
indeed found a style of both writing and playing that is valid, fresh, and 
exciting.36  
 
Miles Davis’s now infamously derisive and dismissive remarks about Eric Dolphy 

and Cecil Taylor, two relatively young and iconoclastic musicians working in New York, 

in one of Feather’s blindfold tests printed in 1964 has worked to position him as a 

stalwart of the establishment and the “jazz mainstream,” but, as I discuss in Chapter 2, 

his favorable—if cautious—comments about Coleman’s music elsewhere suggests 

something different.37 The important distinction between Davis and younger musicians 

                                                
34 Michelle Mercer, Footprints: The Life and Work of Wayne Shorter (New York: Jeremy P. 

Tarcher, 2007), 53-54. 
35 Lee (2011), 14-18. 
36 Leonard Feather, “The Blindfold Test -- Ornette Coleman,” Down Beat (January 7, 1960), 
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a new black saxophonist named Ornette Coleman coming to New York City and turning the jazz 
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like Dolphy, Taylor, and Coleman is Davis’s two decades of experience as a professional 

musician in New York and his celebrity. His musical aesthetics would gradually go in the 

direction of these younger musicians, especially through the influence of his young 

drummer Tony Williams.  

 

IV. Jazz in New York City in the Sixties: Revolution and “decline” 

Maintaining community for the sake of self-preservation was important for 

musicians in the sixties. Nightclubs around the city began to close and work was 

becoming scarce, and musicians began to speak out much more against social injustice 

and the commercial music industry. In 1960, bassist Charles Mingus and drummer Max 

Roach staged an alternative festival in protest of the annual Newport Jazz Festival, and 

the overriding influence of commercial imperatives on the part of the festival’s 

organizers.38 Mingus and Roach, both veterans by 1960, organized a Newport Rebels 

festival with a lineup including pianist Randy Weston, trumpeter Kenny Dorham, and 

Ornette Coleman, who alternated sets with Mingus, as well as performances by other 

veterans like tenor saxophonist Coleman Hawkins, trumpeter Roy Eldridge, drummer Jo 

Jones, and pianist Duke Jordan.39 This alternate festival, which brought generations of 

musicians together in support of the economic and artistic control of their performances 

and recordings, was also an act of solidarity inspired by the recognition of a shared social 

and professional condition. These musicians later organized the Jazz Artists Guild (JAG) 

                                                
would all the way around. He just came and fucked up everybody. ...I liked Ornette and Don 
[Cherry] as people, and I thought Ornette was playing more than Don was. But I didn’t see or hear 
anything in their playing that was all that revolutionary, and I said so.” pp. 249-50. 

38 Anderson, 49-52. 
39 Ingrid Monson, Freedom Sounds (2007), 184. 
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to assist in booking concerts and sponsoring projects where musicians would have both 

economic and artistic control. In November of 1960, the JAG arranged two recording 

sessions for the independent Candid Records, released as The Newport Rebels and The Jazz 

Life, featuring many JAG musicians, including Eric Dolphy.40 

The work and lives of musicians in New York City were affected by systematic 

and structural changes in a variety of ways; as businesses closed and tenements were 

being torn down, new office and apartment buildings were built up, irrevocably changing 

the look and feel of the surrounding area.  “Jazz clubs closed frequently,” writes Jack 

Chambers, “as they always have and still do, but this time they were not replaced by new 

clubs a month or a year later. By 1965, when the recession bottomed out, it began to 

look like a permanent state of affairs. Looking back, it is easy to see that the recession 

involved a large swath of the entertainment industry, not just the jazz clubs.”41 The 

closing of venues and the opening or rise in popularity of others in other parts of town 

also marked shifts in audiences and clientele. Changes on the jazz scene paralleled those 

of the city, and with New York City as the capital of music industry, these changes 

rippled out across the country and beyond with each record. 

  This new, underground music gaining attention—”free jazz” or the “New 

Thing”—was an outgrowth of the experimentation of musicians like pianist Lennie 

Tristano42 and Cecil Taylor that reached a head with Ornette Coleman’s premier at the 

Five Spot in 1959. The emergence of the New Thing coincided with the scaling down of 

                                                
40 Ibid, 184-5. 
41 Chambers, Milestones II (1985), 28. 
42 Tristano’s “Intuition” and “Digression,” recorded for Capitol Records in 1949, are often 

pointed to as the earliest recorded examples of “free jazz” because of the musicians’ chromatic 
improvisations and their loose, meter-stretching rhythmic phrasing. 
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jazz programming in the major nightclubs. While mostly established, well-known 

musicians headlined the major clubs, record companies began releasing reissues of 

popular jazz recordings to counter the widespread slump in sales.43 Meanwhile, the clubs 

in the Village were flourishing as incubators for the new, experimental music.  

The effect of these market forces helped to create the notion of a “jazz 

mainstream,” and the publicity and allocation of resources to more established names 

had an impact on the kind of jazz audiences were exposed to and especially employment 

opportunities for emergent musicians. A. B. Spellman, writing about Cecil Taylor in 

1966, insisted that black audiences in particular were interested in this new, experimental 

music in the Village but “[what] jazz jobs there are in the Harlems of America go 

invariably to the safest performers,” forcing the young musicians to take their music 

“downtown.” Lawrence P. Neal, writing in 1967, echoes Spellman in lamenting the 

dwindling opportunities and hardships faced by highly skilled musicians, including 

working for “incredibly low wages” and facing the abuse of record companies whose 

“ridiculous contracts” that cheated musicians out of their royalties, creating for musicians 

“one large mess, and the pain goes on and on.”44 In short, the jazz scene in New York 

City by 1960 was crippled by club closings, a state of alarm in poor and working-class 

communities, and record labels more reluctant to record upcoming musicians, turning 

their efforts towards previously-issued recordings. For an established musician like Miles 

Davis at the height of his celebrity, however, the challenges were quite different. 
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44 Lawrence P. Neal, “Of Prejudice and Powerlessness: The Black Musicians in White 

America,” Negro Digest 16, No. 5 (March 1967), 54. 



 42 

 

V. Miles Davis in 1963: Seven Steps to Heaven 
 

At the start of the sixties Miles Davis was a certified star by music industry 

standards, a celebrity with an international profile. In May of 1961, Davis was featured in 

Gentleman’s Quarterly magazine, and an in-depth interview with journalist Alex Haley was 

published in Playboy magazine in 1962; his appearances in these magazines only secured 

his place in the cultural “mainstream,” and among musicians, especially the young and 

active ones in New York City in the early sixties, he was an icon.45 Despite his 

recognition, Davis reached a watershed moment in his musical career. John Coltrane, 

Davis’s tenor saxophonist, was emerging as a star soloist on his own accord and on May 

3, 1959 opened at the Jazz Gallery in the East Village with a newly-formed quartet of his 

own (in a Village Voice advertisement for the event stipulates “formerly with Miles 

Davis”).46   

On what would be his final performances with the Miles Davis quintet on their 

European tour in 1960 Coltrane gave notice about his departure (by grumbling, 

complaining, and “sitting by himself all the time we were over there,” according to 

Davis), and shortly after their return to the United States, he started gaining attention 

with his new ensemble.47 When Impulse Records, a subsidiary of ABC-Paramount 

Record Corporation started by producer Bob Thiele, signed Coltrane that same year, his 

                                                
45 Reggie Workman interview; see also Ron Carter quote in Todd Coolman, “The Miles 

Davis Quintet of the Mid-1960s: Synthesis of Improvisational and Compositional Elements” (Ph.D. 
diss., New York University, 1997): “‘Miles was the man, Ron Carter said. ‘Guys were killing to get 
that gig. . . . They would flatten your tires, put sugar in your tank . . . ‘cause that was the gig!’” from 
Szwed (2002), 252. 

46 Porter (1999), 171. 
47 Davis and Troupe (1989), 246. 
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music would find a new platform through Impulse’s unique and powerful marketing and 

distribution strategies.48 Impulse was not an independent label like Blue Note, Riverside, 

Vee Jay, or New Jazz (the most active independent labels in the sixties), but, rather, was a 

corporate label in competition with Columbia, Atlantic, and Capitol ensured that a 

broader public would be made aware of Coltrane’s innovative new music. Furthermore, 

Coltrane, as a known name in the jazz world, could take advantage of the resources of a 

corporate label subsidiary for his ambitious projects.  

Coltrane’s departure left Davis to find a new tenor player. Jimmy Heath played 

with the group at the Regal Theater in Chicago on October 21-27 but was replaced by 

Sonny Stitt for an engagement at the Village Vanguard on November 15-27. Hank 

Mobley joined the group at the Cloister Club in Chicago on December 26 to January 8, 

1961, the Storyville Room in Boston on January 23-28, the Vanguard in New York on 

February 28-March 12, and the Blackhawk Supper Club in San Francisco on April 4-30 

(which was recorded and released by Columbia as Miles Davis: Live at the Blackhawk in 

1961).49 Coltrane would make a brief return for a studio session on March 21 that 

ultimately became Davis’s 1961 album Someday My Prince Will Come, but Mobley remained 

in Davis’s group until the end of 1962.   

Davis’s “First Quintet” officially disbanded when pianist Wynton Kelly and 

bassist Paul Chambers left Davis shortly after their Christmas performance in Chicago to 

                                                
48 Ashley Kahn, The House that Trane Built: The Story of Impulse Records (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Co., 2006), 1-11. 
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form a group of their own. Drummer Jimmy Cobb stayed with Davis, but either a lack of 

personnel or poor health caused Davis to cancel performances in Philadelphia at the 

Uptown Theater in the last week of December, leaving him responsible for $25,000 in 

losses to club owners.50 Davis returned to the studio with Gil Evans and his orchestra, 

working on  Quiet Nights (released in December of 1963) with sessions on July 27, August 

13, and November 6 of 1962. But by January of 1963, Davis was in search of a 

completely new set of musicians and, as was typically done, he put the word out to his 

network of musicians waited to hear back about new talent.  

Coltrane recommended George Coleman, a tenor player originally from 

Memphis, Tennessee, who in turn recommended two musicians from his hometown: the 

pianist Harold Mabern and the alto saxophonist Frank Stozier.51 In March of 1963, 

Davis dropped in on trumpeter/flugelhornist Art Farmer’s extended club date at the 

Half Note to hear bassist Ron Carter, asked him if he would be willing to leave Farmer’s 

group for his own for a planned West Coast tour, but, in a move that surprised Davis, 

Carter directed Davis to speak with Farmer, making clear his current commitment to 

Farmer’s group.52 Carter joined Davis in time for the West Coast tour with Farmer’s 

approval, and Davis’s new group, a sextet, began a five-week tour, playing at the 

Blackhawk and Shelly’s Manne-hole in Hollywood.53  

Columbia arranged for recording sessions on April 16th and 17th at their 

Hollywood studio while Davis’s group was in town, but by that time the personnel had 
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changed again; Carter and Coleman remained but Cobb had decided to leave and was 

replaced by Frank Butler; Strozier was “pink-slipped” and Mabern was replaced by the 

British-born, Los Angeles-based Victor Feldman.54 Once in the studio, the group 

recorded several takes of Feldman’s tune “Joshua,” the standards “I Fall In Love Too 

Easily” and “Baby Won’t You Please Come Home,” “So Near, So Far,” composed by 

the drummer Tony Crombie, and “Basin Street Blues,” recorded by Louis Armstrong in 

1928. “Seven Steps to Heaven,” with co-credits to Feldman and Davis, was recorded the 

next day along with “Summer Night” which was to be issued on Quiet Nights later that 

year. 

Ron Carter recalls the Hollywood sessions as being difficult for Davis;55 the 

musicians were uncomfortable and displeased with the playback, and Victor Feldman 

declined Davis’s offer to stay in the group, opting instead to continue his success in Los 

Angeles and putting Davis in the position to reformulate his personnel when he got back 

to New York.56 Davis went about finding a new pianist and drummer in the usual 

manner: by soliciting new talent. Donald Byrd informed Davis of his young pianist 

Herbie Hancock, who scored a hit with “Watermelon Man” on his 1962 debut album for 

Blue Note, Takin’ off (Blue Note BLP4109).57 Jackie McLean, the alto saxophonist who 

worked with Davis in the early fifties, called him and recommended the seventeen-year-

old drummer Tony Williams; McLean met Williams in Boston and brought him down to 

New York to work with him in The Connection, a play by Jack Gelber’s that stages a dismal  

                                                
54 Ibid, 103. 
55 Ibid, 104. 
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afternoon in the lives of struggling, heroin-addicted jazz musicians in a downtown 

Village loft.58 Davis invited the musicians to the basement recreation room and studio of 

Upper West Side brownstone on May 11, 1963, and, over the course of three days for 

about four hours at a time, Carter, Hancock, Williams, and Coleman were informally 

auditioned for Davis’s group. The account of the audition process receives special 

attention in Davis’s biographies; leaving the other four musicians alone to go over the 

sheets of music that he strategically left on the piano, Davis furtively listened to their 

playing over his intercom system.59 Playing only a few notes with them on the first day, 

Gil Evans and Philly Joe Jones joined Davis on either the second or third day to listen to 

the new group, and Davis may have played along with the other four musicians for the 

jury.60 Davis told the group to come to Columbia’s studio on 30th street the following 

day with the intent of completing Seven Steps to Heaven, which was released as CL 2051 in 

October. Half of the LP’s six tracks consist of the Hollywood group and the other three 

features the New York group. These recordings only faintly hint at the Quintet’s freer, 

more experimental direction.

                                                
58 Szwed (2002), 237. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

“For the next couple of weeks, the city’s most eminent names in music, from 
Miles Davis to Leonard Bernstein, slipped into the Five Spot to hear the 
latest curiosity [Ornette Coleman]. Monk was no exception. He showed up 
with Charlie Mingus. “It was very funny. I walked in with Monk. I said, ‘It’s a 
new guy, better than Bird.’ Monk walks in, spun around, says, ‘Hell, I did that 
twenty-five years ago, but I didn’t do it on every tune,’ and he walked out.” 
He didn’t walk out right away.  
 “Ironically, Monk’s own rhythm section would soon be associated with 
the new music....”1 
 
“Sam, what are those young guys doing?” 
     - Veteran musician speaking to tenor 

saxophonist Sam Rivers in the early 1960s.2 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
 Ornette Coleman’s November 1959 debut in New York City may not have 

signaled anything revolutionary for veteran musicians like Thelonious Monk or Charles 

Mingus but it did for the jazz press. Coleman, some critics assessed, was a genius whose 

music was changing the course of jazz, while others, put off by his “way out” music and 

his plastic alto saxophone, denounced him as a charlatan propped up by a small group of 

“kingmakers” in the industry.3 Leonard Feather and Ralph Gleason, two of the most 

recognized critics in jazz, wrote about Coleman’s music with cautious praise, noting that 
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Free Press, 2009), 280. 
2 Sam Rivers, Interview on WKCR, New York City (September 25, 1997): 

http://www.jazzhouse.org/nlib/index.php3?read=panken20. 
3 John Mehegan, “The Question of Coleman,” Down Beat (December 24, 1959): 6. See also 
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it was still too soon to properly appraise his artistic significance.4 Critics agreed, however, 

that this new “expressionist” jazz appeared to reflect the ethos of a new generation of 

artists, poets, and college students who flocked to bohemian enclaves like Manhattan’s 

East and West Village.   

 The free-improvised “New Thing,” otherwise called Avant-Garde or Free Jazz, was 

indeed different from the jazz that most listeners knew. That audible difference would 

ultimately cast the musical experimentalism of Coleman and emerging artists Eric 

Dolphy, Cecil Taylor, and Sun Ra as a radical break from the jazz tradition. Among 

musicians, however, where orthodoxy was less obvious and experimentation not unusual, 

Coleman’s publicity made him suspect.5 Rare was it for such a relatively unknown 

musician to create such a sensation in New York City.6  

 The topography of jazz in New York City since the early twentieth century consists 

of a constellation of soloists and ensembles and a fluctuating matrix of booking agencies, 

record labels, promoters, and venues. Professional societies like James Reese Europe’s 

Clef Club, founded in Harlem in 1910, helped to establish a communal network among 

black musicians across New York City that provided mutual aid, circumventing the 

institutional racism that afflicted white owned booking agencies, record labels, and the 

downtown venues. In the 1920s and 30s, the subculture of after-hours jam sessions 

                                                
4 Leonard Feather, “The Blindfold Test – Ornette Coleman,” Down Beat (January 9, 1960): 

39; and Ralph J. Gleason, “Perspectives,” Down Beat (January 21, 1960): 44.  
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threatening him with further physical violence. Anderson, This Is Our Music: Free Jazz, the Sixties, and 
American Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), p. 51. 
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served as a meeting ground and exhibition space where new musicians battled for 

recognition in cutting contests and professional hierarchies were established. To an 

outsider, earning a reputation through technical aptitude, originality of style, and work 

experience was important for gaining acceptance among colleagues and securing 

employment.7 Coleman’s sudden appearance and immediate critical attention disrupted 

this communal order and raised suspicion, but the free improvisation in his music was, as 

Monk remarked, a concept that established and emergent musicians alike were exploring.  

 On June 28, 1960, immediately after returning from Europe in what was his final 

performance as a member of Miles Davis’s quintet, John Coltrane participated in a 

recording session with three musicians from Ornette Coleman’s quartet—Don Cherry, 

Charlie Haden and Ed Blackwell.8 Completed on July 8 and titled The Avant-Garde 

(Atlantic 1451), this LP affixed, for posterity, free improvisation to the notion of a jazz 

avant-garde.9 Furthermore, Coltrane’s collaboration with Cherry, Haden, and Blackwell 

represented the commingling of two opposing factions: the jazz mainstream with the 

controversial and subversive “new thing.” This recording can serve as an audible 

testament to the kind of altruistic experimentation that was typical among improvising 

musicians. The “avant-garde” approach of Cherry, Haden and Blackwell is, in essence, 

validated by the presence of Coltrane who, by 1960, was a highly regarded soloist. 

Coltrane, in turn, stands at the cutting edge by allying himself with the new vanguard and 
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exploring free improvisation. As Reggie Workman, who first recorded with Coltrane in 

1961, notes, musicians with similar or complementary artistic interests tended to cluster 

together, studying, socializing, and working with each other.10 For emergent musicians 

with something to prove, supporting and developing each other’s experimental ideas is 

mutually beneficial, both artistically and professionally. For veterans like John Coltrane 

and his former employer Miles Davis, working with new talent was a way of absorbing 

new ideas and staying relevant.  

 When Davis hired Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and Tony Williams for his new 

quintet in 1963, he did not hide his enthusiasm. Brought into the studio to record the day 

after their informal audition in his basement studio, Davis knew right away that “this was 

going to be a motherfucker of a group:” 

For the first time in a while I found myself feeling excited inside, because if 
they were playing that good in a few days, what would they be playing like in 
a few months? Man, I could just hear that shit popping all over the place. We 
finished Seven Steps to Heaven and then I called Jack Whittemore [Davis’s 
manager] and told him to get as many playing gigs as he could for the rest of 
the summer and he booked me solid.11 

 
After the May 14, 1963 session that produced the latter half of Seven Steps to Heaven 

(Columbia CL2051), Davis and the new quintet began touring the United States, starting 

with the Showboat nightclub in Philadelphia, moving on to the Newport Jazz Festival in 

Rhode Island and staying a week at the Jazz Villa in St. Louis, Missouri from May 27 - 

June 4. Portions of the St. Louis performances were recorded and distributed by VGM 

Records as the LP Miles Davis Quintet: In St. Louis, documenting one of the earliest 

moments of Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and Tony Williams “freely” interpreting 
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Davis’s fifties repertoire. After St. Louis, the quintet moved on to Chicago, playing at the 

Sutherland Lounge from June 5 - 15, and then Cleveland at the Jazz Temple from June 

20 - 23.12  

 The tour continued overseas in France with the group playing at the Théâtre du 

Champs-Élysées on July 25 and then at the La Pinède Hotel in Juan-les-Pins for the 

Antibes Jazz Festival from July 26 - 28. The performance on July 27 was recorded and 

released by Columbia Records as Miles in Europe, and portions of the other two dates 

were released on the Jazz Music Yesterday (JMY) label.13 Miles in Europe, like the St. 

Louis recording, is illustrative of the group’s spontaneous experimentation, typically 

involving stretching and transforming of tune’s important structural elements. Davis, 

tenor saxophonist George Coleman, and the rhythm section collectively reworked 

standards like “Les Feuilles Mortes (Autumn Leaves),” made popular by Edith Piaf and 

recorded by Davis in 1958, “I Thought About You,” recorded by Davis in 1961, and 

“All Of You,” first recorded in 1956; “Joshua” from Seven Steps to Heaven; plus the 

originals “Milestones” (Milestones, 1958) and “Walkin’” (Walkin’, 1954).  

 The Quintet’s free interpretation of well-known material in front of a live audience 

reveals both a remarkable level of musical skill and group interaction and a shared 

interest in free improvisation.14 Throughout each of the seven tunes, Hancock 
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interpolates colorful harmonies, Carter plucks distinct and sometimes chromatic motifs, 

and Williams suddenly changes the mood and momentum of the performance with 

metric modulations, dramatic crescendos, and sudden caesuras. Spontaneous gestures 

open up the performance, absolving the strictures of musical protocol and forging 

undeniably “new” interpretations of old material. 

 A closer look at the quintet’s performance of “Milestones” will disclose aspects of 

the freethinking that was so characteristic of the Quintet. “Milestones”15 is a 24-bar 

composition in AABBA. The A-strain is generally in G Dorian with a cadence to an F-

major-7 chord in the last two bars, and the B-strain generally in A-Aeolian. The head 

(compositional melody) transcribed from the 1958 recording, can be written out this 

way: 

                                                
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) and Ingrid Monson’s Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation 
and Interaction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997). 

15 There are two compositions called “Milestones” in Davis’s discography. The first was 
recorded on August 14, 1947 at Harris Smith Studios in New York City and released by Savoy 
Records on a 78-rpm disc titled “Miles Davis All-Stars.” This composition is completely different 
from the second “Milestones,” first recorded on February 4, 1958 for the LP of the same name, and 
it is this later “Milestones” that Davis revisits with his quintet in France in 1963. 
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Ex. 2.1: “Milestones,” released on Miles Davis, Milestones  (1958), Columbia CL 1139 

 
Davis, in interviews from around the recording date for “Milestones,” frequently 

expressed an interest in exploring more liberated methods of improvisation. A central 

concern was in the multiple ways melody can be constructed (scales and intervallic 

formulas), melodic voice leading can dictate harmonic movement, and in streamlined 

compositions uncluttered by a large number of chords. He makes this perspective clear 

in a December 1958 interview with Nat Hentoff for the Jazz Review: 

 Miles started to talk about his strong preference for writing that isn’t 
overcrowded, especially overcrowded with chords. He found some acetates 
of his forthcoming Columbia Porgy and Bess LP which Gil Evans had arranged 
but for the scoring of which Miles had made a number of suggestions. He 
put I Loves You Porgy on the machine. 
 “Hear that passage. We only used two chords for all of that. And in 
Summertime, there is a long space where we don’t change the chord at all. It 
just doesn’t have to be cluttered up…” 
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 Miles was at the piano again, indulging one of his primary pleasures—
hearing what can be done with voicings, by changing a note, spreading out 
the chord, reshaping it. “You know, you can play chords on every note in the 
scale. Some people don’t seem to realize that. People like Bill [Evans], Gil 
Evans and George Russell know what can be done, what the possibilities 
are.”16 

 
Davis’s mention of reshaping chords, altering their voicings, and building chords on 

every note in the scale is tied to the vibrant theoretical discourse held among improvising 

musicians in New York City in the late-fifties. Pianist Bill Evans, composer and arranger 

Gil Evans, and composer and drummer George Russell, each of whom collaborated with 

Davis in those years, were instrumental developing new approaches to improvisation and 

composition.  

 George Russell’s treatise, The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization, first 

published in 1952, systematized a hybrid modal and chromatic approach to 

improvisation intended to free the improviser from convention and cliché. Proposing 

that the C Lydian mode more as a more perfect expression of a C Major sonority than 

the traditional major scale because of the raised fourth scale degree, Russell constructed a 

collection of six parent scales based on the Lydian mode for each chord quality (major, 

minor, diminished, and augmented). This concept of tonal organization was designed to 

help improvisers determine the “tonal gravity” of a tune, thereafter applying a vertical 

approach (where chords dictated the choice of scale), a horizontal approach (a single 

scale imposed on a sequence of chords), or a supravertical approach (involving all twelve 

notes of the chromatic scale). The goal of Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept, notes 

                                                
16 Miles Davis and Nat Hentoff, “An Afternoon With Miles Davis,” The Jazz Review 

(December 1958) in Miles on Miles: Interviews and Encounters with Miles Davis, eds. Paul Maher Jr. and 
Michael K. Dorr (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books, 2009), 16. 
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Ingrid Monson, was to facilitate an improviser’s freedom of expression as informed by 

all of the tonal possibilities where, according to Russell, “You are free to do anything 

your taste may dictate, for you can resolve the most ‘far out’ melody since you always 

know where home is (the parent member scale within the parent Lydian Chromatic 

Scale).”17 Freedom, as a way of avoiding cliché and accessing the extent of one’s musical 

imagination, was the main objective of Russell’s treatise. Whether or not the musicians in 

Davis’s quintet were familiar with Russell’s theoretical work, it is clear why Davis was 

excited by their knack for experimentation.   

 Herbie Hancock’s chord voicings on “Milestones” are illustrative of the quintet’s 

free sensibilities. In the head of the original studio recording, William “Red” Garland 

sounds colorful chords underneath each note of Davis’s melody which floats over an A-

pedal point sustained by Paul Chambers on bass: 

 

 
Ex. 2.2: Trumpet, piano, and bass in the B-section of “Milestones,” from Milestones  

(1958) 
 
 

                                                
17 George Russell, The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization (1964), p. 27, quoted in 

Ingrid Monson’s detailed summary and analysis of Russell’s treatise in Freedom Sounds: Civil Rights Call 
Out to Jazz and Africa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 287-291.  
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Garland accompanies Davis’s melody with a tone cluster whose “root” is the melody 

note stacked by a 2nd and 4th on top. These chords, tethered to Chambers’s pedal point, 

contribute to the floating quality achieved by the piece’s utilization of modes. The 

interval of a fourth in Garland’s chords is particularly crucial in creating an open, free-

floating sonority in this particular section. 

 Compared to Garland, Herbie Hancock’s use of tone clusters and quartal harmony 

achieves dramatically heightened results in “Milestones” of 1963, which the group plays 

in double time. In the B-section, Hancock’s parallel fourth chords (Ex. 2.3), played over 

Carter’s pedal point on A, intensifies the open sonority of the mode: 

 
Ex. 2.3: Fourth chords played by Herbie Hancock in “Milestones” (1963) [0:12—

0:23] 
 
 

In a motive during the B-section of the third chorus, Hancock sustains arpeggiated 

fourths before hammering them out as block chords: 

 

 
Ex. 2.4: B-section in third chorus of Hancock’s solo [7:02], “Milestones” (1963) 

 
 
Hancock’s fourths work to reinforce the modality of “Milestones,” but he often 

destabilizes that modality by transposing these chords up and down by step, occasionally 

raising one of the notes to create an augmented fourth chord and pushing the overall 

sonority towards chromaticism. But Hancock’s chords are only one of the techniques the 
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quintet uses towards expressive freedom; in the course of performance the group 

suddenly halves the tempo (0:40—0:52) and modulates to triple meter (1:09—1:21, 

1:37—1:49, 2:05—2:16), “rewriting” Davis’s tune on the spot.  

  The remainder of this chapter focuses on free improvisation on recordings 

made before and after Davis assembled his quintet. I survey tracks by Cecil Taylor and 

Ornette Coleman that precede Davis’s quintet to establish what, technically speaking, 

comprises “free jazz." The second part of the chapter explores experimental work by 

Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and Tony Williams outside of Davis’s group to 

contextualize the “controlled freedom” in their playing on “Milestones” at the La Pinède 

Hotel in 1963. 

 
 
 
II. EXPERIMENTALISTS OF THE EARLY 1960S 
 
A. Cec i l  Taylor 
 
 Cecil Taylor, one of the musicians who most prominently represented the jazz 

avant-garde, developed, over time, strategies for utilizing and manipulating musical 

“energy” for the sake of unrestricted self expression. His recorded output from the early 

1960s reveals Taylor’s preoccupation with timbre, momentum (accelerando and 

decelerando), intensity (note density, volume, gravitas), and ensemble texture, often in 

place of parameters that governed conventional jazz performance, like song form, 

functional harmony, and a swing feeling. Taylor, as Ekkehard Jost points out, did not 

“swing” in the traditional sense; rather, as the 1960 LP The World Of Cecil Taylor makes 

clear, Taylor applied these new parameters in pieces with open forms (largely preserving, 

however, the conventional compositional melodyimprovised soloscompositional 



 58 

melody format), and all of it undergirded by a steady pulse. Gradually, Taylor would blur 

the distinction between premeditated and spontaneous composition by encouraging 

musicians to interpret the compositional melody as they pleased, making the entire 

performance, from the compositional melody to the solos, a collectively constructed and 

shaped musical process. Around 1965, Taylor further enhanced these parameters by 

allowing each musician in the ensemble to determine their own meter and tempo, further 

encouraging immediate action and reaction between musicians and, thus, an immersed 

performance characterized by kinetic group interaction. The aggregate of this polymetric 

mesh produces a collectively intuited “free” meter, and the effect of this, in addition to 

Taylor’s almost exclusively chromatic and timbral playing, is what critics tried to capture 

by designating it free jazz.  

 A brief overview of Taylor’s innovative and radical musical direction is needed to 

explain why it was slowly but surely adopted by other musicians, especially since so many 

were convinced that he was combining musical elements that did not belong together.18  

Taylor enrolled in the New England Conservatory in 1952 at the age of twenty-three 

following a rich musical upbringing in Queens, New York, where he had starting piano 

lessons at the age of five with a neighbor whose husband was Toscanini’s typanist at the 

New York Philharmonic. As a child, Taylor was particularly interested in the big-band 

music of drummers like Gene Krupa and Chick Webb and the rhythmic scat singing of 

Cab Calloway, and as a teen, Taylor listened to the famous dance orchestras of Jimmy 

Lunceford, Benny Goodman, and Tommy Dorsey. Dance, for Taylor, was significant 

because of the correlation between rhythm and physicality—a relationship that Taylor 

                                                
18 A.B. Spellman, Four Jazz Lives (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004), 3-48 and 

49-76; orig. published as Four Lives in the Bebop Business (1966). 
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explored on the piano. Despite his initial ambivalence towards Duke Ellington, Taylor 

credited Ellington as influencing his orchestral approach to the piano, one that utilized 

the full sonic range of the instrument, simultaneously supporting and directing the each 

musician during improvisation. 

 As a college student at New England Conservatory, Taylor was dismayed by the 

school’s conservative environment; he felt that it bred conformity and exalted theory and 

notation over musical intuition and improvisation. Taylor’s disenchantment with the 

Conservatory reached a breaking point after an experience with racial bigotry, and he 

moved on to seek musical training in Boston’s nightclubs, especially those located 

“across the bridge [on] the other side of town…in the black ghetto.”19 Apprenticing with 

local musicians and studying the headliners from New York City like Bud Powell, Charlie 

Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Walter Bishop, Jr. and Miles Davis, Taylor eventually embarked 

on a career as a soloist.  

 Traveling often between Boston and New York in an effort to find employment, 

Tom Wilson booked Taylor for a recording session in 1956 for the fledgling Transition 

label. The session was difficult, according to bassist Buell Neidlinger, because the studio 

was designed for small chamber groups and could not sufficiently accommodate the 

acoustics of a soprano saxophone, played by Steve Lacy, and the drumset of Dennis 

Charles. Particularly, Taylor found the recording process particularly strained because 

recording was “such an artificial situation, and the engineer, of course, makes it more 

artificial by the insistence on arranging everybody to fit his idea of sound, which has 

nothing to do with music, really…the musicians should be the one to tell them what the 

                                                
19 Ibid, 55. 
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nature of their sound is, and how the music should sound.”20 Despite the difficulties of 

the recording date, the LP Jazz Advance that ensued marks an early example of free 

improvisation by a prominent soon-to-be member of the jazz avant-garde.  

 Of the tracks recorded during that session, Taylor’s rendition of Thelonious 

Monk’s “Bemsha Swing” stands out. As Robin D. G. Kelley has shown, Monk, because 

of his timbral approach to the piano, unexpected and “dissonant” (chromatic) harmonies 

in both his compositions and his improvisation, and his simple, sometimes abrupt, and 

often playful melodies served as a source of inspiration for the experimentalists of the 

1960s.21 Taylor pays homage to Monk with a noticeably free approach; Taylor evokes 

Monk’s through a buoyant, rhythmic piano accompaniment and dissonant, chromatic 

tone clusters usually consisting of sevenths, tritones, and seconds. His channeling of 

Monk is even more deliberate in Taylor’s free but exacting rhythmic sensibility that 

drives the momentum of the ensemble. According to Taylor, Monk played “very subtly, 

more subtly than the eighth-note playing of boogie-woogie pianists and of some 

contemporary players,” and his unexpected interjections from the piano would often jar 

the other musicians.22  

 That same disruptive quality characterizes Taylor’s approach in “Bemsha Swing,” 

where his sudden, punctuated tone clusters and bubbling runs spanning the range of the 

keyboard travel through the ensemble texture in concentrated bursts. Taylor’s dense 

chords and active playing underneath the other soloists affects the overall ensemble 

                                                
20 Ibid, 66. 
21 See Robin D. G. Kelley, Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original (New 

York: Free Press, 2009), 279-297; and Kelley, “New Monastery: Monk and the Jazz Avant-Garde,” 
Black Music Research Journal 19 (Autumn 1999): 135-168. 

22 Ibid, 74. 
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texture which fluctuates between sparsity and density. Considering his apparent homage 

and evocation of Monk in addition to his professed admiration of well-known 

bandleaders, Taylor’s artistic aims are not directed at thwarting or destroying “tradition,” 

as critics would later claim; instead, Taylor found ways to merge conventional and new 

parameters into his own idiosyncratic style.   

 On October 13, 1958, Taylor participated in a recording session in New York with 

John Coltrane and Kenny Dorham, two eminent veterans of the city’s jazz scene. Later 

released as Hard Driving Jazz (United Artists UAL4014), the session produced five tracks 

including the popular standard “Like Someone In Love,” written by Jimmy Van Heusen 

in 1944.23 Taylor sensed that there would be problems from the start, especially because 

Dorham made “subtle and not so subtle” remarks about Taylor’s “way-out music” not 

being the “real thing.”24  By contrast, Coltrane appeared to be more receptive to Taylor’s 

unique approach, which Taylor attributed to his recent work with Thelonious Monk.25 In 

a matter of years, John Coltrane’s increasingly bold and unflinching artistic exploration 

and experimentation, spurred by deeply held spiritual beliefs that would permeate his 

work until his sudden death in 1967, would come to epitomize the ethos of the jazz 

avant-garde and elevate Coltrane into a cultural hero.26 This joint session with Taylor can 

be thought of as an early point of contact that would have a lasting impact on Coltrane’s 

                                                
23 See Appendix for a transcription Taylor’s first chorus on “Like Someone In Love”. 
24 Ibid, 70. 
25 Taylor is likely referring to the albums Thelonious Monk with John Coltrane (Riverside RLP12-

235) and Monk’s Music (Riverside RLP12-242), both recorded in 1957, as well as Coltrane’s 
November 29th performance with Monk at Carnegie Hall. Monk and Coltrane worked together again 
on September 11, 1958 at the Five Spot Café. 

26 See Leonard L. Brown, ed., John Coltrane & Black America’s Quest for Freedom: Spirituality and 
the Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Frank Kofsky, John Coltrane and the Jazz Revolution of 
the 1960s (New York: Pathfinder, 1998), which is the revised version of Kofsky’s earlier Black 
Nationalism and the Revolution in Music of 1970; and Valerie Wilmer, As Serious As Your Life: John Coltrane 
and Beyond (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1992). 



 62 

artistic direction. Furthermore, Dorham’s opprobrium vividly illustrates the response 

that Taylor’s approach received from musicians who were not in accord with such drastic 

modes of experimentation.  

 “Air” is the opening track to Taylor’s 1960 LP The World of Cecil Taylor (Candid 

M8006), from a session that included tenor saxophonist Archie Shepp, bassist Buell 

Neidlinger, and drummers Denis Charles and Sunny Murray. The version that appears 

on the recording was the group’s twenty-eighth take of the tune, suggesting that Taylor’s 

interest in spontaneous composition was not a haphazard one. The studio allowed 

Taylor, the ensemble, and likely the session’s producer as well to review the outcome of 

each performance, allowing them to choose which takes were worth keeping and 

discarding, clearly showing that preplanning and revision were integral parts Taylor’s 

collectively constructed spontaneous performances. Interestingly, this post-production 

review process resonates with what Davis did in the studio after the Quintet’s sessions; 

recording several takes, Davis would keep the best version, making the sound that the 

Quintet achieved on the studio recordings the product of both their sudden, limited, and 

immersive opportunity to explore a new, abstract composition and a meticulous review 

process. In this way, both Taylor and Davis sought and valued performances with 

spontaneous, intuitive playing and utilized recording technology to determine and mold 

an ideal recorded performance.  

 “Air” opens with a propulsive drum solo by Denis Charles in duple time that soon 

gives way to Taylor punctuated tone clusters in the piano’s middle register, interspersed 

by short, single-line chromatic motifs played sotto voce. At 1:12, Charles marks the 

entrance of the ensemble, and Neidlinger begins to play a bass line in counterpoint to the 
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compositional melody carried by Shepp who, because of his loose intonation and 

articulation, sounds as though he has already started improvising. The ambiguity between 

compositional melody and improvisatory solos heightens at 1:42 when Neidlinger moves 

from the rhythmically loose contrapuntal melody to a pulsing, quarter note bass line 

under Shepp’s playing; for the listener, it can be difficult to pinpoint the melody to “Air” 

is because the fragments that Shepp plays at the beginning of the track do not reappear 

at the end. Instead, this performance consists of simultaneous streams of improvisation 

occurring over a quarter-note pulse maintained primarily by the bassist and drummer. 

The free improvisation (eschewing a chord progression and form) over a steady pulse 

evident on this track makes “Air” a precursor to a technique that Davis’s quintet 

members would call “time, no changes,” and their use of this technique suggests how 

influential Taylor’s concepts ultimately were. 

  
B. Ornette  Coleman   
 
 Cecil Taylor was not the only musician exploring time, no changes; this technique 

appears frequently in the recordings of Ornette Coleman’s Quartet of the early 1960s. 

“The Face Of The Bass,” a feature for bassist Charlie Haden released on Coleman’s 

Change Of The Century (Atlantic LP1327) of 1960 utilizes time, no changes during the solos 

(starting at 2:18), with Haden improvising a complementary, pulsing quarter note bass 

line to the motivic improvisation of first trumpeter Don Cherry and then Coleman on 

alto saxophone. The horn players in each of their solos remain mostly in Bb, the key of 

the playful compositional melody, but the musicians take brief excursions into unrelated 

keys like B, requiring Haden to adjust his bass line accordingly.  
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 One of Coleman’s most important developments during this period that governs 

time, no changes, is a concept he would later call “harmolodics”—a reintegration of 

harmony and melody where simultaneous streams of improvisation produce an aggregate 

harmonic texture of its own.27 This process is directed foremost by the musicians’ deep, 

collective listening, with the result, depending on the musicians’ skill, producing a mesh 

of complementary melodies connected to each other in a loose, rhythmic counterpoint. 

In this way, Coleman’s harmolodics “freed” melody from (diatonic) harmony, creating an 

approach where the improvisation of the former determines the contents of the latter. In 

other words, melodic motives, no matter how dissonant or chromatic, can “work” in the 

context of this spontaneously mutating texture, which itself depends on the collective 

listening and improvisation of the ensemble members. 

 Coleman began configuring ensembles without piano in late 1958, and in doing so 

designed an ensemble texture of exclusively non-chordal instruments: saxophone, 

trumpet, bass, and drums. The absence of the piano’s chordal accompaniment allowed 

for the “chords,” or polyphony, of the other instruments to sound freely, democratizing 

the creation of “harmony” and redefining it as a matter of collective effort. The detection 

of instrumental timbre was also enhanced in this sparser texture, creating a greater 

demand on the musicians to catch another’s subtle inflections and fluctuations. This 

heightened auditory experience and creative process was one that was highly susceptible 

                                                
27 Coleman, in an interview with critic John Tynan, stated that the concept of harmolodics 

first appears in application on “Lonely Woman” on the 1959 LP The Shape of Jazz To Come (Atlantic 
LP1317), but the term itself was not used until the mid-1970s. Interview originally printed in Nat 
Hentoff’s 1961 Esquire magazine article “Ornette Coleman: Biggest Noise in Jazz,” later published in 
Hentoff, This Jazz Life (New York; Da Capo Press, 1975), cited in John Litweiler, Ornette Coleman: This 
Harmolodic Life (New York: William Morrow & Co., Inc., 1992), 57.  
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to criticism; musicians and critics alike came to the conclusion that Coleman and his 

ensemble simply could not improvise or “swing.” 

 Coleman’s 1961 LP Ornette! (Atlantic LP1378) provides yet another vivid example 

of his concepts in application. Here, Coleman’s whimsically buoyant compositional 

melodies give way to solos that are undergirded by a steady pulse maintained by the bass 

and accented by the drums. The solo section of “W.R.U,” the first of the four cryptically 

acronymed tracks, begins with bassist Scott LaFaro’s prodding ostinato, one that 

alternates with a chromatic walking bass line that clearly marks the pulse. The solos, first 

Cherry then Coleman, are composed of short, fragmentary motifs initiated on different 

pitches, in effect producing longer phrases whose constituent parts are in different 

“keys.” On the track, LaFaro and drummer Ed Blackwell contort their playing to the 

contours of the soloists’ motifs, spontaneously erupting into fits of intense musical 

dialogue. With a steady, constant pulse serving as a foundation for the performance, the 

expressive freedom of this dialogue is tethered to a stable point of reference. 

 The inflections (articulation and intonation) of the soloists deserve some comment. 

Critics and other musicians voiced displeasure over what they perceived to be technical 

deficiencies in Coleman and Cherry’s playing. Coleman’s technical aptitude was often the 

source of derision aimed at his music, serving as evidence of farcical nature of the “new 

thing.” However, another way to hear the fluctuations in Coleman and Cherry’s 

playing—one that neither addresses nor avoids the question of their control or 

proficiency—is for its timbral and otherwise expressive dimensions. Effects like slurs, 

trills, shakes, and other semitonal and non-traditional (or non-Western) techniques 
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contribute to the voice-like, conversational aesthetic of Coleman and Cherry’s playing, 

adding color and emphasis to their clipped phrases. 

 “W.R.U.,” the other three tracks of Ornette!, and Coleman’s recorded output in the 

early 1960s, document the inchoate yet explosive innovations that the 

saxophonist/composer introduced to the music world, gaining the attention of an entire 

generation of younger, experimentalism-inclined musicians, including the soon-to-be 

members of Davis’s quintet.  

 
III. DAVIS’S QUINTET: RON CARTER, HERBIE HANCOCK, TONY WILLIAMS, AND 
EXPERIMENTATION  
 
 In 1960, the same year Coleman’s Atlantic LPs were being recorded, reedist Eric 

Dolphy recorded a session for the small independent label New Jazz with George 

Duvivier on bass, Roy Haynes on drumset, and Ron Carter, who had recently relocated 

to New York City, on cello. Dolphy played flute, clarinet, bass clarinet, and alto 

saxophone on the session and three of the seven tracks are Dolphy’s originals, including 

the title track “Out There.” 
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Ex. 2.5: Compositional melody to “Out There,” as played by Eric Dolphy, Ron 
Carter, and George Duvivier, released on Out There  (1960) 
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“Out There” is a descriptive and suitable title for Dolphy’s composition: instead of a 32-

bar popular song form Dolphy’s is a 30-bar AABA, and, based on the performance on 

record, the group does not follow any prescribed chord changes. Rather, “Out There” 

features a highly chromatic melody played in unison by Dolphy on alto saxophone joined 

by Carter’s on cello, with Duvivier’s bass line and Haynes’s polyrhythmic maintaining a 

duple-meter pulse. Additionally, the compositional melody is divided into asymmetrical 

portions that, in performance, create a sense of spontaneity and disorientation. Thus, by 

design, “Out There” is out there, an aesthetic Carter, who solos first, explores on cello 

with long portamenti, ostinati, and syncopated and hypermetric phrases that blur both 

pitch and the implied barlines. His approach to playing the cello is not unlike that of a 

folk fiddler in that expressivity is achieved though declamatory articulation and varied 

tone color, and Carter often plays in between discernible pitches, possibly for technical 

reasons, with the result being fast-moving, colorful melodic fragments.28 Dolphy’s is 

similarly “out,” and shows a penchant in his fast playing for conventional scales and 

chordal outlining imposed upon the bass line “harmolodically.”29 

                                                
28 Critics apparently condemned Carter’s performance upon the release of Dolphy’s LP. 

Simosko and Tepperman write: “Carter’s cello work demonstrates much use of quarter tones and 
smeared and bent notes that sound at times like sloppy attack, and intonation problems--the latter 
aspects especially evident in some of the melody statements. This effect caused much speculation, 
ranging from opinions that Carter was having trouble switching from bass to cello...to theories 
concerning the influence of mid-eastern and oriental musics on his style. Actually, a statement 
attributed to Carter indicates that in fact he was not well that day, and was having some difficulty 
playing. Indeed, his strongest and clearest solo is on the first tune of the day, Out There....” Vladimir 
Simosko and Barry Tepperman, Eric Dolphy: A Musical Biography & Discography, rev. ed. (New York: 
Da Capo Press, 1992), 48. 

29 Scott DeVeaux, in The Birth of Bebop: A Social and Musical History (1997), writes that Charlie 
Parker, who did not spend time playing the keyboard like his colleague, trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie, 
listened closely to harmony/chordal instruments like the guitar, learning how to “draw unexpected 
melodic lines out of the fabric of voice-leading in the chord progression” (p. 189). 
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Ex. 2.6: First few bars of Eric Dolphy’s solo on “Out There” (1960) 
  
Here, Dolphy, who idolized Charlie Parker and took great interest in Ornette Coleman’s 

music,30 creates a string of fast-moving melodic ideas that, without a chordal instrument 

like a piano, are untethered to a particular harmonic progression. Carter, Dolphy, and 

Duvivier, whose bass solo is last, do not appear to acknowledge the 30-bar formal 

scheme of the head melody and instead improvise over the steady quarter-note pulse 

kept by Haynes on the drumset. “Out There” is a representative example of Dolphy’s 

work from 1960 until his untimely death in 1964; in acknowledging the music of earlier 

luminaries like Parker and creating new music through experimentation, Dolphy’s music 

is both referential and reverential, linking him to networks of improvising musicians both 

past and present. Dolphy’s evocative song title suggests that the musicians’ free 

                                                
30 Vladimir Simosko and Barry Tepperman, Eric Dolphy: A Musical Biography and Discography 

(Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1974), 36-37. 
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improvisation and their unique way of reappropriating the “old” and experimenting with 

the “new” paved the way for other musicians, and Ron Carter’s involvement in the 

recording session provides insight to Carter’s 1963 performance in Antibes with Davis. 

 The “new thing” made its way into the music of Jackie McLean, an alto 

saxophonist who was one of Parker’s protégés and who established his professional 

career alongside Miles Davis, Bud Powell, Thelonious Monk, Charles Mingus, and Art 

Blakey. In session for Blue Note Records a few months before Davis’s European tour, 

pianist Herbie Hancock and drummer Tony Williams recorded some of McLean’s new 

compositions along with Donald Byrd on trumpet and Butch Warren on bass. “Vertigo,” 

the title track of this 1963 LP, is an ambitious composition that oscillates between a 

declamatory seven-note motif (mm. 1-4, 41-44, and 73-76) and episodes of free, 

collective improvisation over a quick and steady quarter-note pulse (mm. 7-39 and 47-

71);31 its unconventional format attests to the kind of experimentation that even 

musicians with direct links to Parker were engaged in,32 one that was made more 

                                                
31 A full transcription of the melody and accompaniment of “Vertigo” can be found in the 

Appendix. 
32 McLean, who both idolized and received mentorship from Charlie Parker, underscored 

the value of creativity and originality in his work with bassist and bandleader Charles Mingus: 
“...Mingus wanted something else...he wanted Jackie, and he used to tell me that. He said, ‘I don’t 
want Charlie Parker, man, I want Jackie.’ Some nights he would be pleased, and he would tell me, 
‘Tonight you were playing Jackie and that’s what I want.’ And on other nights he would tell me, 
‘Tonight I want Johnny Hodges,’ and I had to go out and listen to Johnny Hodges and try to get 
what Mingus wanted out of Hodges’ melodic idea...I hadn’t been content with what I was doing with 
[chord] changes yet, and here came Mingus telling me, ‘Forget changes and forget about what key 
you’re in,’ and ‘all notes are right,’ and things like that, and it kind of threw me...Mingus made me feel 
like I could go out and explore because he was doing it and was accepted by the audience and loved 
for it.” A. B. Spellman, Four Jazz Lives (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004), 214-16. 
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amenable through collaborations with younger musicians like Tony Williams, whom 

McLean met in Boston in 1962.33  

 There is no clear compositional-melody to “Vertigo;” instead McLean and Byrd 

improvise lines that descend from the top of their instrumental registers to the bottom, 

making occasional, hazy references (along with Warren’s bass line) to Bb minor. The 

seven-note motif recurs only as an interjection between these moments of collective 

improvisation, where McLean and Byrd create long, interlocking melodies. Warren and 

Williams maintain the pulse as McLean and Byrd improvise, but Williams often blurs the 

meter with syncopated accents and polyrhythms, especially on his cymbals, essentially 

freeing the sense of time in the performance.  

 Throughout the piece, Hancock voices fourth chords (e.g. mm. 9-29) that displace 

the implied Bb-minor tonal center of “Vertigo,” reinforcing the disorienting 

counterpoint of McLean and Byrd. Hancock’s accompaniment rhythmically dialogs with 

Williams’s polyrhythms and Warren’s pulse, and these episodes of collective 

improvisation can be thought of as the “tension” to the seven-note motif’s “release”—a 

creative inversion that utilizes the dissonant chords of the motif to assuage the 

disorienting freedom of the improvised episodes. 

                                                
33 Ibid, 231. On this same page McLean recalls a conversation he had with Miles Davis about 

the music business, exploitation, and the challenges in presenting new music: “Miles and I were 
talking about the business recently, and I was telling him that I got a little dragged with the separation 
of the different [musical] (sic) conceptions when it didn’t have to be that way. It should just be music 
for the sake of music, and people listening to whatever music they thought was worthwhile listening 
to. Cats talk about the ‘New Thing’ so much, but the new thing comes out of the old thing, and in a 
way they’re part of the same thing. Take bebop, for example. First of all, I don’t agree with the name. 
It’s kind of typical, you know, you can imagine who probably thought to call it bebop. They took 
some of Dizzy’s scat phrases, like ‘oogliabopandbebop,’ and they stuck on to the ‘bebop.’ But it was 
really a serious phase in music, man. It took a lot of time for peop l e  who name th ings  to get on to 
bebop, but when they finally got on to it, then they tried to divide it into cool bop, cool 
sounds, hard bop, and all that… [emphasis added]. Like Miles said, it’s just music, good or bad.” 
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 Hancock uses fourth chords and tone clusters throughout his solo to color highly 

chromatic melodic ideas. In fact, the tonally-ambiguous fourth interval plays out in the 

opening gambit of Hancock’s solo where a chromatic semitone melody is doubled a 

fourth below, mm. 1-13, and then quickly answered by tone clusters in the left hand, 

mm. 16-17 (see Appendix). Hancock’s solo is chromatic, and while tonal ideas might be 

discernable, the chromatic lines in Hancock’s right hand and fourth chords and tone 

clusters in the left hand “free” his melodic improvisation from any particular tonal 

context. Much like Cecil Taylor, Hancock traverses the keyboard, transforming fourth 

chords/tone clusters into melodic embellishments that color melody while expressing 

harmony. The focus of Hancock’s solo is on soundcolor and rhythm at an extremely 

quick pace, and the group generates the feeling of vertigo which culminates in a moment 

of intense chromaticism at the end of Hancock’s solo, in mm. 108-116, which is followed 

by an episode of completely free improvisation (mm. 117-123). Moments later, Hancock 

reins this in back to the pulse with tremolos in the left hand (mm. 124-130), possibly 

signaling to Warren and Williams that he has returned. Hancock further reduces 

intensity, marking the end of his solo by alluding to the open fourths at the beginning of 

his solo, except this time in fifths (mm. 148-158). The solo finally ends with the same 

chromatic chord on the last beat of the seven-note motif, cueing Williams to begin and 

the ensemble to shift in momentum, with both Hancock and Warren dropping out. The 

interplay between Hancock, Warren, and Williams during Hancock’s solo is intense and 

energetic, and this way of playing freely—by taking advantage of the full sonic resources 

of the instrument, and vacillating between metric, pulse, and free time—captures the 
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experimentalist ethos that Hancock, Williams, Carter, and soon Wayne Shorter brought 

to Miles Davis’s music that same year. 

 Perhaps the most dynamic of Davis’s new musicians was the drummer Tony 

Williams. Davis hired the seventeen year-old Williams in early 1963, probably shortly 

after the February session with Jackie McLean that produced “Vertigo”—a busy period 

for Williams who, in addition to working with McLean and Davis, recorded with 

bandmate Herbie Hancock on March 19th for the pianist’s first LP My Point of View, in 

addition to sessions for trumpeter Kenny Dorham (April 1), McLean (April 30), before 

leaving on tour with Davis in July and culminating in Antibes. After returning to New 

York, Williams left with Davis for California in September, completed a session with 

trombonist Grachan Moncur III in November, performed with Davis at Lincoln 

Center’s Philharmonic Hall in Manhattan on February 12, 1964 followed by recording 

sessions with Eric Dolphy (Feb. 25), pianist Andrew Hill (March 21), Hancock (June 17), 

Moncur III (July 6), a Japanese tour with Davis in July, and, finally, his own session as an 

ensemble leader on August 21st and 24th for Blue Note Records. These sessions, later 

released as the LP Lifetime (Blue Note BLP4180) exemplify William’s technical mastery 

and skill as a composer, improviser, and ensemble player.  

 Williams is credited as composer for each of the LP’s four compositions; “Two 

Pieces of One: Red” & “Green” (tracks 1-2) and “Tomorrow Afternoon” (track 3) were 

recorded on August 21 with tenor saxophonist Sam Rivers and bassists Richard Davis 

and Gary Peacock, while “Memory” (track 4) and “Barb’s Song to the Wizard” (track 5) 

were recorded on August 24 with vibist/marimbist Bobby Hutcherson, Carter on bass 

and Hancock on piano. Free improvisation is a central aspect of each composition, and 
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the material that was worked out in advance—the compositional melody and other 

predetermined thematic material—pulls in the direction of free rhythms and open 

sonorities. The 8-bar head to “Barb’s Song to the Wizard” is an illustrative example: the 

short A-section (mm. 1-2) is thirteen beats, and the gesture in Hancock’s right hand 

moves from an open fifth to a fourth to a diminished fifth, rubbing against the left 

hand/bass notes. In the B-section Hancock undulates stacked open intervals, mostly 

fourths, over an E pedal while Carter free improvises. Though it is his composition for 

his own recording session, Williams did not play on “Barb’s Song to the Wizard” making 

it a duet for Hancock and Carter:  
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Ex. 2.7: Williams’s “Barb’s Song To The Wizard” (1964) 

 
After getting through the head, Carter begins to improvise as Hancock returns to the 

undulating fourths/fifths of the B-section. Carter’s solo rests largely in an E-Phyrgian 

soundworld with Hancock coloring the sonority by shifting from E-Phrygian to 

sonorities that allude to the music of the Arab world and Asia by raising the third and 
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seventh scale steps (E-F-G#-A-B-C-D#-E, also known as the “Arabic” or “double 

harmonic” scale) in his accompaniment. Hancock keeps the pulse, leaving Carter to play 

metrically free, and both musicians engage in constant dialogue with so that by 1:45, 

when Carter anchors the sonority in E with a spiccato open fifth (E-B) and Hancock 

maintains the pulse in his left hand while the right hand plays melodically, the distinction 

between soloist and accompanist is blurred. Hancock and Carter follow each other’s 

gestures and motifs, dropping the pulse at 3:55 and improvising freely, departing and 

returning to the E-Phrygian sonority and building tension. Hancock resumes the pulse at 

4:56 and the dramatic collective improvisation comes to a climax with Hancock’s 

ascending tremolo (4:44) while Carter bows and strums a low E-pedal, leading to a 

restatement of the head at 5:11. 

 In “Memory,” another composition by Williams, there is no compositional melody; 

each of the three musicians—Bobby Hutcherson, Williams, and Hancock—improvise 

freely in dialogue with each other for the entire performance. The table below graphs 

how their performance plays out: 

 

0:00 - 1:21 Williams maintains a steady pulse on the maracas while Hutcherson 
freely improvises. Williams builds tension by playing rolls on the 
timpani and with rim shots on the snare drum.  

1:21 - 1:32 Williams drops the pulse on the maracas while rolling on the timpani; 
Hutcherson continues to freely improvise.  

1:33 - 1:52 

After a dramatic pause Williams, on triangle, exchanges a two-note 
motif with Hutcherson, answers first with a low F and a M7th on 
B/A#, then with a low F and a forth (F#-B) in the upper register of 
the vibraphone. 

1:53 - 3:12 

Williams, on drumset, freely improvises with Hutcherson. The tuning 
of Williams’s drumset and the overtones of his cymbals create bursts 
of tone color that blend with the metallic timbre of Hutcherson’s 
instrument. 
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3:13 - 3:52 
Hancock joins the free collective improvisation on piano. Each 
musician engages in dialog with the other by quoting and answering 
each other’s motifs. Hutcherson begins to incorporate the marimba. 

3:53 - 5-19 

Williams drops out, leaving Hutcherson and Hancock in dialog until 
Hancock drops out at 4:23. Hutcherson’s playing is dark and 
mysterious as he oscillates between vibraphone and marimba; 
Hancock comes back in at 5:04 with an Eb minor or C-half 
diminished seventh chord in third inversion. 

5:20 - 6:37 Hancock is in dialog with percussion, with possibly Hutcherson on 
woodblocks and scraper, and Williams on timpani starting at 5:44.  

6: 38 - 8:10 (end) 

After three notes sound on the triangle Williams comes in with a 
crash on the drumset at 6:45; Williams and Hutcherson continue their 
free improvising with each other. Williams plays a ride pattern on the 
ride cymbal but there is still no discernable pulse. Track fades out. 

Ex. 2.8: Outline of events in “Memory” as recorded by Tony Williams, Bobby 
Hutcherson, and Herbie Hancock on August 24, 1964 

 
Williams, Hutcherson, and Hancock, even in the most free improvisatory moments in 

“Memory,” exercise control in order to effectively interact with and play along each 

other. Points of agreement in the performance, where the musicians seem to lock in to 

the same level of intensity, tempo, or motif, reveal the group’s ability to listen deeply and 

think in the moment, spontaneously creating order and structure in the performance. 

Such a constructive effort is obvious only in retrospect, outside of the moment of 

creation, by “reading” the text of the performance, which is, in this case, a recording 

intended for the commercial market. Still, what Williams’s recording makes clear is the 

wide range of playing experience of the musicians in Davis’s quintet, including more 

experimental music that involved free improvisation. As relatively young musicians in 

New York City exposed to Taylor and Coleman’s music, they not only developed the 

capability to free improvise but socialized and performed with musicians like Eric 

Dolphy, Jackie McLean, Sam Rivers and others who were known and sometimes derided 

for playing the “new thing” in jazz.
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Chapter 3 
 
“I realized that if I changed the harmonic structure or the tempo structure while 
someone else is doing something, they couldn’t stay there, they’d have to change 
with me. So I would bring that about myself a lot, knowing where I could take the 
melody. In other words, I could create a showcase for the melody and then show the 
distance between where I could go and still come directly back to that melody, 
instead of trying to show the different inversions of the same thing.”  
          - Ornette Coleman1 

  
“…one of the things that really opened my ears was the first time I heard Ornette Coleman. 
That first record I heard — I think it was Change Of The Century — was just unbelievable, the 
impact it made on me. This was about 1959, 1960.” 
           - Tony Williams2 
 
I. Introduction 
 
 The influence of the so-called jazz avant-garde on Miles Davis’s “Second Quintet” 

may be difficult to perceive because of Davis’s repertoire: the Quintet performed mostly 

Davis’s pre-1963 material before live audiences and, after Wayne Shorter was hired in the 

fall of 1964, Shorter’s abstract original compositions in the recording studio. 

Understanding the jazz avant-garde not as a movement against tradition waged by a 

cadre of radical musicians but, as a wave of experimentalism materializing 

heterogeneously among emerging and veteran musicians alike contextualizes Davis’s own 

experimentalism, which manifests “freer” strategies of conceiving of and performing 

music, with improvisation as the central operation in and determining factor of that 

musical freedom. “Free improvisation,” on a micro level, signifies the nuances of how 

musicians improvised (chromatic, non-diatonic playing; variances in timbre, intonation, 

                                                
1 John Litweiler, The Freedom Principle: Jazz After 1958 (New York: Da Capo Press, 1984), 43. 

2 Tony Williams and John Ephland, “Tony Williams: Still the Rhythm Magician,” Down Beat 
56 (May 1989): 22. 
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and articulation) and, on a macro level, the design of collectively and spontaneously 

constructed compositions in free meter or with a steady pulse. Free improvisation does 

not preclude the more conventional or traditional bebop-derived (“straight ahead”) 

approaches to improvisation; rather, it was a tool used by Cecil Taylor, Ornette Coleman, 

John Coltrane, and gradually Miles Davis to develop an idiosyncratic musical language 

and generate new, original material eschewing familiar compositional forms. Davis’s 

unique case includes his experimental and dynamic ensemble reinvention of his older 

material.  

 By pinning Davis’s quintet and the jazz avant-garde to the same flourish of 

experimentalism of the 1960s and suggesting that Davis’s group internalized the 

concepts of Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor, I deliberately blur the sharp 

historiographical distinction between  “mainstream” and “avant-garde” jazz to account 

for Davis’s stylistic change and draw attention to a unique historical moment where 

perceived and real differences in aesthetic and political values between critics and 

musicians fueled by divisive controversies around the “new thing” that still resonate in 

critical literature.3 Two major factors contributed to this divide: the dual nature of 

recordings as music artifacts to be analyzed and commodities to be categorized, where 

both processes are subjective exercises; and the other, a contentious reception of 

musicians’ social politics (both perceived and claimed) in jazz criticism, particularly some 

                                                
3 This distinction is commonly asserted in jazz histories past and present. For example, see 

the chapter “The Avant-Garde” in Gary Giddens & Scott DeVeaux ‘s Jazz (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Co, 2009; 445-84), where the jazz avant-garde is defined as “an inclusive, ongoing school 
of jazz that, despite connections to mainstream jazz, evolved as a separate entity, a tradition in its 
own right…it encompasses an approach to jazz that remains outside the practices that govern the 
usual musical performance. It continues to question the principles that the mainstream takes for 
granted,” (448). 
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of the more radical ideologies of the mid- to late-1960s. These larger factors colored the 

reception of the “new thing” in the 1960s, which, in turn, informs the traditional divide 

between Mainstream and Avant-Garde Jazz in contemporary jazz studies. 

 Jazz historiography takes as a given a quasi-teleological timeline of styles and (sub-) 

genres with the central node being the “modern jazz” of the 1940s and 50s.4 For jazz in 

the sixties, Avant-Garde or Free Jazz tends to be positioned against Hard-Bop, a 

commercially successful stylistic descendant of forties bebop that emphasized elements 

from contemporary black musics like the blues, rhythm-and-blues, and gospel.5 Davis’s 

late-fifties quintet with John Coltrane is upheld as one of the most influential Hard-Bop 

groups in contemporary jazz studies.6  

 Between Avant-Garde/Free Jazz and Hard-Bop is Modal Jazz, commonly written 

about as a style that substituted open-sounding modes for the labyrinthian string of 

scales and chords of Bebop. Davis’s composition “So What” from the 1959 LP Kind of 

Blue positioned him as a figurehead of Modal Jazz. Of course, it was in 1959 that the 

Ornette Coleman Quartet had their sensational premier in the East Village’s Five Spot 

Café, and his “free” music, by comparison, marked Coleman as a leader of an insurgent 

jazz avant-garde. We understand this way of parsing styles and artists as reflecting jazz’s 

inextricable link to the commercial music industry, where musicians and recordings are 

                                                
4 See Guthrie P. Ramsey, Jr., The Amazing Bud Powell: Black Genius, Jazz History, and the 

Challenge of Bebop (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), and Ramsey, Race Music: Black Music 
from Bebop to Hip-Hop (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003; Scott DeVeaux, The Birth of 
Bebop: A Social and Musical History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), and DeVeaux, 
“Constructing the Jazz Tradition: Jazz Historiography” Black American Literature Forum 25, No. 3 (Fall 
1991): 525-560. 

5 See Scott Saul, Freedom Is, Freedom Ain’t: Jazz and the Making of the Sixties (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2003). 

6 See Farah Jasmine Griffin and Salim Washington, Clawing at the Limits of Cool: Miles Davis, 
John Coltrane, and the Greatest Jazz Collaboration Ever (New York: St. Martin’s Press/Thomas Dunne 
Books, 2008), 90-93. 
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packaged, categorizable commodities with exchange value made available for 

consumption. Thus “mainstream jazz” primarily signifies the music’s commercial 

potential, but the label effectively conceals the complexities of a music practice or praxis 

where musicians constantly absorb and experiment with new ideas, often crossing or 

blurring stylistic boundaries. Ascertaining the influence of the so-called jazz avant-

gardists on the musical field is particularly difficult for this reason, but their audacious 

experimentation incited change in other artists. 

The source of contention for critics surrounding the experimentalism of the jazz 

avant-garde was often its seeming and, in some cases, real connection to radical social 

politics, including Black Nationalism.7 That musicians used their craft towards political 

ends distressed and alienated critics for which jazz had come to represent a modernist art 

defined by a countercultural (not subversive) aesthetic of hipness. As a result, the overt 

political statements or actions of some musicians came to define a swath of 

experimentalists, positioning the avant-garde as a fringe movement apart from 

mainstream culture. The social and political turbulence of the United States in the sixties, 

as Ingrid Monson notes, was the subtext for its music culture, but political action varied 

from artist to artist with some jazz musicians preferring to keep their political 

                                                
7 Craig Werner provides an interesting explanation on the aural and political association 

made by both black and white Americans between mid-decade Malcolm X and John Coltrane: “Both 
Malcolm and Coltrane relied primarily on the power of sound to effect change. Unleashing torrents 
of expression that called the foundation of the oppressive order into question, both pushed to 
expand the limits of their people’s understanding. Not surprisingly, the response to their calls was 
sometimes slow in developing.” Though veering perilously close to a reductionist reading of both 
figures’ output before their deaths (1965 and 1967, respectively), he does clearly make the point that 
black and white people sympathized with their “radical sounds.” Werner, A Change Gonna Come: 
Music, Race, and the Soul of America (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 125-131. 
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convictions and their art separate.8 In this turbulent social climate, any derivation from 

the norm could be construed as an act of protest; even when a musician like Ornette 

Coleman was seen by fellow black musicians as “erasing the barriers placed around 

African American creativity generally, and around his work in particular” his “radicalism” 

fomented as much confusion in some critics as it did resentment.9 This topic receives 

greater attention in Chapter 4 in relation to a critical roundtable published in a 1965 

special issue of Down Beat magazine.  

 

II. “Prince of Darkness”10: Miles Davis’s Caustic Comments About the Jazz 

Avant-Garde  

 Another reason why the links between Davis’s quintet and the jazz avant-garde are 

unclear stems from his caustic dismissal of other musicians to the press. John Szwed 

points out that Davis, “like many other established musicians…promptly dismissed 

[Ornette] Coleman as ‘fucked up’ psychologically. He would resist these new jazz 

movements, just as he had funk and soul music in the late 1950s.”11 Davis criticized so-

called avant-garde musicians and “mainstream” musicians in much the same way: 

viciously.  

 In 1964, Davis was the subject of Leonard Feather’s infamous Blindfold Test, a 

recurring feature in Down Beat magazine printed in the June 18th issue. In response to 

                                                
8 Ingrid Monson, Freedom Sounds: Civil Rights Call Out To Jazz and Africa (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007), 152-282. 
9 Ibid., 359. 
10 The composition “Prince of Darkness,” composed by Wayne Shorter, appears on Davis’s 

1967 LP Sorcerer (Columbia CS 9532). 
11 John Szwed, So What: The Life of Miles Davis (New York: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 

2002), 216. 



 83 

“Mary Ann” by avant-gardist Eric Dolphy from the 1960 LP Far Cry (a session that 

featured Ron Carter, who was then Davis’s bassist) Davis snaps: “That’s got to be Eric 

Dolphy—nobody else could sound that bad! The next time I see him I’m going to step 

on his foot. You print that. I think he’s ridiculous. He’s a sad motherfucker.”12 Davis 

goes on to review Cecil Taylor’s “Lena” from the 1962 LP At the Cafe Montmatre just as 

unkindly. In response to Feather’s mitigation that the pianist behind the music was 

inspired by Duke Ellington, Davis exclaims: “I don’t give a shit! It must be Cecil Taylor. 

Right? I don’t care who he’s inspired by. That shit ain’t nothing.”  

 The tone is no different when Davis is asked to review his early mentor Clark 

Terry’s “Cielito Lindo” from the 1963 LP 3 in Jazz. According to Davis, Terry, 

unquestionably a mainstream musician, produced a “sad record… Why do they make 

records like that? That’s what’s fucking up music, you know. Record companies. They 

make too many sad records.” And on the iconic Duke Ellington, whose “Caravan” from 

the 1963 LP Money Jungle is played, Davis scoffs: “What am I supposed to say to that? 

That’s ridiculous. You see the way they can fuck up music? It’s a mismatch. They don’t 

complement each other. Max [Roach] and [Charles] Mingus can play together, by 

themselves. Mingus is a hell of a bass player, and Max is a hell of a drummer. But Duke 

can’t play with them, and they can’t play with Duke… Record companies should be 

kicked in the ass. Someone should take a picket sign and picket the record company.”13 

                                                
12 In his autobiography (p. 269) Davis makes an effort to clear up his feelings towards 

Dolphy and the alleged rumor that he sought Dolphy for his band after George Coleman left. Davis 
states: “Eric was a beautiful guy as far as his personality went, but I never liked his playing. He could 
play; I just didn’t like the way he played. A lot of people loved it; I know Trane did, Herbie, Ron, and 
Tony did, too. When George quit, Tony did bring up Eric’s name, but I didn’t even consider him 
seriously.” 

13 Leonard Feather and Miles Davis, “The Blindfold Test -- Miles Davis,” Down Beat (June 18, 
1964): 31. 
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 Rather than take aim at a particular group of musicians, Davis specifically directs 

his ire at individual musicians. Just as scathing, however, is Davis’s critique of record 

companies and the jazz press whose superficial promotion of new music—especially that 

of the avant-garde—Davis considered to be a cover-up for their inability to understand it 

technically. As Waldo E. Martin, Jr. points out, Davis scorned the press for the 

manufactured hype around the “new thing.” Hype, Davis felt, misdirected listeners but 

also threatened his own vanguard status and self-fashioning.14  Davis’s contempt for 

hype is clearly articulated in his recollection of Ornette Coleman and Don Cherry in his 

autobiography:  

“…people went for that because people will go for anything they don’t 
understand if it’s [sic] got enough hype. They want to be hip, want always to 
be in on the new thing so they don’t look unhip. White people are especially 
like that, particularly when a black person is doing something they don’t 
understand. They don’t want to have to admit that a black person could be 
doing something that they don’t know about. Or that he could be maybe a 
little more—or a lot more—intelligent than them. They can’t stand to admit 
that kind of shit to themselves, so they run around talking about how great it 
is until the next “new thing” comes along, and then the next and then the 
next and then the next. That’s what I thought was happening when Ornette 
hit town.”15 

 
Here, the white critic and audience’s strivings to be hip stemmed from, in Davis’s view, a 

fetishization of black musicians that masked incomprehension. Davis felt that Coleman 

and Cherry’s approach (“just being spontaneous in their playing, playing ‘free form,’ 

bouncing off what each other was doing”) was notable, even if their playing was 

underdeveloped, but took issue with how it fed into the superficiality and cluelessness of 

                                                
14 Waldo E. Martin, Jr., “Miles Davis and the 1960s Avant-Garde,” in Miles Davis and American 

Culture, ed. Gerald Early (St. Louis: Missouri Historical Society Press, 2001), 113-14. 
15 Davis and Troupe, 251. 



 85 

his audience. Davis’s scathing commentary can be compared to Norman Mailer’s 

dissection of the American postwar generation in the influential essay “The White 

Negro” first published in the magazine Dissent in 1957. Mailer describes the ethos of the 

post-war youth as white young adults adopting black culture as a means of resistance to 

the repressive social, cultural, and political climate of the fifties. Mailer’s “hipster” gained 

access to black culture in locales like New York City’s Greenwich Village “[where] a 

menage-a-trois was completed—the bohemian and the juvenile delinquent came face-to-

face with the Negro, and the hipster was a fact in American life.”16 Ethnomusicologist 

Ingrid Monson links Mailer’s essay to a far-reaching and persistent trend in American 

popular culture that idealizes black musicians as symbols of resistance, an innate sense of 

artistic talent and expressivity, and sexual liberation. Thus, the hipster’s consumption of 

jazz, especially the newest and hippest jazz, was informed by these preconceptions of 

race, gender, and sexuality. In turn, these preconceptions, Monson argues, informed 

much of how critics wrote about bebop when it was an emergent style in the forties; 

these same preconceptions, I argue, served as the undercurrent for what some perceived 

as a radical, non-conformist jazz avant-garde in the sixties, one for which Coleman 

became a figurehead and Davis dismissed as empty hype. 

 Despite the hype, Davis was indeed curious of the new musicians on the scene and 

the different, freer approaches to improvisation that were emerging. On the same pages 

of his autobiography, Davis expresses an interest in the “free form” approach to 

collective improvisation he observed in Ornette Coleman’s group, noting carefully that 

Coleman’s approach to improvisation without form or structure was “important” but 

                                                
16 Norman Mailer, “The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster” Dissent 4 

(Summer 1957): 276-293. 
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not unprecedented or revolutionary.17 Davis considered Coleman “cool” but hampered 

by his “jealous[y] of other musicians’ success” while trumpeter Don Cherry was “a nice 

guy,” who “[played] a lot of notes and [looked] real serious.” But Davis expresses 

contempt for what he perceived as spectacle in Coleman’s performance, specifically his 

public experimentation on the trumpet and violin—instruments Coleman appeared to 

have less experience on:  

“Thinking he can play them with no kind of training is disrespectful toward 
all those people who play them well. And then to sit up and pontificate about 
them when he doesn’t know what he’s talking about is not cool, man.”18  
 

Again, Davis’s harshest words about Ornette Coleman and his group revolve around 

what Davis perceived as gimmickry and pretense that, in his view, cheapened the music 

and provided fodder for otherwise clueless audiences and critics. Davis’s mostly positive 

evaluation of Coleman in his autobiography, more than twenty years after Feather’s 

Blindfold Test, can be seen as a more thoughtful, less reactionary assessment of 

Coleman’s music, and perhaps even a tacit acknowledgment of influence; significant is 

Davis’s admission of interest in “free form” improvisation in spite of his feelings about 

manufactured hype.  

 In this light, the discographies of Davis’s bandmates takes on a new currency; as 

sidemen and session leaders, from the time they each relocated to New York City well 

into their tenure with Davis, they worked with veteran musicians and not-yet-established 

experimentalists. Tony Williams’ discography between 1963-65 illustrates the extent of 

his “avant-garde” work: sessions include Jackie McLean’s One Step Beyond (1963); 

trombonist Grachan Moncur III’s Evolution (1963) and Some Other Stuff (1964) which 

                                                
17 Davis and Troupe, 250-1. See also Martin, Jr. (2001), 110. 
18 Davis and Troupe, 250. 
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includes Herbie Hancock and Wayne Shorter; reedist Eric Dolphy’s Out to Lunch (1964), 

pianist Andrew Hill’s Point of Departure (1964), and saxophonist Sam Rivers Fuschia Swing 

Song (1964). Additionally, Williams’s own two LPs, Life Time (1964) and Spring (1965), 

feature free improvisation prominently and can be easily categorized as Free Jazz. Ron 

Carter’s recorded prolifically in 1960-65, and his earliest recorded work includes 

Dolphy’s Out There, Inner Flight, and Far Cry (1960), trumpeter Don Ellis’s How Time Passes 

(1960), New Ideas (1961), and his own LP Where? (1961) featuring free improvisation and 

Carter on bass and cello. 

 

III. A Change in Tenor: The New York Philharmonic Hall, Japanese Tour, and 

Berlin Philharmonic Concerts of 1964  

 At a time where mixing art and political action could have a deleterious effect on 

an artist’s career, Davis, like others who enjoyed his level of celebrity, expressed his 

convictions with non-verbal gestures of solidarity. One such instance was his 

participation in a fund-raising event held at Philharmonic Hall in New York City on 

February 12, 1964 in support of voter registration efforts in Mississippi and Louisiana by 

civil rights organizations like the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, the Congress of Racial 

Equality, and the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. Davis failed to mention 

to the other musicians that this act of charity meant that they would not be 

compensated.19 In spite of their irritation, the Quintet performance is notable for its 

relative lack of experimental dynamism when compared to the work of the ensemble 

                                                
19 Szwed, 244. 
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members outside of Davis’s group, and this concert marks a definitive change in the 

direction of the group. 

 Davis, with tenor saxophonist George Coleman, Hancock, Carter, and Williams 

perform relatively tame renditions of their live repertoire—standards like “My Funny 

Valentine,” “All of You,” and “Stella by Starlight,” in addition to originals such as “All 

Blues,” and “Four.” There is a noticeable suppression of the piquant chromaticism and 

metric elasticity intimated during the St. Louis concert of 1963; instead, the commercially 

released recordings of the concert—My Funny Valentine (Columbia CL2306) and Four & 

More (Columbia CL2453)—convey a highly polished, deftly executed, lyrical, at times 

affectively romantic, but ultimately reserved performance. Here, the Quintet members’ 

ability to play in a more “inside” (diatonic and idiomatically “traditional”) style 

overshadows their fleeting departures from protocol. One can speculate that the reason 

for their reticence was the prestigious venue, the solemn occasion, or possibly the 

temperament of the audience. Whatever the reason, the group’s restraint is palpable.   

 Their lack of experimental drive was, according to John Szwed, a growing concern 

for Tony Williams in particular, and was soon articulated by the other musicians, 

including Davis. The onus was placed on tenor saxophonist George Coleman; his rich 

tone, crystalline technique, and astute navigation of chord progressions was apparently 

not “free” or “open” enough for the other members, and Coleman grew weary of the 

group’s spontaneous eruptions into time, no changes or free meter.20 Coleman’s frustration 

with the direction of the music, but also the excesses of Davis’s lifestyle, the group’s 

inconsistent schedule (Davis suffered from frequent bouts of illness, including severe hip 

                                                
20 Ibid., 241. 
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problems) and irregular pay led to his departure, putting Davis in a position to find a new 

tenor player.   

 In July of 1964, concert promoter George Wein arranged for the Quintet to fly to 

Japan as a featured act of the World Jazz Festival, with concerts in Tokyo, Kyoto, and 

other locations. Williams recommended saxophonist Sam Rivers, who was a former 

mentor in Boston years earlier, as George Coleman’s replacement, and Davis, following 

Williams’s suggestion, hired Rivers for the tour. Rivers was gaining a reputation as an 

experimentalist who was firmly rooted in tradition, later commenting on his artistic 

direction thusly:  

…never deliberately avant-garde. I do what’s natural to me. Within my sense 
of the form of any particular piece, I go where my emotions lead me, and if 
rising intensity calls for ‘human’ sounds and other departures from 
conventional jazz practice, that’s what I’ll do.21  
 

The extant recordings of the Japanese tour include the Quintet’s performances in Hibaya 

Yagai Ongaku-do Hall, Tokyo (July 12), Kosei Nenkin Hall, Tokyo (July 14), and 

Maruyama Ongaku-do Hall, Kyoto (July 15). The performance at Kosei Nenkin Hall, 

released commercially by Columbia Records in 1964 as Miles In Tokyo, documents a 

much more adventurous performance than the Philharmonic Hall concert, with Rivers 

often leading excursions into highly-chromatic, free meter episodes.  

 One hears a searching, exploratory quality to each of the four tunes in the set; the 

familiar songs—“If I Were A Bell,” “My Funny Valentine,” “So What,” and “Walkin’”—

are abstracted through melodic fragmentation, stretched by departures from the form, 

and charged by unmanageably fast tempi. Though the other members of the Quintet, 

                                                
21 Sam Rivers, as quoted by Nat Hentoff in the liner notes to Rivers’ 1964 LP Fuchsia Swing 

Song (Blue Note BLP4184). 
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including Davis, play chromatically at times, Rivers far “out-experiments” them; his tone 

vacillates between a brittle harshness and a suffocated muffle, suffusing his already 

chromatic playing with a range of timbral variety, and his departures into free meter 

begin sharply and suddenly, forcing the ensemble to react quickly. Rivers’s playing is just 

as virtuosic and dynamic as the other musicians, but his unexpected outbursts stand out 

against the more measured approach of his bandmates.  

 he first song of the set, “If I Were A Bell,” is a prime example. Davis, whose tone 

is thinned by a stemless harmon mute, seldomly veers from patent cool and understated 

articulation captured on his earlier recordings, where elegant, lyrical phrases alternate 

with pregnant pauses. Davis only occasionally punctuates his playing with embellishing 

flurries in his upper register, providing a burst of tone color and energy into the texture. 

The ensemble builds intensity at 1:40 when the last four bars of the form are looped 

(“tagged”) in a chain of rounds, each one involving more playing than the last. Rivers 

quickly escalates in intensity upon the start of his solo (3:08) by superimposing chromatic 

motifs onto the unaltered chord progression and form—a clear signal to his 

accompanists that the solo is moving farther outwards and into the sonic ether. By 4:45, 

during the tag, Rivers starts honking, coaxing an eruption into a fit of stutters.  

 At this point, the charged momentum of the ensemble is palpable, and each 

subsequent song of the set follows an almost identical ebb and flow of intensity and 

momentum, with heightened moments of dense, chromatic, polyrhythmic, and meter-

bending playing. In “So What,” the third piece of the set, strong accents emphasized by 

Williams on the drumset destabilize the underlying doubletime (8/8) meter during 

Davis’s solo, and, during the climax (2:45), Davis squeals at the top of his register, 
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sending the ensemble into a dramatic outburst and setting the stage for Rivers to enter. 

Rivers picks up on the momentum immediately; short, raspy motives and strings of notes 

are hurled in rapid succession and, in less than a minute before he began (at 3:45) Rivers 

pushes outward, biting down on his reed and honking, squeaking, and blurting out 

clipped melodic fragments. Hancock and Williams respond by dropping the time to help 

shape Rivers’s abstract, angular phrases, leaving Carter to obstinately maintain the pulse. 

These unexpected departures emerge repeatedly for this and the next and final tune, 

“Walkin’,” where Rivers seems to push Hancock and the rest group into an extended 

episode of free meter after a chromatic wail (6:21).  

 If the Live In Tokyo performance is representative of their playing during the entire 

tour, the Quintet, by the summer of 1964, was moving in an increasingly free and 

experimental direction. Rivers, still not the complementary voice Davis was looking for, 

left the band after the tour and, after another search, Davis hired Wayne Shorter as a 

replacement. Davis’s long-standing interest in Shorter—a musician “vetted” through his 

work with prominent bandleaders like Art Blakey and known for his unique, abstract 

compositional voice and mystical persona—is well documented,22 but one of Davis’s 

vivid anecdotes summarizes the group’s overall excitement about Shorter’s addition: 

 I was in Los Angeles when I got the great news I had been waiting for: Wayne Shorter 
had left the Jazz Messengers. I called Jack Whittemore and told him to call Wayne. In the 
meantime I told everyone in the band to call him, too, because they loved the way he played 
as much as I did. So he was getting all these calls from everyone begging him to join the 
band. When he finally called I told him to come out [to Los Angeles]. To make sure he did, I 
sent that motherfucker a first-class ticket so he could come out in style; that’s how bad I 
wanted him. And when he got there the music started happening. Our first gig together was 

                                                
22 See Keith Waters, The Studio Recordings of the Miles Davis Quintet: 1965-68 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 23-30 and Michelle Mercer, Footprints: The Life And Work of Wayne Shorter 
(New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2007), 96-97. 
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to be at the Hollywood Bowl. Getting Wayne made me feel real good, because with him I 
knew some great music was going to happen. And it did; it happened real soon.23 
  

 Miles in Berlin (CBS Ger. S62976), a recording of the Quintet’s September 25 

concert in Germany as part of their 1964 European tour, is documents this meeting of 

like minds. Departures from the chord progression, key, form, and meter more 

seamlessly blend with more conventional, “straight ahead” moments, and the tunes of 

their very typical set list (“Milestones,” “Autumn Leaves,” “So What,” “Stella by 

Starlight,” “Walkin’,” and “The Theme”) are subject to daring, if more balanced, 

reinventions. An even more striking moment of change, one worthy of closer analysis, 

occurs more than a year later at a former western-style saloon in the “Gaslight Gulch” 

nightlife district of Chicago’s Near North Side. 

 

IV. “Take your time, Miles”—The Plugged Nickel, December 1965 

 In the winter of 1965, perhaps in fulfillment of his contractual obligations with 

Columbia Records, Davis agreed to have his Christmas engagements in his home state 

Illinois, an annual tradition, recorded for commercial release. The Quintet was originally 

scheduled for a two-week nightly engagement in Chicago’s Plugged Nickel nightclub on 

November 24, 1965, but the dates were rescheduled for the first week of December24 

and ultimately canceled for reasons left unclear, though probably related to Davis’s 

health. In April, Davis underwent hip surgery for calcium deposits on his left hipbone, 

                                                
23 Davis and Troupe, 269-270. 
24 An ad printed in the Chicago Daily Defender on Wednesday, November 10, 1965 (p. 10) lists 

Davis’s dates as November 24 – December 6, but another ad from Monday, December 6 (p. 12) 
reads: “Trumpet star Miles Davis and his quintet are scheduled to bow into Old Town’s Plugged 
Nickel on N. Wells tonight for a five day engagement ending Dec. 10. Other members of the group 
are Tony Williams, drums; Wayne Shorter, tenor sax; Herbie Hancock, piano; and Ron Carter, bass.”  
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and the intensive procedure left him incapacitated for weeks after.25 Not the last in a 

series of leg and hip-related injuries, subsequent hospital visits, and painful recoveries, 

Davis likely felt unable to perform to the best of his abilities by the time he had to leave 

for Chicago. However, facing financial pressure by Teo Macero, his producer at 

Columbia Records, Davis relented, later dates were confirmed, and Macero arranged for 

two of those dates, December 22 and 23, to be recorded. Portions of the full tape were 

released in a string of issues starting with Columbia’s Miles Davis – Cookin’ At The Plugged 

Nickel (CJ 40645) of 1987, and, in 1995, the label released the full recording—seven sets 

in total—as the boxset Miles Davis – The Complete Live at the Plugged Nickel 1965 (CXK 

66955).  

 The recording reveals the extent to which Davis’s group experimented, 

incorporating techniques associated with the avant-garde as the mechanism through 

which older, familiar repertoire would be tinkered with, redesigned, and reshaped. 

Williams’s way of describing this experimental process was “anti-music”26 and Hancock 

used the term “controlled freedom.”27 Hancock elaborated on the concept in the 1986 

documentary film “Miles Ahead”: 

“What I was trying to do and what I feel they were trying to do was to 
combine—take these influences that were happening to all of us at that time 
and amalgamate them, personalize them in such a way that when people were 
hearing us, they were hearing the avant-garde on the one hand, and they were 
hearing the history of jazz that led up [to] it on the other hand—because 
Miles was that history. He was that link. We were sort of walking a tightrope 
with the kind of experimenting we were doing in music, not total 
experimentation, but we used to call it “controlled freedom.”28 
 

                                                
25 Szwed (2002), 254-255. 
26 Mercer (2007), 109. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Hancock speaking on Miles Ahead, Mark Obenhaus, dir., Obenhaus Films, 1986. 
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Hancock’s comment is telling, and scholars have scrutinized it closely for meaning. John 

Szwed, in his biography on Davis, understood Hancock’s recollection as expressing the 

group’s desire to “play against expectations,” presumably that of their audiences and 

their own.29 Keith Waters decodes the comment as “indicating a willingness to cultivate 

earlier influences alongside avant-garde ones. It also suggests that the group located 

intermediate spaces between traditional jazz and free jazz.”30 I propose that this 

comment simply represents a node on the Quintet’s journey to freer, more experimental 

musical situations. This subtle distinction speaks to a collective creative process at a 

moment of transition, one that evades categorization especially because, as John Szwed 

notes, it is not entirely evident in the studio recordings.31  

 To borrow the nomenclature used to describe Davis’s music, we can ask: Was this 

Davis’s invention of “post-bop”? Was he now playing “free jazz”? Neither. Davis’s 

Plugged Nickel recordings simply show how the techniques of the “jazz underground” 

resurfaced in a more synthesized manner since the 1964 Japanese tour with Sam Rivers. 

Davis’s quintet was not unique in their adaptation of these techniques but were part of 

an entire generation of musicians who were catalyzing a new improvisational lingua 

franca; that “new thing” was now being applied to Davis’s material and changing his 

sound. If Davis’s repertoire was the terrain and the oxymoronic “controlled freedom” 

the group’s process of re-envisioning and re-inventing recognizable material, “anti-

music” was the concept that guided the ensemble’s navigation.  

                                                
29 Szwed (2002), 255. 
30 Keith Waters, The Studio Recordings of the Miles Davis Quintet: 1965-68 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 6.  
31 Szwed (2002), 255. 
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 Davis’s playing over the two evenings captured by Columbia represents an even 

greater departure from his signature smooth, lyrical, and introspective style. Davis often 

states the compositional melodies sparsely and even sloppily; in some cases they are 

fragmented and recomposed dramatically. During his solos, Davis makes light reference 

to the chord progression, often interrupting long periods of silence with effectual flurries 

at the top of his register or jagged, snaking chromatic melodies that stand out in relief 

against the ensemble texture. Rather than provide a stylized, tailored performance, Davis 

leads a dramatic and combustive reinvestigation of well-known material by, according to 

John Szwed, “stretching their forms to the breaking point. At times, it became messy and 

chaotic, but thrillingly so.”32 Davis’s recovery undoubtedly had an effect on his playing 

(Szwed acknowledges that Davis’s playing “was not always his best, and the line of his 

musical thought is not always clear”33), but the unique opportunity to play Davis’s 

repertoire “out” was one the four other quintet members quickly seized.  

 Perhaps Davis’s state of recovery opened an opportunity for him to let down his 

guard and more fully indulge in experimentation. Maybe fact that he and pianist Herbie 

Hancock were back in their home territory (Hancock was a Chicago native and Davis 

spent his formative years in East St. Louis, Illinois) increased their level of comfort. It is 

possible that the group collectively agreed to take heed of Williams’s suggestion to play 

“anti-music.” Regardless, one can hear the Quintet often making “mistakes”—“wrong 

notes” according to the harmonic progression, detours from the form, and other 

mishaps—but understanding these errors instead as allowing an infinite number of 

outcomes to determine the course of action in the performance constitutes a process of 

                                                
32 Szwed (2002), 255. 
33 Ibid., 255. 
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spontaneous composition. Thus, pushing up against and past the limits of one’s technical 

and conceptual capabilities to create a collective artwork in an in-the-moment, 

sometimes disastrous manner guarantees a thrilling if not unsettling music. The Quintet’s 

was a progressive and idiosyncratic musical statement at a time when other musicians of 

the jazz avant-garde were under severe scrutiny.  

 The Plugged Nickel recordings are characterized by sparse playing and caesuras; 

chromatic improvisation; effectual and extended instrumental techniques (buzzing, 

bends, slurs, glissandi, multiphonics); accelerado and decelerando; metric modulation; 

and time, no changes. Additionally, the group sometimes moves on to the next song of the 

set without sounding a final cadence, further adding to their stream of consciousness 

approach to the music. Most importantly, the role that abstraction plays in their 

performance, where the group deliberate fragments structural elements is precisely the 

“break” that opens up new compositional avenues.34 To summarize how these 

techniques enhance the performance, I focus on “If I Were A Bell” (1a), “The Theme” 

(1e), “When I Fall In Love” (2c), “Agitation” (2d), “The Theme” (3f), “Walkin’” (4c), 

“Agitation” (5b), and “So What” (5e) as representative examples.35 

 The method by which the quintet recomposes “If I Were A Bell” (1a), the opening 

song of the first set on December 22, sets the tone for the rest of the engagement. 

Hancock plays the familiar Westminster Chimes preamble of this popular showtune 

(from Frank Loesser’s 1950 musical Guys And Dolls) and abstracts the harmonies of the 

                                                
34 See Fred Moten, In The Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2002), esp. 128-164. 
35 The nomenclature here refers to the placement of each tune (a-g) in one the seven (1-7) 

sets; i.e. “4c” refers to the third song of the fourth set. Sets 1-3 occur on December 22, 1965 and 4-7 
on December 23, 1965.  
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form intermittently with quartal harmonies and tone clusters, gently pushing the sonority 

from one of functional harmony to something more ambiguous. Davis, after sputtering 

through the first phrases of the melody, joins in on the game; completing the 

compositional melody in fragments and then starting his solo (0:39), Davis alternates 

between long eighth-note runs and moments of silent listening. The music pushes out 

even further at 3:09 when Carter tags the penultimate four-bars before the final cadence, 

effectively creating an orbiting iii—V7/ii—ii—V7 vamp that provides the foundation for 

Davis and Hancock to play more chromatically and push outward. That 4-bar tag 

becomes the foundation for Shorter’s solo, which begins at 5:54, and the group 

effectively moves into time, no changes where the constant pulse maintained by Carter and 

Williams supports Shorter’s push further out by transposing motives to different pitch 

levels and clipping his phrases unexpectedly. 

 “The Theme” (1c), based on the chord progression to George Gershwin’s “I’ve 

Got Rhythm” in Bb and Davis’s regular set-ending number since its initial studio 

recording in 1955, is abstracted and transformed into an accelerated, pulse-oriented (time, 

no changes) finale. Davis cues the tune with a few weak notes from the opening phrase, 

cuing Shorter to begin his solo with a punctuated ascending chromatic scale, as though 

he too is short of breath. Shorter’s solo (0:11) is decisively chromatic, buoyed by 

Hancock’s equally colorful chords and Williams’s shimmering, and highly-syncopated 

cymbal playing; Carter, however, outlines the harmonic progression with his bass line 

and occasionally steps “out,” playing chromatically or establishing a pedal point. What is 

notable about this performance is how Shorter seems to evoke both John Coltrane and 

Ornette Coleman in his solo: sing-song and folksy motifs typical of Coleman’s style are 
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quickly replaced by their rapid transposition through several pitch levels, and the range 

of Shorter’s stream-of-consciousness playing seems to incorporate everything from 

twelve-tone pointillism to a more conventional, “straight ahead” bebop style. Shorter 

solos for almost all of the tune’s ten minutes and manages to play something new each 

successive chorus, building upon the intensity and abstraction of the last; he swallows 

notes and slurs through phrases before snapping back into long, harmonically-related 

strings of eighth-notes. Briefly, at 4:46, Davis joins Shorter in a duet while Carter pulses 

on a pedal point (the dominant: F), but the climax of Shorter’s solo begins at 6:58 when 

the band collectively starts to accelerate, coming very close to dropping the meter. Just as 

quickly, the Quintet decelerates (7:33) before reaching a moment of fulminating intensity 

(7:46) when Shorter incessantly repeats a short phrase in different permutations. 

Hancock lifts the ensemble with a destabilizing pedal point on an altered dominant 

chord (8:16) and the band decelerates into a strolling swing tempo (8:41). As Shorter’s 

solo becomes more folksy and honky-tonkish, Davis cues the end with an ascending 

chromatic flurry (9:38), and the performance closes with a familiar cadential tag (9:46). 

 The Quintet plays “When I Fall In Love” (2c), the saccharine ballad composed by 

Victor Young for the 1952 Hollywood film One Minute To Zero, during the second set of 

the first night. The crowd’s familiarity with the song—either by way of the film or 

through radio and recordings—is evident, and their laughter and heckling accompanies 

Davis’s weakened playing and the band’s abstract rendering of the tune. In a brief 

introductory duet with Hancock, Davis sputters the opening three phrases, his gravely 
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tone stretching over Hancock’s abstract quartal harmonies.36 An audience member can 

be heard interrupting the performance by singing the fourth phrase before Davis plays it 

(0:33), eliciting mild laughter from the crowd after Davis finally gets the phrase out. The 

band is clearly disinvested in the sentimentality of the tune, modulating to a double time 

tempo before the completing the compositional melody (1:29); in fact, the point at which 

the tune’s melody ends and Davis’s solo begins is blurred, further compromising the 

audience’s expectations for routine procedures like distinct melody and solo sections. As 

his solo progresses, Davis’s frequent blustery chromatic ascents marks the performance 

of this ballad as decidedly unromantic, a palpable irony that provokes a member of the 

audience to call out “Keep it mellow!” (1:26), advice Davis mischievously defies by 

loudly and chromatically climbing to the top of his register. Here, the Quintet’s 

experimentalism provides a strategy to both play with and avoid clichés, especially on 

such a universally recognized popular ballad as this one. The looseness by which the 

Quintet’s explores new musical paths in this relaxed club setting provoked as much 

audible commentary as applause; for instance, at the end of Hancock’s solo, a lone male 

voice approvingly shouts “Miles, you lucky” (8:32), and interrupts Carter’s solo by 

barking out the names of other famous bassists like Ray Brown and Paul Chambers in a 

bizarre show of approbation (8:53 - 9:06). 

 Davis begins the melody to “Agitation” (2d) suddenly after the ballad, catching the 

other musicians off-guard, and the group stammers through the compositional melody, 

foreshadowing the barely-controlled freedom that marks their performance of this tune. 

                                                
36 Robert Walser makes note of Davis’s gravely tone during the 1964 Philharmonic Hall 

Concert recording (My Funny Valentine) and the signification (for the listener) of Davis’s tone, cracked 
notes, and other “mistakes” in “Out of Notes: Signification, Interpretation, and the Problem of Miles 
Davis,” Musical Quarterly 77 (Summer 1993): 343-365. 
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During his solo (0:28) Davis buzzes indiscernible pitches, dispensing motifs in a 

meandering, capricious manner often out of phase with the other musicians. Carter 

marks Wayne Shorter’s solo (3:12) with a pulsing pedal point on b6, and Williams slowly 

begins to move out of phase with the other musicians, emphasizing timbre and blurring 

the meter (4:30). At 4:38, Williams and Carter switch roles and by 5:00 the meter 

dissolves into metrically free time; here, the performance shifts to building intensity 

through timbre and propulsion, and the band collectively and intuitively accelerate and 

decelerate while saturating the room with sound. The episode culminates at 6:23 when 

Hancock goes inside of the piano to pluck and strum the strings, prompting Williams to 

drop in volume, seemingly bringing time to a halt. At 6:50, the musicians pick up the 

meter again and the intensity increases with Shorter spurring the other musicians with 

rapidly transposing motives and effectual playing (squawks, squeaks, bleats) (7:20 – 7:37). 

Hancock begins his solo at 7:55, dispensing short motifs in rapid succession and torrents 

of notes over Carter and Williams’ pulsing, fluid foundation, rousing applause from the 

audience. At 9:11, the group drops the meter again, this time with Hancock, Carter, and 

Williams collectively overplaying on their instruments, picking up the pulse again at 9:55. 

Finally, at 11:36, Hancock’s solo ends and Williams’s begins, and his is a stirring cadenza 

of tone color and a prodigious technical and sonic manipulation of the cymbals and 

drums. At 12:52, Davis reintroduces the melody and the band fizzles out like a spent 

fuse, finishing before the final cadence. 

 After a contemplative rendition of “I Thought About You” (3e), an audience 

member shouts “Take your time, Miles,” possibly in response to Davis’s fragile sound or 

in support of the surprising interpretations of his popular material. The ensemble melts 
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into “The Theme” (3f), and Davis and Shorter come very close to the mannerisms of 

Ornette Coleman’s quartet by engaging in a stream-of-consciousness, whimsically 

conversational duet. This being the last song of the last set of the evening, the soloists 

wander and ramble, creating, transposing, and rapidly discarding motifs. As the final 

gesture of the night, “The Theme” vividly illustrates the proliferation of “new thing” 

techniques among these musicians, and signals Davis’s new, ambitious direction. 

 The next evening, “Walkin’,” (4c), the third song of the first set, is markedly 

different from Davis’s strolling 1956 version; this blues in F major is taken at an 

dramatically quick tempo, maintaining a propulsive drive throughout the performance, 

even when the group modulates to a different metric level. By interpreting “Walkin’” this 

way, the Quintet makes this performance one of instrumental agility and quick musical 

thinking, one where the level of intensity crests and crashes throughout the different 

solos:

 

Ex. 3.1: Spectogram of “Walkin’” from 23 December 1965 – Miles Davis, The Complete Live At The 
Plugged Nickel  (Columbia CXK 66955)  
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The spectrogram above represents lower sound pressure (calm activity) in -120 – -70 dB, 

black to green, and higher sound pressure (intense activity) is represented in -70 – -20 

dB, green to red. The valleys of blue (3:10 – 3:40, 4:40, 8:50 – 10:35) demarcate drops in 

intensity (diminuendo) and correspond to the group’s collective decelerations and 

modulations from the quick original tempo to half-time (i.e. 4/4 = 2/2). The intensity 

shown in the first few minutes (0:15 – 3:10) corresponds to Davis’s solo where the group 

builds intensity and propulsion until 2:33 where, following Williams’s lead, they halve the 

tempo (Williams signals this change with a series of explosive hits shown as the spike of 

green between 2:30 – 3:10). This relative calm, however, is short-lived; at 3:43 the group 

modulates back to the original fast tempo, represented in the spectrogram by a spike in 

green and yellow. Following Davis’s solo, the peaks between 6:00 and 8:45 demarcate the 

virtuosic, intense playing of Shorter, now the soloist, and the accompanists’ frequent 

eruptions of activity. The yellow at ~7:56 corresponds to an episode of free meter at the 

height of one of the crescendi, where each of the four musicians pushes their 

instruments (and imaginations) to their limits. The intensity and tempo taper off again 

during Hancock’s solo (8:40 – 10:25), then spike again at the re-entrance of the horns 

with the concluding shout chorus (10:26), which anticipates the reappearance of the 

melody before the close of the tune. 

 “So What” (5e), the climax of the second set, is perhaps the most vivid example of 

the Quintet’s ability to abstract, fracture, and reinvent Davis’s older repertoire with the 

techniques of the avant-garde. Davis, counting off with snaps of his fingers, establishes a 

swift tempo, and Carter enters, plucking the notes of the familiar bass line melody, 
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prompting the expected antiphonal two-chord response from Hancock on piano. 

Williams both marks and obscures the meter by feathering syncopated rhythms on the 

high-hat, and the horns join Hancock’s antiphonal response with Davis soon interjecting 

one of his own in between. Here the Quintet establishes a collective dialogue before the 

individual solos begin, and the spontaneity of this rearrangement elicits an enthusiastic 

response from the audience after the cymbal crash introducing Davis’ solo (0:28). Davis, 

in his solo, floats above the furious pulse maintained by the bass and drums, playing 

jagged chromatic flourishes instead of the lyrical modal melodies heard on the 1959 

recording; Davis directs the intensity and drive of the band not unlike an engineer 

controlling the speed of a locomotive, and his rapid chromatic lines prod—and pregnant 

pauses reduce—the propulsive energy of the ensemble. Occasionally, dramatic outbursts 

are collectively intuited, as in 2:05 when Davis, marking the top of the AABA form, plays 

a chromatic flurry in the high register, inciting Williams to respond with explosive 

accents that interrupt the steady pulse and sense of meter.37 By the beginning of the next 

chorus, the ensemble suddenly modulates to half time but, after sixteen bars and at the 

beginning of the B-section, the slower tempo is jettisoned for the original quick pace.  

 One imagines the crowd, mouths agape, taking in what must have been 

experienced as the destruction of one of Davis’s most popular songs. The Quintet’s 

dynamic transformation of this piece, the opening track of Davis’s now quadruple 

platinum 1959 LP Kind of Blue celebrated for its understated, abstract cool, must have 

been shocking if not exhilarating, and it is the ensemble’s ability to tinker with and 

                                                
37 The immensity of this moment is insufficiently captured on the recording by the 

engineers’ microphones or their post-production editing; the group’s loud volume (especially 
Williams’s playing) exceeded the threshold of the recording equipment, causing an audible 
compression or filtering of the signal to prevent distortion upon Williams’s explosive accents. 
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rearrange its constitutive parts in a dramatic way that makes this performance so stirring. 

Keith Waters’s important discussion of hypermeter is germane:38 the quintet “controls” 

the freedoms of their playing by maintaining the phrase lengths or the overall contour of 

the 32-bar form in an elastic, intuited manner. Their unique ability to “feel” 8-, 16-, or 

32-bar units of time, over both a steady pulse and when meter is abandoned, ensures 

points of reference that helps the musicians, both individually and collectively, to pick up 

where they left off in the form. “Controlled freedom,” as the group demonstrates on 

these recordings, can guarantee that the listener can follow along if their ears are agile 

enough. 

 “Control” here should not be understood as a deliberate mitigation of what critics 

considered to be the boisterous excesses of the jazz avant-garde. Wayne Shorter’s solo 

on “So What” is a thrilling example of the dramatic arc that playing “out” or “free” can 

produce, resulting in a spontaneously composed musical narrative—a clear goal in the 

experimental work of Ornette Coleman (e.g. “Sadness” from the 1962 concert LP Live at 

Town Hall 1962), Cecil Taylor (e.g. “With (Exit)” from the 1966 LP Unit Structures), and 

others. Shorter’s free and uninhibited playing evokes a visceral response that can range, 

depending on the listener, from unsettling to electrifying. One of the most vivid 

examples of this occurs a few choruses into Shorter’s solo: with every fluttering, 

fragmentary motif, Shorter’s tone stiffens and his playing becomes more piercing and 

hollow, an “outward” trajectory that is picked up by Carter who, arriving to the top of 

the form at 6:38, strums a droning open-fifth pedal, prompting Williams to pulse out of 

meter. This dynamic shift appears to push Shorter further, and he lengthens his phrases 

                                                
38 Waters (2011), 64-73. 
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and plays with greater intensity. Squeaking, squawking, and bleating, Shorter and the 

ensemble roll into a crescendo, finally exploding into a climax of free meter at 7:44. For 

the next ninety seconds, Shorter, Hancock, Carter, and Williams batter, crash, swirl, and 

wail, producing a tormentous surge of sound that continues well after Shorter’s solo.  

 From the drum seat, Williams most directly contributes to these explosive 

outbursts, and if the other musicians are, metaphorically, the engineers of ensemble 

locomotion, he is the engine. Williams’s solo begins at 8:57 when the other two 

musicians drop out after a chorus of collective improvisation following Shorter’s solo. 

Williams sustains a roll on the snare while simultaneously striking the toms, cymbals, and 

bass drum in accented, metrically free rhythms (9:06). In Williams’s solo, his connection 

to the postwar school of set drumming developed by Kenny Clarke, Max Roach, and 

Roy Haynes, involving a freer, polyrhythmic approach to ensemble playing with 

emphasis on syncopated rhythms accented on the bass drum and cymbals in particular, is 

evident. What is also clear is his embrace of the strategies developed by avant-garde 

experimentalists towards timbre-focused, unrestrained, and emotive playing. That 

Williams is intent on overpowering the drums and his listeners is obvious, but his 

pregnant pauses, sudden drops in volume, and fluctuations in impulse density (the 

frequency of accents in durational time) create stark moments of contrast that add to the 

drama of the performance.  
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 Ex. 3.2: Accented drumroll rhythms in Tony Williams’s solo on “So What” (23 December 
1965), starting at 10:50. 

 

The crowd responds to the virtuoso drummer enthusiastically (laughter and applause can 

be heard after the accented drum roll rhythms in Ex. 3.2) and Williams tapers his solo by 

decelerating, signaling the end with a familiar vaudevillian cliché (11:25). 

 After Hancock’s fast, dense, and chromatic solo, Carter reintroduces the signature 

bass line melody and the group begins to deflate as it nears the ending. Davis 

immediately segues into “The Theme,” (5f) the routine set closer, which the Quintet, by 

course, dismantles, abstracts, and transforms. What the preceding descriptive analyses of 

the extant recordings show is how routine these experimental procedures were 

throughout their entire Plugged Nickel engagement and the extent of the Quintet’s free 

playing at the end of 1965. Only two other sets from their Plugged Nickel engagement 

are commercially available, but this rich if ultimately limited collection documents a 

revealing moment in the ensemble’s stylistic evolution towards freer and conceptual 

approaches to both spontaneous and pre-planned modes of composition. The reaching 

and lasting influence of experimental, avant-garde techniques that were dismissed or 

condemned only years earlier were now, in the minds and hands of musicians like those 

of Davis’s Quintet, emerging as groundbreaking methods towards a more intuitive, 

uninhibited, and emotionally-jarring music. Though Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor 
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were still the subjects of fiery debate by the end of 1965, the next two years, as the 

following chapter will show, would prove to be among the most fruitful of their and 

Davis’s career.
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CHAPTER 4  
 
 
I’d say composing is improvisation slowed down. 
        - Wayne Shorter1 
 

I. Introduction 

Following their December engagement Chicago’s Plugged Nickel, Davis’s quintet 

continued to explore free improvisation in 1966, both before live audiences and in the 

studio. Unlike the previous year, the group increasingly incorporated their new, original 

compositions (most of them written by Wayne Shorter) into live performances in 

addition to Davis’s older repertoire. This expansion speaks to the group’s penchant for 

on-stage experimentation, one that Davis encouraged and that audiences appeared to 

have received favorably.2 Another way we might understand the group’s gradual change 

is in relation to the experimental work of other musicians like Cecil Taylor, Ornette 

Coleman, Sun Ra, and John Coltrane who performed and recorded some of their most 

creative and ambitious work to date.3 In kind, Davis’s quintet would record and perform 

                                                
1 Wayne Shorter and Mel Martin. Interview with Wayne Shorter. The Saxophone Journal 16/4 

(Jan./Feb. 1992): 16. 
2 John Pagones wrote glowingly of the group’s performance at the Bohemian Caverns in 

Washington D.C. in the first week of December 1965. Describing their reinvention of Davis’s old 
material, Pagones remarked: “As a long-time fan, I had expected Davis’s melancholy low register 
lyricism, his striking poignancy and his strong melodic line. But I was unprepared for a new Davis 
sound… Gone is the flowing melody. In its place are little flurries of notes coming out in clusters. 
They were placed like so many images in a poem.” John Pagones, “Davis Is Here! So’s Shelley,” The 
Washington Post and Times-Herald (Dec. 3, 1965): B13. 

3 See Ornette Coleman’s two live performances of 4 Dec. 1965 at the Gyllene Cirkeln 
(Golden Circle) in Stockholm, released on Blue Note Records in two volumes, along with The Empty 
Foxhole (rec. 9 Sept. 1966) featuring his ten year-old son Denardo on drumset, and New and Old Gospel 
(24 March 1967); John Coltrane’s Ascension (June 28 - Impulse A(S)95), Sun Ship (Aug. 26 - Impulse 
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before live audiences their “freest” music in the next two years before Davis’s decisive 

turn to electric instruments in early December 1967.4 

This chapter will discuss the final two years of Miles Davis’s “Second Quintet,” 

focusing specifically on their performances at the Oriental Theater in Portland, Oregon 

on May 21, 1966, the Harmon Gymnasium at the University of California - Berkeley on 

April 7, 1967, and their European tour later that year. Specifically, I will discuss how the 

group achieved “freedom” in performances through abstractions of melody, meter, and 

form, utilizing the technique of time, no changes to produce intuitive, collectively shaped 

improvisations. Further, I will contextualize the group’s ethos of “controlled freedom” 

with a more radical example: Cecil Taylor’s Unit Structures and Conquistador!, both 

recorded in 1966. In both recordings, Taylor fuses structural design and formal 

indeterminism into an idiosyncratic approach to collective improvisation and group 

interaction. Taylor’s structural design provides the “control” over the relative “freedom” 

achieved through the absence of meter and an emphasis on abstract and personalized 

renderings of compositional melody and intuitive, expressive improvisation. 

 Davis’s Quintet achieves comparable levels of intuitive expressivity and kinetic 

ensemble interaction with one major distinction: they maintains a steady pulse, 

accelerating and decelerating through metric modulation. By drawing connections 

between Taylor’s innovations in structural design and group interaction, I offer context 

                                                
AS9211), and Om (October 1 - Impulse A(S)9140). Sun Ra’s Heliocentric Worlds Vol. 1 and II. Cecil 
Taylor recorded both Unit Structures and Conquistador in 1966. 

4 Joe Beck is featured on electric guitar on “Circle In The Round,” recorded on December 4, 
1967 and unreleased until 1979 (Miles Davis’s Circle In The Round, Columbia KC236278). Herbie 
Hancock recorded on electric piano on “Water on the Pond,” recorded on December 28 and also 
unreleased until 1979. Most of the quintet’s recordings into 1968 before their disbanding/personnel 
change in June feature electric instruments. 
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for the freer direction that Davis’s group took during these years. The charged 

controversy surrounding the “New Thing” notwithstanding, the desire to break past 

routine and explore new musical horizons, especially through collective means, led 

musicians on the underground and in the mainstream alike to experiment with more 

pliable forms and uninhibited, intuitive, and expressive improvisation. In the case of 

Davis’s quintet, the raw, intense, and at times overwhelming force represented by 

Taylor’s music provides an illuminating precedent to the quintet’s more radical direction. 

 
II. Radicalism and the New Music 
 

By 1966, social unrest in the United States reached a fever pitch. The country was 

embroiled in war in South Asia while the domestic struggle for civil rights and racial 

equity intensified. In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson ordered the escalation of 

troops and offensives against North Vietnamese communist forces in response to attacks 

on U.S. naval ships and Air Force bases. As a result, U.S. Troop levels increased to over 

200,000 enlisted soldiers by 1965, triggering a wave of anti-war protests punctuated by 

the first “teach-in” at the University of Michigan in March followed by a nationally 

broadcast “teach-in” event at the University of California - Berkeley in May.5 Civil rights 

groups like the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Congress 

Of Racial Equality (CORE) took firm antiwar positions in 1966, with CORE issuing a 

report claiming that the U.S. military draft placed “a heavy discriminatory burden on 

                                                
5 Better source? [PBS Online, “Vietnam Online,” American Experience, 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/vietnam/timeline/tl3.html#a.] 
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minority groups and the poor.”6 An antiwar stance and calls for social justice often 

coalesced in the dissatisfaction articulated by students, activists, and artists. 

That same discourse of dissatisfaction and protest emerged in the ensuing critical 

debate around the “New Thing” and its practitioners. In Down Beat magazine’s Music ’65, 

the annual yearbook edition, associate editor Dan Morgenstern organized a roundtable 

discussion among critics Don Heckman, Ira Gitler, Martin Williams, and photographer 

and album art designer Don Schlitten to weigh the “pro & con” of the jazz avant-garde.7 

In this discussion, the “new thing” is largely portrayed as a break from the jazz tradition 

and its merits as an artform, on par with earlier jazz styles, dubious. Among the criticisms 

of the new “free” music were its perceived lack of discernible melody, chord 

progression, form, and other qualities that gave any semblance of order and design. The 

crux of the new music’s transgression, however, was its rejection of beauty, thus denying 

the listener (in this case, a well-informed jazz critic) a pleasurable experience. Citing Cecil 

Taylor as an example, Morgenstern sternly opines that the new jazz “just does not 

provide pleasure. It provides, in some sense, an amplification of the agony of modern 

existence, which is an extremely legitimate and worthwhile thing, but which does set it 

apart” (94). The act of protesting against tradition, Morgenstern concludes, was, by 1965, 

already passé (95). 

Throughout the debate, Morgenstern is the wariest of the new music, presenting its 

radical departure from tradition and convention as the reason it would never reach a 

wider audience. In his view, one of the great triumphs of previous jazz styles was their 

                                                
6 Ibid., and Ingrid Monson, Freedom Sounds: Civil Rights Calls Out to Jazz and Africa (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2007), 223-4. 
7 Dan Morgenstern, et al., “The Jazz Avant Garde: Pro and Con—A Discussion,” Down 

Beat’s Music ’65 (1965): 87-95. 
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“communicability”: the presence of a clear framework to guide the listener, especially 

during improvisations, thus enhancing their enjoyment of the performance. The “new 

thing,” on the other hand, rejected this communicability by being “complicated and 

abstract and [making] great demands on concentration, attention, and so on,” thereby 

denying the listener a pleasurable experience. Furthermore, the pretense of the avant-

gardists’ “private means of expression” was available only to people who were “tuned in” 

(93), making it comparable with “contemporary classical music” in both abstraction and 

seriousness, a point corroborated by Heckman’s invocation of John Cage’s use of noise 

elements, indeterminacy, and silence. For the most part, Morgenstern, Gitler, and 

Heckman treat the new style and its overall impact with great suspicion precisely because 

of its abdication of beauty, an ideal that makes for good art. This viewpoint is put most 

bluntly by Schlitten, who makes a case for the artfulness of older jazz styles on the basis 

that they are: 

Something that’s pleasing, that evokes a certain feeling… A feeling of love 
that can communicate. Art is a means of communication. But it doesn’t try to 
communicate anguish, horror, hate, and war; it tries to communicate beauty. 
If you want to look at pictures of war, look at Life magazine. But in art we’re 
trying to create out of the havoc of living and of the world something 
beautiful, something that’s outstanding (95). 

 
What this debate reveals are the deeply held Platonic aesthetics that undergirds and 

informs much of jazz criticism since the mid fifties. As John Gennari points out, 

Morgenstern, Gitler, and Williams were part of a new generation of jazz critics who 

employed a rigorous, formalistic approach based in large part on the literary New 
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Criticism.8 It was the job of the critic, in this new jazz criticism, to subject the music 

artifact (a recording; track or album) to close analysis, uncovering its inner logic and thus 

making a case for its artistry. A prime example of this type of writing is Gunther 

Schuller’s essay “Sonny Rollins and the Challenge of Thematic Improvisation,” 

published in the November 1958 issue of The Jazz Review, which was co-founded by 

Martin Williams. Schuller’s analysis of Rollins’s solo on “Blue 7,” recorded in 1956 and 

appearing on the LP Saxophone Colossus, lauds its structural coherence and organic unity 

and praises the saxophonist as a “thematic” improviser whose musical rhetoric (that is, 

the detectable grammar, syntax, and expressivity of the solo) inaugurated an “intellectual 

enlightenment” in jazz.9 By the 1960s, this rigid intellectualism relaxed slightly into 

assessments of proficiency, style, context, and artistic intent as a way to assess the merits 

of the music. As such, the emphasis that Morgenstern, Gitler, Heckman, and Schlitten 

place on the new music’s lack of order, comprehensibility, and beauty can be understood 

as muted indictments of its illogicality, implying contrivance and, at worst, charlantry on 

the part of the artists involved.   

Martin Williams’s tone diverges from the others in the group, and his comments on 

the new music are the most perceptive. Williams boldly insists that the new music is right 

in the mainstream jazz, suggesting that the tradition is and always has been a complex, 

multifarious stream. Additionally, the new music introduced innovations to melodic 

phrasing and, most importantly, rhythm such that the overall effect is a polyphonous and 

heterophonous interplay between independent musicians. The avant-gardists’ new 

                                                
8 John Gennari, Blowin’ Hot and Cool: Jazz and Its Critics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2006), 170. 
9 Ibid., 181. 
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approach to ensemble texture provides less of a need for the rhythm section to play a 

supportive role and frees them to contribute content, equally shaping in the invention of 

music. Comparing the new approach to older styles, Williams points out the 

conventional divide between the thematic (compositional melody) and solo 

(improvisation) sections, whereas this rupture is mended in the new music because “the 

theme statement is structured so that it sounds like it gradually evolves out of a kind of 

semi-improvised ensemble thing. You get to the theme gradually: you state it; and you 

leave it gradually and go into variations, improvising gradually.”10  

Williams goes as far as to suggest that these innovations—the blurring of theme and 

solos, and the move away from assigned accompanimental roles in the rhythm section—

have made their way into “modern jazz” which was on the verge of sentimentality and 

rigidity (94). Despite its place in the “main stream” of jazz, Williams concedes that “the 

‘new thing’ will never have the audience that Charlie Parker had. Certainly not the 

audience that Louis Armstrong has acquired” (94). Williams’s comments are prescient in 

that they accurately describe the change in Davis’s music during these years. Exploring 

Williams’s concession, I suggest that Miles Davis’s quintet synthesized these innovations, 

thereby proving Williams’s point that the “new thing” was indeed in the jazz 

“mainstream.”  

 
III. The Need For Radical Change 
 

The artistic merits and socio-political implications of the “new thing” are central to 

the acrimonious “Point of Contact” debate, a panel on the “New Thing” organized by 

                                                
10 Ibid., 90. 
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Morgenstern and Down Beat’s national editor Don DeMichael, published in the 

magazine’s yearbook Music ‘66. This panel, Ingrid Monson notes, can be seen as a 

politically charged, predominantly black response to the apolitical “pro & con” debate 

among all-white critics published in Music ‘65. Here, Cecil Taylor, tenor saxophonist 

Archie Shepp, and drummer Sonny Murray, all of whom worked together in previous 

years, were the voices of the jazz avant-garde; alto saxophonist Julian “Cannonball” 

Adderley represented the jazz mainstream; and multi-instrumentalist Rahsaan Roland 

Kirk served as an intermediary between “inside” and “outside” styles, inadvertently 

becoming the moderator as the debate progressed. These musicians were paired against 

Morgenstern and Art D’Lugoff, the owner of the Village Gate club in Manhattan’s 

Greenwich Village, both white men who represented and were made to answer for the 

music business. As such, Taylor and Shepp’s directed their anger and exasperation 

towards Morgenstern and D’Lugoff who, for these musicians, served as avatars for a 

repressive, capitalistic market system that did not allow the experimental new music and 

its radical implications to thrive. Taylor and Shepp consistently make clear that the new 

music not only required a higher consciousness to appreciate, and that this intellectual, 

emotional, and spiritual uplift had social ramifications, but that the new music was 

popular and profitable.11 

An crucial theme in this debate was the lack of understanding of the new music. 

Taylor and Shepp in particular felt that the public and black audiences especially was not 

made to become familiar with it or understand it because of economic and political 

reasons, citing the structural racism of the music industry that manifested in club 

                                                
11 Monson (2007), 259-282. 
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bookings. D’Lugoff countered with the observation that the new experimental music was 

not only a financial hazard but that Taylor’s audience was primarily white. Monson notes 

that while the new music was indeed “underground”—performed mostly in lower 

Manhattan coffee shops and lofts, not always the main jazz clubs—its status as such 

promoted its association with radical and revolutionary social politics, abetted by the 

vocal calls for social change by some of its musicians. Furthermore, the claim that this 

musical experimentalism was a revolutionary black art, suggested by Taylor and Shepp in 

the debate and most vociferously argued in the press by writer Amiri Baraka, functioned 

to thwart implications that the “New Thing” derived from the “classical” (Euro-

American and European) avant-garde, making a case for the plurality of black experience 

and artistry capable of generating abstract art.12 But, similarities to what George Lewis 

calls the Eurological avant-garde13 remain in that both groups of artists called for new 

performances spaces, new modes of interaction between audiences and performers, and 

a loosening or eradication of prevailing value systems for assessing music.14 Embedded 

in this debate was the idea that the old guard had to move aside to make room for new 

ideas, but the vanguard that Taylor and Shepp represented was rooted in the black music 

past, a view of the radical continuity of tradition suggested by Williams a year earlier, 

further corroborated by A. B. Spellman, whose profile of Cecil Taylor in Four Lives in the 

                                                
12 Cecil Taylor articulates this perspective eloquently in A. B. Spellman’s Four Jazz Lives (Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004) 27: “Everything I’ve lived, I am. I am not afraid of 
European influences. The point is to use them—as Ellington did—as part of my life as an American 
Negro.” 

13 George E. Lewis, “Improvised Music after 1950: Afrological and Eurological 
Perspectives,” Black Music Research Journal 22 (2002): 215-246. 

14 For a more in-depth discussion on the pluralistic New York City avant-garde, see 
Benjamin Piekut’s Experimentalism Otherwise: The New York Avant-Garde and its Limits (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011), especially pp. 1-19 and 102-139. 
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Bebop Business (1966) mentions that Taylor, above all else, considered himself “a blues 

improviser.”15 

What the “Point of Contact” debate illustrates, much like the critic roundtable the 

year prior, is that there was very little understanding around how Taylor and the other 

avant-gardists constructed their music in addition to the new set of qualities, effects, and 

affect these constructions were meant to facilitate. The difficulty faced by artists like 

Taylor was in a sense exacerbated by their insistence that their music was inspired by or 

served as a vehicle for revolutionary social politics, further casting their music as a radical 

and reactionary political statement. As the “Pro & Con” debate made clear, the episteme 

of jazz criticism favored the clear logic of harmonic progressions and cohesive melodies, 

but Taylor’s goal was in a fluid structure, intuitively built by the musicians as a collective, 

and an intense, chromatic, intuitive, and “illogical” expressivity in improvisation. Such a 

radical reorientation necessitated a new value system and rubric for assessment, one that, 

in the eyes of the musicians involved, could only be established through radical social 

change. This change, however, could not happen under the aegis of most clubs and 

record labels resulting in the ideological casting out of “New Thing” 

composer/musicians from the mainstream jazz venues and culture. For artists like Miles 

Davis, however, who enjoyed mainstream success, the jazz avant-garde’s emphasis on 

fluid structures, intuitively sculpted improvisations, raw emotional energy, and deeply 

kinetic group interaction introduced a new paradigm that would make a lasting 

impression and induce, directly and indirectly, stylistic change. 

 
 
                                                

15 Spellman (2004), 30. 
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IV. Cecil Taylor: Energy, Immersion, and Intuition 
 

On May 16, 1966, Cecil Taylor entered Rudy van Gelder’s studio to record Unit 

Structures for Blue Note Records, his first album for the label. Taylor’s septet session, 

featuring Eddie Gale Stevens Jr. on trumpet, Jimmy Lyons and Ken McIntyre on reeds, 

Henry Grimes and Alan Silva on bass, Andrew Cyrille on drums, and Taylor on piano 

and bells, is a culmination of the free, conceptual approach towards collective 

composition and improvisation that Taylor had been developing since the late 1950s.  

The freedom achieved through collective improvisation on Unit Structures is achieved 

in four major ways: 1) the absence conventional melodic formulas (in both thematic 

material and in solos), functional harmony, and regular meter, 2) a reorientation towards 

timbral variation, ensemble texture and momentum, 3) an emphasis on heterophony 

during thematic sections and unformulaic, expressive invention in the solo sections, and 

4) tight group interaction, especially between the rhythm section instruments (Taylor in 

particular) and the soloists. Above all, Unit Structures conveys Taylor’s preoccupation with 

energy and motion, both in his unrelenting approach to the piano (oscillating between 

rapid single-note lines and dense tone clusters) and in directing and responding to the 

playing of other musicians. Through variances in energy (saturation and depletion) and 

motion (acceleration and deceleration), Taylor’s septet produces a drive and intensity that 

are, at times, overwhelming. It is precisely this preoccupation with energy, motion, and 

unrestrained expression through collective improvisation that represented the radical 

departure of the jazz avant-garde. 
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For Taylor, form was not the mold or pattern into which the composer organized 

thematic material, but a “possibility” 16— a mutable structure the length, texture, and 

flow of which can be determined by the musicians in real time. This emphasis on 

structural pliability is articulated in the album’s figurative, allegorical liner notes, where 

Taylor conceptualizes the three structural components contained in each of the four 

pieces: “Anacrusis” (introduction), “Plain” (thematic statements), and “Area” (solos).17 

The “spontaneous formal construction” of each component and the whole, notes 

Ekkehard Jost, found in different permutation in each of the album’s four tracks, 

produces a flexible form that maximizes group interaction and provides shape and 

momentum to the music in the absence of regular meter and other structural 

conventions.18 Flexibility is precisely what allows the musician to engage in constant 

invention and dialogue, and is one of the hallmark developments of the jazz avant-garde. 

Taylor’s tripartite, mutable formula is a deliberate abstraction of the conventional format 

(introduction—theme—solos—theme reprise) in jazz, and his objective in doing so was 

to create an open conceptual space where the musicians can invent freely and respond to 

each other directly without constrictions. Taylor writes: 

                                                
16 Christopher G. Bakriges, “African American Musical Avant-gardism” (Diss. Yale 

University, 2001), 35. 
17 “THE first level or statement [“Anacrusis,” or introductory passage] of three and opening 

field of question, how large it ought or ought not to be. From Anacrusis to Plain [the head, or 
statement of thematic material] patterns and possibility converge…form is possibility; content, 
quality and change growth in addition to direction found. 3rd part is area [improvisation] where 
intuition and given material mix group interaction. Simultaneous invention heard which these words 
describe. The paths of harmonic and melodic light, give architecture sound structures acts of creating 
flight. Each instrument has strata. Physiognomy, inherent matter-calling-stretched into sound 
(Layers) in rhythms regular and irregular measuring co-existing bodies of sound. Measurement of 
sound is its silences.” Cecil Taylor, Unit Structure, liner notes (Blue Note - BST 84237). 

18 Jost (1974/1994), 77. 
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Joint energy disposal in parts of singular feedings. A recharge; group chain 
reaction. Acceleration result succession of multiple time compression areas… 
Total immersion. 

 
Taylor indeed achieves “spontaneous formal construction” and “total immersion,” 

providing a model for how Davis’s Quintet accomplishes the same in live performances, 

albeit with a few fundamental differences explained later.  

In place of a conventional, fixed melody, the plains of “Unit Structures” contain what 

Taylor calls thematic “statements” — short, declamatory phrases stated by the horns 

heterophonically. Taylor taught the phrases to the musicians by ear,19 and the musicians 

have the freedom to interpret them, thus fusing predeterminism and spontaneous action 

and blurring the distinction between a straightforward “melody” and a more episodic, 

improvised “solo.” The character of each statement is best conceptualized in terms of 

geometric shapes (lines, points) and timbral variation (color) instead of specific pitches 

or intervallic formulas; by abstracting musical gestures, Taylor allows the musicians to 

focus on different, interactively-shaped parameters like intensity, momentum, and 

texture, the contours of which being abetted by the fluid structure. What makes the 

music “free” is precisely this level of abstraction, in addition to the absence of meter, and 

is prominent during the solos (area), discussed below.  

The most important attribute in each of the compositions on Unit Structures is the 

substitution of metered time with what Ekkehard Jost, borrowing from musical 

psychology, refers to as “impulse density”: the frequency of impulses (accents) per time 

                                                
19 On Taylor encouraging his musicians to learn by ear during this period, see Spellman 

(2004), 44. Taylor also explicitly critiques notation in the Unit Structures liner notes: “Western notation 
blocks total absorption in the “action” playing. The eye looks, mind deciphers, hand attack, ear in 
forms. The pupil mirrors only the inner light, an ear having heard identifies. Hearing is sight face 
away academy’s superfluity. There are not separate parts: one body and the mind enclosed.” 
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unit.20 With each musician “pulsing” at different rates, the “free” tempo of Unit Structures 

can be more accurately described as a polymetric, multiplaned texture of sonic energy, 

intensity, and timbral variation. Again, this type of abstraction enables the fluid 

interaction between musicians with Taylor at the helm, feeding and directing the 

exchange with tone clusters and rapid bursts transcending the registers of the keyboard. 

The liner notes are explicit about Taylor’s conception: tone clusters and runs across the 

range of the keyboard function coloristically, and Taylor’s piano affects the sonic texture 

by “feeding material to soloists in all registers…[a]ttitude encompassing single noted line, 

diads [sic], chord cluster, activated silence…it is played percussively (stiff bodied 

finger).”21 In this way, “tempo” on Unit Structures is experienced in terms of levels of 

intensity and rates of motion. 

Alternating with the thematic plain is the soloistic explorations of the area, where 

“intuition and given material mix in group interaction,” enabling “[s]imultaneous 

invention…”. I underscore “simultaneous invention,” since each musician in free to 

follow and shape/construct alongside the lead soloist, thereby abetting a collective 

“spontaneous formal construction.” The ethos of this procedure is clear: a group 

dynamic as in-touch and finely tuned with each other as possible, with the ability to 

respond to each other’s gestures instantaneously. The effect of a lead soloists inventing 

alongside two bassists, a drummer, and Taylor’s relentless piano playing becomes one 

where the distinctions between soloist and accompanists are blurred. The central 

operation is a kinetic, telepathic exchange. 

                                                
20 Jost (1974/1994), 72-3. 

21 Taylor, Unit Structures, liner notes. 
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Jost provides an elegant summary of the “protocol” of the album’s title track “Unit 

Structures,” which is the longest and most intricate construction on the album.22 

Following an anacrusis which, through accented notes, slides, and swells in the two horns 

and basses, sets a mood of tension and mounting intensity, Plain 1 begins shortly before 

the 1:00 mark, consisting of several thematic phrases sounded in short succession 

interspersed by brief pauses. As stated earlier, there is a great deal of freedom in how the 

horns and accompanying instruments sound each of the phrases, and each successive 

iteration involves the collective in conversation, sometimes in a direct call-and-response 

relationship to Taylor at the piano. The fluid conversational environment and texture 

carries over to the Area (5:06) where Ken McIntyre, on bass clarinet, followed by Jimmy 

Lyons, on alto saxophone, lead the solo section. Sheer energy aptly characterizes their 

solos, which feature each musician totally immersed in their playing, matched in intensity 

by Taylor, Silva, Grimes, and Cyrille. Following McIntyre’s solo is Plain 2 (10:38) where 

new thematic material appears and some of the opening thematic material is salvaged and 

reshaped. (A noticeable tape splice occurs at 11:49, which suggests that two 

performances were edited together.) Eddie Gale Jr.’s trumpet solo follows, initiating Area 

2, and Taylor’s is the last solo, characterized by his total immersion and expressive waves 

of energy achieved by undulating tremelos, abrasive tone clusters, and chromatic runs 

across the range of the keyboard. The performance comes to a close with restatements 

of the initial theme of Plain 1, and the track eventually fades out on a long fermata.   

Taylor’s genius lies in his ability to engender a dialogue between the musicians of the 

ensemble, a quality evident in the relatively solemn “Tales (8 Whisps),” the last track of 

                                                
22 Jost (1974/1994), 78-83. 
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Unit Structures, which opens with a duet between Taylor and drummer Andrew Cyrille, 

whose playing follows the contours of Taylor’s chromatic, timbral motifs (0:00-1:45). 

Following his duet with the drummer, Taylor veers into a rhapsodic solo episode before 

engaging a bassist, either Henry Grimes or Andrew Silva, in a musical dialogue where 

Taylor’s chromatic gestures are met with prolonged phrases in a thin, scratchy arco tone 

(2:12). The remainder of the track consists of Taylor’s dialogue with the second bassist 

followed by a three-way conversation of fluctuating momentum and intensity with piano, 

bass, and drums, and the performance concludes with Taylor’s third and final rhapsodic 

episode. In this polytonal, polymetric environment, the musicians’ gestures (nuances in 

dynamics, articulation, and timbre) stand out in relief, and their ability to mold a visceral, 

expressive, and charged performance heightened.  

Through abstraction, Taylor’s music facilitates an immediate, energetic, intuitive 

dialogue between musicians that is both cacophonous and carefully and collectively 

designed. Listeners might also interact with Taylor’s music this way, albeit on a more 

subconscious level—the music’s fluctuations in intensity, momentum, sound color, and 

texture can quickly arouse and agitate a listener, thus provoking an immediate visceral 

reaction. Such a dramatic, instinctual response makes it is clear why the critics of 

Morgenstern’s roundtable found Taylor’s music so vexing; with the essential elements 

that served as guidelines for of jazz performance obscured, any listener with expectations 

of easily following or immediately understanding the seemingly random events of the 

performance can be easily discouraged.  

But those standard guidelines were, in fact, in Taylor’s music, as heard on the title 

track to his 1966 LP Conquistador! (Blue Note BLP4260). “Conquistador” begins with a 
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solo introduction by Taylor (0:00-0:14), an antecedent and consequent phrase sounded 

by the horns, altoist Jimmy Lyons and trumpeter Bill Dixon, in heterophony (0:15-0:41) 

with Grimes and Silva thumping on their basses underneath, and another short 

introduction by Taylor (0:41-0:59) before the horns sound a short secondary theme 

(1:00-1:12). Following this, Jimmy Lyons is the first to solo, and a collective dialogue of 

mounting intensity in free meter ensues (1:13-5:09). The momentum comes to a sudden 

halt when Dixon begins his solo (5:10); drummer Andrew Cyrille drops out and Taylor 

audibly follows the contours of Dixon’s melody, echoing specific pitches and 

illuminating his melody with dense tone clusters. After Dixon’s solo, Taylor leads the 

band into a fleeting metered moment: the horns play an evocative melody over the 

rhythm section’s loose 4/4 vamp in Eb Dorian (7:23-7:57). This section is succeeded by a 

new series of themes followed by Taylor’s immersive solo, which, more accurately, is an 

animated dialogue with the two bassists and drummer. Taylor effectively attacks the 

piano, exploiting its full range and sonic resources with sweeping runs across the 

keyboard that are punctuated by jagged quartal harmonies and colorful tone clusters. 

Taylor hurls motivic fragments into the ensemble texture in rapid succession, and the 

intensity level of his solo is consistently high (reaching a climax at 12:45), but the 

momentum unexpectedly shifts at 13:19 upon the reappearance of the Eb Dorian vamp 

and the horns. An episode of collective improvisation ensues and the horns eventually 

sound the opening theme in augmentation (15:31), their long notes stretching over the 

turbulent activity of the piano, basses, and drums. The track concludes with a colorful 

bass duet (16:31) curtailed by the reappearance of the consequent phrase of the opening 

theme.  
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The familiar theme-solos-theme format on “Conquistador!” is maintained, if highly 

abstracted, and the effect, for the listener, is an unpredictable and engaging performance. 

Fleeting hints of meter in the short Eb Dorian vamps contrast with the undulating waves 

of musical activity, offering brief reprieves before the ensemble submerges itself in the 

rippling action again. Taylor’s method of abstracting and intuitively navigating a 

performance stands out as an achievement in collective improvisation, and its clear 

design a bold rejoinder to the critics’ accusations of the illogicality of Taylor’s music. In 

the next section, I will demonstrate how Davis’s quintet consciously or unconsciously 

absorbed and applied Taylor’s collective, energy-focused, and intuitively constructed 

method of composition into their live concert performances. 

 
 
 
V. Davis’s Quintet, 1966-67: Form and Freedom 

 
Aspects of the collective improvisation, flexibility of form, and abstract design of 

Taylor’s “Unit Structures” and “Conquistador” can be observed in the Quintet’s live 

performance at the Oriental Theater in Portland, Oregon on May 21, 1966, only days 

after Taylor’s session. The central difference between Taylor’s approach and Davis’s 

band has to do with meter; rather than abandon meter all together, Davis’s group 

modulates tempi based on the same fundamental pulse, as can be observed in 

“Agitation,” the first song of the set. The following table maps the sequence of events in 

relation to two axes: time in minutes and time in terms of the fundamental pulse, 

ensuring that a comparison with the way Davis’s group fluctuates in energy 

(intensity/density and acceleration) and Taylor’s meter-less approach can be made. 
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Davis’s group maintains a fundamental pulse, tempo modulations can be understood in 

terms of impulse density, and the abstract, geometrical (lines, shapes) and expressive 

(slurs, bends, multiphonics) improvisations show a direct relationship.  
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Table 4.1: “Agitation,” performed at the Oriental Theatre, Portland, OR on May 21, 1966 

Time in 
minutes 

 Tempo 
(2=fast; 
1=half; 
0=free) 

Event 

Intensity/Energy Description 

0:00 − 0:17 2 Head (in) Med.  

0:18 − 0:37  Davis solo pt. 1 (increase)  

0:38 − 0:56  “ “ High  

0:57 − 1:01  Head reappears   

1:02 − 1:25  Davis’s solo pt. 2 (decrease)  

1:26 − 2:52 1 “ “ Med. Davis cues half-time. 

2:53 − 3:52 2 —> 1  
(increase  

decrease) 
 

3:53 − 4:03 2  (increase)  

4:04 − 4:18   High 

Davis begins swirling ascending 
sixteenth-note figure; Williams follows 
suit, increasing ensemble density with 
cymbals and bass drum. 

4:19 − 5:18 0 —> 2 Shorter’s solo 
decrease  Med.  

increase 
 

5:19 − 5:29 0  High 

Hancock plays swirling figure, 
Shorter complements with stuttering 
phrase; Williams puts emphasis on ride 
cymbals 

5:30 − 6:15 2  
(decrease  

increase) 
 

6:16 − 6:24   (decrease) 
Shorter quotes head melody. Band 

places accents in the middle of every 
second bar. 

6:25 − 6:52 1  Med. 
Shorter cues halftime with bluesy 

figure. 

6:53 − 7:24   (increase) 
Shorter plays riff pattern, band 

locks in. 

7:25 − 8:29 
(3:2 

polymeter) 
Hancock’s solo (increase)  

8:30 − 8:35 2  High 
Williams modulates to double time. 

Hancock’s solo comes to climax and 
ends. 

8:36 − 8:50   (decrease) 
Richard Davis strums on D-G, 

setting up return to the head. 

8:51 - end  Head (out) Med.  Low  
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“So What,” the penultimate tune of the set and one that the audience greets with 

immediate applause, is another where form is abstracted in favor of an overall structural 

shape of tiers of intensity. Williams is centrally responsible for both following and 

prodding the soloists—Davis, Shorter, Hancock—to saturated levels, with chromatic 

flurries alternating with modal motifs. The pliable form is perhaps due to Richard 

Davis’s unfamiliarity with the Quintet, thereby forcing the musicians to be flexible 

enough to go with the flow and reconcile “outness.” The rest of the songs recorded that 

evening show a rather conventional approach. Unlike Coltrane, Taylor, and others, 

Davis’s group never abandons meter; rather, they graft “impulse density” onto metric 

playing, producing an energetic, pulse-driven freedom.  

 On April 7, 1967 the group performed in Berkeley at the University of 

California’s Harmon Gymnasium, and each song in the set is characterized by its energy 

and momentum. The set consists of the group’s standard late-fifties repertoire (“Stella By 

Starlight,” “‘Round Midnight,” “So What,” and “Walkin’”) but also featured “Agitation” 

(from E.S.P., 1965) and two compositions recorded the previous year for Miles Smiles: 

“Gingerbread Boy,” a 12-bar blues written by Jimmy Heath, and Shorter’s original, 

“Dolores.” The level of abstraction in the late-fifties repertoire is notable; after the 

recognizable head, the group manages to make the familiar unfamiliar by eschewing the 

songs’ rigid form for a pliable, pulse-based environment. Additionally, a technique the 

Quintet uses often and successfully to shape the intensity and drive of the performance 

is sudden metric modulations, shifting down into half-time at fast tempi (i.e. 4/4  2/2) 

and double-time in slow to medium tempi (i.e. 4/4  8/8).  
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Here a comparison to Cecil Taylor’s innovations on Unit Structures and Conquistador! is 

apt. Taylor wanted the musicians in his ensemble to be able to intuit each other, thereby 

collectively shaping the flow and form of the music. By replacing meter for impulse 

density, Taylor created an environment where the musicians could directly provoke and 

respond to each other, with the aggregate of this interaction producing the ensemble’s 

texture and momentum. Each of the songs played by Davis’s Quintet on this set, by 

contrast, is anchored by a pulse, but their frequent metric modulations can be 

understood as impulse density grafted onto meter. The effect is the same: like a moving 

object, these shifts in velocity coupled with density of texture affects the overall 

momentum—and dramatic effect—of the performance. 

The first song of the set “Gingerbread Boy” shows how these procedures produce 

this effect. The group charges through the melody sloppily, playing at full volume. Davis 

starts his solo at 0:49 and, shortly thereafter, the 12-bar form and its standard chord 

progression dissolves into “time, no changes” (free improvisation on steady pulse). 

Vestiges of the form appear from time to time, but the ensemble fluidly moves between 

form and freedom. Each soloist (Davis, Shorter, and Hancock) builds intensity in their 

solo through rhythmic activity, providing a deluge of notes to which Tony Williams 

matches in intensity and Hancock playing chromatic figures. As Table. 4.2 shows, each 

solo forms the shape of an arch, getting its most intense (in terms of activity and 

interaction) at the middle: 
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Table 4.2: Graphic representation of "Gingerbread Boy" - Berkeley, CA - April 7, 1967 

 

The Quintet makes these familiar songs and forms unfamiliar by its intense, 

immersed, and intuitive playing. “Walkin’,” the last tune of the set is a vivid illustration of 

how the quintet transformed familiar song through the resources of the jazz avant-garde. 

The group anarchically rushes through the head, and, like “Gingerbread Boy,” the 

familiar 12-bar blues is transformed into an open, energetic, and pulsating series of 

improvisatory episodes. Like Taylor’s Unit Structures, “Walkin’” is a performance of 

“rhythm-sound energy,” and the Quintet transforms this familiar tune with chromatic 

solos, momentary episodes of totally free improvisation: Tony Williams’s solo (1:05), 

Wayne Shorter’s solo (4:30), Herbie Hancock’s solo cadenza (5:30). The intention of 

rhythm-sound energy was to allow for the improvisers’ (both individually and as a 

collective) free expression, without the contrivances of familiar licks, patterns, or other 

idiomatic conventions. Taylor’s ensemble direction, as it is in Davis’s Quintet, allowed 
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the musicians to collectively construct a performance based on deep intuition, raw 

emotional content, and interaction. Though put abstrusely, Taylor makes this focus 

explicit in the Unit Structure liner notes:    

“Joint energy disposal in parts of singular feedings. A recharge; group chain reaction. 
Acceleration result succession of multiple time compression areas. Sliding 
elision/beat here is physical commitment to earth force. Rude insistance [sic] of 
tough meeting at vertical centers. Time strata thru [sic] panels joined sequence a 
continuum (movements) across nerve centers. Total immersion.” 

  
Here, Taylor is describing a meter-less environment, and his calculated, strategic 

effort to get musicians to be “totally immersed” in their playing, inciting a “group chain 

reaction” where musicians are responding to each other’s energy intuitively, is the 

primary focus. It should be noted that the freedom of Davis’s Quintet’s music is almost 

always “controlled” by meter and, in some cases, by the formal scheme. Nevertheless, 

elements of Taylor’s radically innovative constructivist approach to collective 

improvisation might have made its way into Davis’s Quintet, further shaping their 

change in musical direction. But Davis’s more adventurous live performances would 

come more than a year later during the Quintet’s European tour in late 1967. 

Davis’s Quintet spent the end of 1967 in Europe as part of the Newport Jazz Festival 

in Europe tour organized by George Wein. The group had a taxing itinerary, traveling to 

Antwerp (Oct. 28), Rotterdam (Oct. 30), Stockholm (Oct. 31), Helsinki (Nov. 1), 

Copenhagen (Nov. 2), West Berlin (Nov. 4), Paris (Nov. 6), and Karlsruhe (Nov. 7). The 

bulk of these performances were compiled and released by Columbia Records in 2011 as 

Miles Davis Quintet - LIVE in Europe 1967: The Bootleg Series Vol. I, and, as a whole, they 

document the Quintet’s most inspired, intuitive, and “freest” performances in front of a 

live audience before their disbanding months later. Understanding their performances in 
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the context of the radical precedence set by Cecil Taylor’s meter-less, kinetic, and 

intuited group dynamic on “Unit Structures” and “Conquistador” provides a key insight 

for how Davis’s Quintet performed together onstage. Their rapid barrage of notes, 

crashing waves of intensity, and sudden shifts in momentum closely resemble the ever-

evolving groundswell of energy sought by the ensembles of Taylor, Coltrane, Shepp, and 

other musicians more readily identified as avant-gardist. And, much like Coltrane’s live 

performances from 1965 up until his death in July 1967,23 the audience witnessed the 

Quintet transform familiar repertoire into exploratory improvisational expeditions, 

quickly moving past a song’s recognizable melody into collectively-molded torrents of 

sound.  

Perhaps the most important difference between Davis’s group dynamic on these live 

recordings and the work of avant-gardists like Taylor is meter and pulse. As Keith 

Waters points out, Davis’s Quintet preserve a consistent meter and pulse during the 

solos even when the chorus structure or hypermeter is abandoned.24 However, the 

group’s emphasis on energy through ensemble density and propulsion allies them with 

the jazz avant-garde through a common effort at intuitive improvisation, unrestrained 

emotional expression, and group interaction, which was executed through the dissolution 

of conventional procedures. But a key distinction and fundamental characteristic of 

Davis’s Quintet is that these avant-garde elements were often mapped onto an 

unremitting, underlying pulse (time, no changes). In essence, the experimentation of 

musicians like Taylor—both his interactive small ensemble work on Unit Structures and 

                                                
23 Ashley Kahn, A Love Supreme: The Creation of John Coltrane’s Classic Album (London: Granta 

Books, 2002), 181-86. 
24 Keith Waters, The Studio Recordings of the Miles Davis Quintet, 1965-68 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 80-81. 
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his reworking of standards in previous years — set a precedent for the Quintet’s more 

adventurous live performances on their 1967 European tour. 

 The setlist was largely the same every night, featuring a combination of newer 

originals and older standards:  

 

Performed most frequently I. Agitation 
II. Footprints 
III. ‘Round Midnight 
IV. No Blues  
V. Masqualero 
VI. Gingerbread Boy 
VII. The Theme  
 

Less frequently/Alternated   
I. Riot 
II. I Fall In Love Too Easily 
III. On Green Dolphin Street 
IV. Walkin’ 
 

 Table 4.3: Songs most frequently performed on the Quintet’s 1967 European tour. 
 

These performances show the quintet coming the closest to the long, arresting live 

performances by Taylor and John Coltrane which audiences and critics found 

overbearing.25 On each set of every night, the compositional melody of the songs —both 

                                                
25 Reviewing Taylor’s Sunday matinee performance at the Down Beat Jazz Festival on Aug. 

13-15, 1965, Buck Walmsley, admitting this was his first live encounter with Taylor’s music, 
remarked: “I was so taken watching Taylor attack the piano, that I almost forgot to listen to what he 
was playing. But what I did catch was fascinating in much the same way that a cement mixer is 
fascinating . . . or radio static or op art [sic] or a kaleidoscope or the music of John Cage. There is a 
savage intensity to the way Taylor hammers out huge arpeggios up and down the keyboard 
apparently at random. But there also is some form to it all, for the same figures, either rhythmic or 
tonal, pop up again and again.” Coltrane’s quartet featuring tenorist Archie Shepp performed after 
intermission on the last day and gave, Walmsley sneered, “as tasteless a display of musicianship as 
I’ve ever heard. Not that all the members of the group played junk, for pianist McCoy Tyner and 
bassist Jimmy Garrison both took solo turns of beauty and imagination. But Shepp and Coltrane 
seemed to be more interested in trying to out-honk, out-squeal, and out-bleat each other than in 
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familiar standards and recently recorded originals — are recomposed, rushed through 

and dismantled, or altogether suppressed in favor of long episodes of improvisation—a 

strategy that produced a long, spontaneously evolving suite26 where cursory references to 

compositional melody and prolonged moments of improvisational activity flow 

seamlessly into each other, rather than the usual sequence of discrete songs and 

conventional chord progression-based improvisation. Long, evolving suites testing the 

endurance of both the musicians and the audience is yet another point of comparison 

with other members of the avant-garde.27 But here, the quintet’s deliberate alteration and, 

in some cases, deemphasis of compositional melody on their European tour is in line 

with their work in the studio around this same time.   

Keith Waters’s points out that Davis, by 1967, was largely dissatisfied with the 

conventional limitations of the head-solos-head format, and had been so for a number of 

years.28 A turning point occurred when the quintet’s recorded Shorter’s composition 

“Nefertiti” on June 7, 1967, which was released on the album of the same name. 

“Nefertiti” eschews episodes of improvisation by trumpet, saxophone, and piano, 

                                                
playing music. The one-tune, 45-minute set was a bomb as far as most of the concert’s 7,500 
attendees were concerned.” Down Beat 32 (Sept. 23, 1965):23. 

26 Ekkehard Jost uses “spontaneously evolving suite” to describe the live sets recorded by 
Sonny Rollins and Don Cherry during their brief collaboration in 1962-3, which yielded the album 
Our Man In Jazz (RCA 2612) and culminated with a European tour. Jost points out that the album 
(and, I would add, the bootleg recording from the group’s performance in Stuttgart, Germany that is 
now available) show Rollins/Cherry engaging in a process of continuous interaction, dismantling, 
stretching-out, and reinventing well-known standards, thus “stripping them of their normative 
value,” Jost (1974), 139. The comparability between the Rollins/Cherry quartet and Davis’s quintet in 
a live-performance context is striking. 

27 Jost, on Taylor, observes: “It was very clear in Cecil Taylor’s musical development that the 
formula “theme-improvisation-theme” had no validity for him. Just as transitions between solos and 
collective improvisations were already fluid in the recordings with Steve Lacy and Earl Griffith, there 
is often no dividing line between the end of the theme and the beginning of the improvisation” (Jost 
1974, 76). The diffusion of thematic statements and improvisation is an accurate description of how 
Davis’s quintet performed their sets on the 1967 European tour. 

28 Waters (2011), 210. 



 135 

featuring instead thirteen variated statements of the 16-bar melody. Waters points out 

that the genesis of this performance grows out of the group’s technique of stating the 

melody repeatedly as a means for rehearsing ensemble execution, but the conceit in the 

releasing this “rehearsal take” on the album is in the changing ensemble textures that 

occur on each round. Hancock and Carter persistently reinvent their accompaniment, the 

horns articulate the melody differently each time (playing out of phase on the tenth and 

eleventh repeat), and, most importantly, the volume and intensity of the quintet is in 

constant flux, due primarily to Williams’s drumming which plays a central role in 

directing the ensemble’s momentum, dynamic intensity, and rhythmic activity. 

Ultimately, way of structuring a performance points to the group’s refocusing towards 

different parameters, namely intensity, drive, and a collective, deeply intuitive approach 

to “building” and “feeling out” a performance.  
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Table 4.4: Graphic representation of "Nefertiti" - June 7, 1967 

The quintet’s sets on the 1967 European tour are more dramatic examples of this 

spontaneous musical construction. In each concert, after the compositional melody is 

played, time, no changes becomes the context for the group’s solos, moments where the 

members of group, according to Hancock, would “listen to each other and use our own 

musical sense and our own feeling to express what we felt, as individuals and 

collectively.”29 In each song, derivations or a complete abandon from the harmonic 

progression and form essentially “free” the quintet to listen interactively and respond to 

each others’ motives, phrasing, and levels of intensity, but a consistent pulse becomes the 
                                                

29 “We would have sometimes new things, sometimes some of the old things that were 
traditional Miles tunes but we would stretch these things out, so. . .we weren’t just following. I mean, 
once we got past the melodies…[we’d] listen to each other and use our own musical sense and our 
own feeling to express what we felt, as individuals and collectively, you know? And what I noticed, 
particularly in Miles’s playing and in Wayne’s playing, they would use thematic material from the 
melody, or new thematic material that they would introduce and use . . . to explore. That would make 
for a kind of connectivity for a solo, but influenced by what the rhythm section was playing.” Herbie 
Hancock interview (13 Feb. 2014). 
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axis around which these episodes occur. Even so, the manner in which musicians deploy 

chromatic improvisation (involving motivic transpositions at different pitch levels), 

timbral variance, metric modulations, and episodes of free meter serve to build the 

intensity and momentum of the performance, which is particularly true for Williams who 

directs the ensemble’s energy from his drumset. 

I propose that the quintet’s “freedom” in the 1967 European tour be understood in 

the context of the strategies initiated by the musicians associated with the jazz avant-

garde, including the abstraction of popular song, fluctuations in ensemble texture, meter, 

and the expressive character of the improvisatory narrative. The influence of Ornette 

Coleman, Don Cherry, Eric Dolphy, Cecil Taylor, and others, whose innovations were 

still considered radical at the time, can be heard in the recordings of established 

musicians including Sonny Rollins, John Coltrane, and Miles Davis. In other words, the 

“avant-garde” changed the “mainstream,” which is also to say that the new direction of 

Davis’s quintet in particular—their use of time, no changes in particular—was induced or 

inspired, either directly or indirectly, by innovative techniques that many audiences and 

critics found unsettling. With this broader, more inclusive view on the historical moment 

of the jazz avant-garde, the radical departure that their music represented and its 

placement on fringes of a constructed jazz tradition can be thoughtfully reconsidered.   

Based on the extant recordings of the tour, most of which are contained in the 

Columbia compilation, the quintet began each set with “Agitation” as they did in 

Portland and also in Berkeley. Like in these previous performances, the transformation 

in form of “Agitation” from a relatively retrained “loose sketch” (with two alternating 
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sections: “A” in C minor; “B” with Ab and Db oscillating in the bass)30 to one where the 

melody is rushed and fragmented, and the improvisation reoriented towards timbral 

variance, energy, and intuition, suggests that the Quintet’s focus was on propulsion and 

drive. A comparison of performances shows how certain “free” techniques had by 1967 

sedimented into recurring strategies; namely, acceleration and deceleration, fluctuations 

in the ensemble texture, and metric modulation. Brief episodes of total metric freedom 

periodically displace the more common formal boundaries of the form or the boundless 

time, no changes. Often, motivic transformation is abandoned for more gestural, expressive 

“action” playing. The group dynamic is characterized by their quick response to each 

other’s motives, gestures, and levels of intensity. And while the Quintet never abstracts 

form to the extent of Cecil Taylor, their long, exploratory solos in addition to their 

collectively intuited and spontaneously-constructed “free” episodes build compelling 

narratives shaped by intense musical dialogue.  

On the October 28 performance of “Agitation” in Antwerp, the Quintet speeds 

through the melody, immediately thrusting the performance into high velocity. During 

Davis’s solo, Williams gives support to the mounting intensity with accents on the bass 

drum and crashes on his cymbal. The momentum reduces at 0:48 when Davis initiates a 

motive that is out of sync with the rapid pulse, pulling the ensemble into halftime (i.e. 

2/2). At 1:33, marking the conclusion of Davis’s solo, the group falls into triple meter 

ostinato, displacing the meter and providing a dramatic entrance for Shorter to begin his 

solo. At 2:40, Shorter’s reaches the climax of his solo, howling on his saxophone and 

aggressively assembling motives at different pitch levels, which inspires Hancock to 

                                                
30 Waters (2011), 119. 
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begin his solo where Shorter’s ends (3:02), transposing motives, destabilizing the meter, 

and building dramatic tension. As the meter becomes increasingly blurred, Hancock 

channels Cecil Taylor pianism at 4:50, sweeping across the keys in explosive glissandi; 

here, at the height of his solo, Davis re-enters with the theme and the ensemble reduces 

the momentum of this agitated fit of a performance to a close, only briefly exhaling 

before starting “Footprints,” the next tune on the setlist.  

In the Tivoli Koncertsal in Copenhagen on November 2nd, the Quintet also performs 

“Footprints” as the second song of the set. This 12-bar F minor blues is also taken at a 

quick pace, faster than the recorded version, and the lyricism of Davis’s solo clashes with 

Williams’s booming accents and Hancock’s rapid chromatic run, tone clusters, and 

fourth chords. Impressively, the 12-bar blues form stays largely intact, but each round is 

markedly different from the last in its level of intensity. Such is the case in Shorter’s solo, 

which begins at 2:47; Shorter slowly builds intensity by gradually incorporating 

multiphonics and other methods of timbral variance, pushing increasingly “outward” 

into more intuited, visceral playing. Carter and Williams pick up on his cue and start 

building intensity alongside Shorter, and the surge reaches its apex at 3:37 during 

Shorter’s fourth full chorus.  

At the Paris Jazz Festival on November 6th, the Quintet performed “Riot,” 

Hancock’s original composition recorded on July 19th and released on the LP Nefertiti. 

Like “Agitation,” the quintet dashes through theme, setting establishing a rapid pulse and 

momentum. By the beginning of Shorter’s solo (0:22), there is no appearance of a 

harmonic progression or form; the ensemble shifted immediately into a swirl of motivic 

gestures, bursts of sound color, a mesh of polymetric accents, and waves of intensity. 
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During Davis’s solo (1:10) Hancock sustains a chordal tremelo and Williams a long roll 

on the snare drum, effectively dissolving the pulse. At 1:50, the pulse disappears as the 

ensemble, following Davis’s solo, plays in free time. Davis, much like Don Cherry in the 

early Atlantic recording of the Ornette Coleman Quartet, plays gestural trills and blustery 

flurries which drives the increasingly timbral playing of Hancock and Carter. Hancock’s 

solo (2:22) is similarly free and chromatic, his dense tremelos thickening the ensemble 

texture and punctuated lines accented by Williams’s thunderous rimshots. The theme re-

enters at 3:08, as fragmented and unexpectedly as it initially appeared in the beginning, 

the tune suddenly mutating into propulsive rendition of “Walkin’.”  

“Gingerbread Boy,” the lively 12-bar blues in Bb written by Jimmy Heath, is 

performed three times: in Antwerp (Oct. 28), Stockholm (Oct. 31), and Karlsruhe (Nov. 

7). Departing from the recorded version yet again, “Gingerbread Boy” is taken at a fast 

tempo each time in performances that highlighting the ensemble’s focus on propulsion 

and sheer musical energy. The Quintet most vividly abstracts the familiar blues and 

bebop idioms of “mainstream” jazz performance while deftly keeping the form intact. 

Towards the end of his solo in Antwerp, Shorter hollers, honks, slurs, and screeches in 

impassioned convulsions. At 27:10 of the video footage of their performance in 

Stockholm’s Konserthuset, during Shorter’s solo, Hancock drops out, and the form 

dissolves into time, no changes, enabling a 3-way dialogue between Shorter, Carter, and 

Williams. The form reemerges at 28:54, followed by a brief “free” meter-less episode at 

29:26. By comparison, in their Novemeber 7th performance at the Stadthalle in 

Karlsruhe, the 12-bar form is almost totally jettisoned for fleeting episodes of loose, free 

activity. But the form or hypermetric units never truly disappear—the Quintet instead 
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blurs units of time by superimposing kinetic, intuited, and dynamic gestures on top (i.e. 

controlled freedom). 

  “No Blues,” a medium tempo F Major blues from Davis’s “classic” mid-fifties 

quintet repertoire, provides yet another example of how the Quintet transformed familiar 

material with “free” strategies and procedures. On the November 6th performance at the 

Salle Pleyel in Paris, Carter readjusts the harmony by modulating to Db during Davis’s 

solo, but Davis remains in the original key. Now a bitonal blues, the form of “No Blues” 

stays largely, thereby providing a stable point of reference for the musicians’ clever 

departure. Shorter, during his solo (3:20), channels the late Coltrane’s “sheets of sound” 

technique, saturating the texture with streams of notes, some of which are swallowed for 

added effect. Similar procedures are evident on the Quintet’s performances of “On 

Green Dolphin St.,” another well-known standard. Lastly, the Quintet’s performance of 

“Walkin’” during the set in Paris provides another example of how an F Major blues can 

be abstracted and suffused with energy through a propulsive drive. The ensemble 

characteristically rushes through theme, and both solos Davis and Shorter improvise 

conforms to the chord progression of the form with occasionally chromatic gestures. 

However, Shorter, during his solo (2:56), gradually pulls away from the chord 

progression, stepping out of phase with Hancock, Carter, and Williams until they 

ultimately drop out (4:08), leaving Shorter to culminate his solo in a brilliant cadenza 

(4:34). 

 I attempt to show in the preceding descriptive event analyses of the Quintet’s 

1967 European tour how profusely the techniques associated with the jazz avant-garde 

appear in performances. Though Davis’s quintet never reaches the extent of musical 
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freedom achieved by Taylor and his Unit, their often unruly “controlled freedom” was 

ultimately not too far away. In their immersed and energetic playing, their kinetic group 

dynamic, and unrestricted expressivity, the change in Davis’s “Second Quintet” artistic 

direction can be unmistakably attributed to the innovations of the jazz avant-garde. 
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CONCLUSION  
“…what’s been important to me is to show diversity in different things, and 
to show different colors of things. I mean, if I’m working with a band, it 
sounds one way; and then I’m recording with other people and it sounds 
another way, then why not—if I get the chance to do something of my 
own—do a third thing? That makes sense to me. That’s logical because it 
gives me a chance to, number one, show that I can do that, and secondly, it 
brings a fresh sound to the ear of people who have heard me do the other 
two things.” 

- Tony Williams1 
 

I. (Experimental) Directions in Music by Miles Davis 

 

On December 4, 1967, less than a month after the last performance of their 

European tour, Davis’s quintet was back in the studio, joined by Joe Beck, on electric 

guitar. This session was devoted to Davis’s “Circle in the Round,” an approximately half-

hour long pulsing performance significantly driven by free improvisation and post-

production editing.2 Structurally, “Circle in the Round” consists of a compositional 

melody in two phrases over two corresponding pedal points – G and D. Before and after 

each statement of the melody are improvisational episodes that vacillate between the two 

pedal points. Carter’s walking bass line ambles to and from the pedal point and marks 

                                                
1 Tony Williams and John Ephland, “Tony Williams: Still the Rhythm Magician,” Down Beat 

56 (May 1989): 22. 
2 Peter Losin’s Miles Ahead database lists two commercially available versions of “Circle In 

The Round.” The first – 33:29 minutes, assembled by Teo Macero in 1968 – was shelved and 
subsequently released in 1997 by Mosaic (Mosaic MQ11-177) and Columbia Records (C6K 67398). 
The second – 26:20 minutes, assembled by Stan Tonkel in 1979 – was released on the 1979 LP Circle 
in the Round. The analysis in the appendix refers to Macero’s longer 1968 edit (timestamps 
corresponding to the Columbia Records boxset, C6K 67398). Losin also provides an event timeline 
analysis {http://www.plosin.com/milesAhead/Sessions.aspx?s=671204} which compoares both 
versions, however, my analysis departs from his at several important points. 
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the pulse while Hancock ascends and descends chromatically on the celeste. Beck 

propulsively strums quick sextuplets, deliberately emphasizing the fifth above each pedal 

point and departing occasionally up or down the scale. An undulating open fifth at the 

bottom of the ensemble texture helps to create a decidedly modal sonority and a 

melancholic atmosphere that can, according to Paul Tingen, “[become] dreary due to the 

endless repeats and the gargantuan length of the track.” Tingen reports that though 

Davis was unhappy with the final product, he valued the experimention as a learning 

experience.3  

 
 

 
                                                

3 Paul Tingen, Miles Beyond: The Electric Explorations of Miles Davis, 1967-1991 (New York: 
Billboard Books, 2001), 44-5. The group returned to the studio on December 28, 1967 to produce 
“Water on the Pond,” a much less free and a significantly shorter spliced performance. 
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Ex. 5.1: Compositional melody (Shorter), guitar, and bass on “Circle in the Round” (1968) starting at 
0:26. 
 

Immediately following Shorter’s statement of the melody, it repeats with Davis doubling 

the melody a fifth above, reinforcing the piece’s modal quality. Williams, on drums, plays 

throughout, keeping pulse on the ride cymbal and the steadily splashing hi-hat, but much 

of his playing is loose and textural, adding a dynamic palette of tone color with cymbal 

accents and swelled rolls on both the head and rim of the snare drum, carefully marking 

important structural moments or responding to soloists. The 52-beat form delimited by 

the two phrases remains largely intact during the solos, though the contrast between 

pedal points areas often becomes blurred. Most notably, however, Davis, when not 

playing the melody or soloing, contributes even more tone color and texture on chimes 

and tubular bells, two highly resonant orchestral instruments that effectively cut through 

the electro-acoustic ensemble texture. “Circle in the Round” is the first of many 

ambitious in-studio experiments that Davis and his selected musicians would embark on 

in the next several years, and it marks yet another important turning point in his – and 

their – artistic trajectory. 

Perhaps the most noteworthy dimension of this recorded performance is its post-

production editing, where thirty-five discretely recorded segments were rearranged and 

spliced together.4 The track’s post-production editing further abstracts an otherwise 

enigmatic compositional melody and inventive episodes of pulse-oriented free 

improvisation one level further; by subjecting these spontaneously- and collectively-

composed fragments, recorded in-studio, to yet another level of composition, “Circle in 

                                                
4 Tingen, 44. 
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the Round” lives up the structure-within-a-structure image evoked by the title. Macero 

here, utilizing techniques on albums by The Beatles (Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band) 

and the Beach Boys (Pet Sounds) and by composers associated with the “classical avant-

garde,” assembled a recorded “performance” out of many fragments with Davis having 

final say over the finished product.5 As Paul Tingen observes, the studio, for Davis, was 

increasingly becoming a creative tool not limited to registering sound; Davis would soon 

forge a new artistic direction through free improvisation, electric instruments, irregular 

forms, R&B and rock-influenced vamps, and post-production editing: attributes that 

define Davis’s most controversial experiment Bitches Brew, recorded in August of 1969.6  

Davis’s turn towards electric instruments and ensemble textures more associated 

with rock bands than jazz ensembles was received by critics as a deliberate—and, in 

some cases, unscrupulous—chase after new stylistic trends. Critics, drawing parallels 

between Davis’s ostentatious wardrobe and his electrified music, aligned him with the 

countercultural youth movements of the late 1960s, but a careful consideration of 

Davis’s testimony suggests that this, like other creative decisions made in the past, was 

more a matter of self- expression that reflected a changing worldview than an appeal to a 

new audience.7  Similarly, a still yet underexplored dimension of Davis’s electric turn is 

                                                
5 Ibid., 43-44. 
6 Though post-production editing was used in Davis’s music previously – as early as 1955, 

according to John Szwed (2002, p. 128) – it was not as audibly explicit as it is in “Circle in the 
Round” and in later recordings. Here, Paul Tingen argues, the edits were not meant to create an 
“idealized performance…based on the paradigm of creating an approximation of reality,” but rather 
an “sonic fantasy” where splices (and the abstraction, fragmentation, and  presided over the 
preservation, presentation, and simulation of a live performance. 

7 In a telling excerpt in his autobiography, Davis explains: [In the late 1960s] I was changing 
my attitude about a lot of things. . . . Everybody was into blackness, you know, the black 
consciousness movement, and so a lot of African and Indian fabrics were being worn. . . . I had 
moved away from the cool Brooks Brothers look and into this other thing, which for me was more 
happening with the times.” Miles Davis and Quincy Troupe, Miles Davis: The Autobiography (New 
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his interest in experimenting with new sounds—unexplored sonic possibilities, from the 

new timbral varieties and parameters of electro-acoustic instruments to the 

overwhelming power of amplification. These dimensions, not unlike the concepts and 

techniques developed by Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor, and others in the first half of 

the decade, provided Davis and other musicians with new paths for experimentation. 

The result, for Davis, was a new music infused with familiar and unfamiliar 

soundscapes—stylistic hybrids that, to the dismay of some jazz fans and critics, 

haphazardly combined different, unrelated musical idioms and challenged conventional 

genre boundaries.  

The impulse to experiment helps to explain Davis’s electric turn and the varied 

new musical environments he and his collaborators designed to co-create and react to 

each other in. Davis’s impulse, I hope this dissertation has shown, was one that he 

nurtured for several years with the members of his “Second Quintet” and one he shared, 

from a near distance, with musicians associated with the jazz avant-garde. For Davis, 

1968 marks when he definitively turned away from purely acoustic instruments and 

began a new artistic direction—one informed by an eclectic, stylistically-inclusive 

aesthetic that permeated powerful new ensembles featuring his own amplified, distorted 

trumpet; saxophone(s); electric guitar, piano, bass, and organ; rock and funk backbeats 

on the drums; orchestral and non-Western percussion instruments; compositions with 

fragmented melodies, sparse and more abstract harmonies, and extensive pedal points;  

and post-production editing.  

                                                
York: Simon & Schuster, 1988), 310, quoted in Kevin Fellezs, Birds of Fire: Jazz, Rock, Funk, and the 
Creation of Fusion (Durham: Duke University Press), 18. 
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Noting the achievement and novelty of Davis’s two studio recordings of 1968—

Miles in the Sky and Filles de Kilimanjaro—Keith Waters reprints a revealing quote by 

Herbie Hancock that is purportedly in reference to the recordings made that year: “We 

were always trying to create something new. It became more and more difficult. Like 

trying to make conversation never using any words you used before.”8 Furthermore, it 

was on Filles de Kilimanjaro, as Waters also points out, that Davis first included the 

supertitle “Directions in Music by Miles Davis” on the album cover, signaling, among 

other possibilities, a more focused artistic vision and role as a conductor, conjuring up 

and directing the solo and collective improvisations of his ensemble. Additionally, as 

Jeremy A. Smith notes, Davis’s new direction instigated a shift in Columbia Records’ 

marketing strategy; when Filles de Kilimanjaro was released in 1969, Columbia advertised 

the album several times in Rolling Stone magazine, with one such ad taglined: “You May 

Like Jazz, and Not Even Know It.”9 

Within the more insular world of his ensemble, Davis was making personnel 

changes, mostly for live performances. The list of additions and substitutions included 

tenor saxophonist Joe Henderson, pianist Chick Corea, bassists Miroslav Vitous and 

Eddie Gomez, and drummer Jack DeJohnette, all of whom worked their way through 

the ranks playing both “straight ahead” and more “out” or “free.”10 In the studio, 

however, Davis was joined by his quintet members but brought in different guitarists; the 

first session for Miles in the Sky on January 12, 1968, “Fun,” features the guitarist Bucky 

                                                
8 Quote originally appears in Jack Chambers, Milestones: The Music and Times of Miles Davis 2 

(New York: Da Capo Press, 1998), 140; reprinted in Keith Waters, The Studio Recordings of the Miles 
Davis Quintet: 1965-68 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 243. 

9 Jeremy A. Smith, “‘Sell It Black’: Race and Marketing in Miles Davis’s Early Fusion Jazz,” 
Jazz Perspectives 4 (April 2010), 10. 

10 Tingen, 38. 
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Pizarelli instead of Joe Beck with Hancock on electric harpsichord. The next four 

sessions, January 16, 25, February 13, and 15, features George Benson on electric guitar 

(“Teo’s Bag,” “Paraphernalia,” “I Have a Dream,” “Speak Like a Child,” “Sanctuary,” 

and “Side Car”). The sessions in May and June for Filles de Kilimanjaro (“Country Son,” 

“Black Comedy,” “Stuff,” “Tout de Suite,” “Stuff,” and “Filles de Kilimanjaro”) are the 

last with Herbie Hancock and Ron Carter, both on electric instruments, as permanent 

members of the ensemble; “Frelon Brun” and “Mademoiselle Mabry,” the final two 

tracks for the album recorded on September 24, feature Chick Corea on electric piano 

and Dave Holland on upright bass. With the departure of Hancock and Carter, Davis’s 

“Second Quintet” had effectively dissolved, though they would for a short time continue 

to collaborate with Davis on new, amorphous projects. 

  

II. The Changing Same? 

 

While there is ample evidence that these new idiosyncratic idioms of stylistic 

fusion and imaginative exploration of new instruments, ensemble textures, and structures 

for composition and improvisation were met with indifference or disdain by listeners and 

critics,11 not much critical and scholarly work has been devoted to those who enjoyed 

and championed this new music. Predating Davis’s incorporation of electric instruments 

by almost two years, Amiri Baraka’s 1966 essay “The Changing Same (R&B and New 

Black Music),” offers an interesting argument for the “sameness” of black vernacular 

music—both the popular (R&B) and the esoteric (the “New Thing” or “New Music”). 

                                                
11 See Eric Porter’s important essay “‘It’s About That Time’: The Response to Miles Davis’s 

Electric Turn” in Miles Davis and American Culture (St. Louis: Missouri Historical Press, 2001), 130-
146. 
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Baraka’s concept of the “changing same” serves as a linchpin that connects seemingly 

unrelated musical styles with different social functions (sacred vs. secular, or social vs. 

contemplative). The “changing same,” Baraka surreptitiously explains, is “spirit 

worship,”—an appeal to or pursuit of a higher form of consciousness—and that 

phenomenon “is always at the root in Black art, the worship of spirit—or at least the 

summoning of or by such force. As even the music itself was that, a reflection of, or the 

no thing itself.”12 

Baraka upholds the “new music” precisely because of the self-consciousness of 

the musicians (“just as the boppers were”), one where abstract musical concepts and the 

expression of raw emotion are synthesized in sound—this, Baraka feels, is evidence of a 

spiritually-driven, self-reflective quest embarked upon by the “Art Musicians,” whereas 

R&B singers are “all-expression” and “sing (and sing about) feeling. Their content is 

about feeling…the form is to make feeling, etc.” R&B singers, in Baraka’s view, are 

concerned with worldly matters (i.e. love and relationships) but the “Spiritual Men” of 

the New Music are interested in expanding their and others’ consciousness, not merely 

expressing the mundane but, rather, “the unknown. The mystical.” 13 

Contradictorily, Baraka repeatedly tears down the distinction he so painstakingly 

erects between R&B and the New Music of the jazz avant-garde by insisting that they are 

imbued with the same underlying spirit, just different “placements” or emphases of that 

spirit; what is important to him is the notion that both musical styles capture and project 

with veracity the essence of the musicians’ lived experience, and, thus, that of African 

Americans as a whole. The urge to express that lived experience in a truthful way is what 

                                                
12 LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), Black Music (New York: Akashi Classics, 2010), 207. 
13 Ibid., 215. 
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makes both R&B and the New Music so dynamic, and the self-consciousness of avant-

gardists like John Coltrane, Albert Ayler, Sun-Ra, Pharoah Sanders epitomize for Baraka 

the artists’ quest for “spirit”: “In the name of energy, sometimes, as with Ayler and 

drummer Sonny Murray. Since God is, indeed, energy. To play strong forever would be 

the cry and the worshipful purpose of life.”14  

It is in the pursuit of God (used interchangeably with “spirit” and “energy”), the 

“absolute open expression of everything” that the New Music is related to older sacred 

black vernacular traditions, where ecstatic sounds (“‘shouts’ and ‘hollers’”) are played or 

voiced freely, intermingling with other sounds in the atmosphere to “tear down the walls 

of anywhere.”15 In the same way that James Brown hollers, Baraka points out, so does 

Albert Ayler, who, rejecting European notions of musicality, “no longer wants notes. He 

says he wants sound. The total articulation.”16  

Here, and throughout the latter half of the essay, Baraka discursively links 

“freedom” in music/sound to “change” in that a black musician’s quest for (sonic) 

freedom is fueled by their desire to exist in a hostile society, and an important part of 

how that freedom is articulated is in change: 

But the content of The New Music, or The New Black Music, is toward 
change. It is change. It wants to change forms. From physical to physical 
(social to social) or from physical to mental, or from physical-mental to 
spiritual. . . .  
 
There is the freedom to exist (and the change to) in the existing, or to 
reemerge in a new thing.17 
 

                                                
14 Ibid., 220. 
15 Ibid., 221. 
16 Ibid., 227. 
17 Ibid., 227. 
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By the end of the essay, Baraka makes clear that since the “changing same” in music is 

“spirit worship,” music reliably expresses the collective consciousness of African 

Americans (excluded in this the “whitened Negro” with middle-class, bourgeois 

aspirations), and thus is will change alongside their constantly changing social reality. 

Baraka closes the essay by underscoring the inevitability of change in both “social 

consciousness” and music:  

And Rhythm and Blues music is ‘new’ as well. It is contemporary and has 
changed, as jazz has remained the changing same. Fresh life. R&B has gone 
through evolution, as its singers have, gotten “modern,” taken things from 
jazz, as jazz has taken things from R&B. New R&B takes things from old 
blues, gospel, white popular music, instrumentation, harmonies (just as these 
musics have in turn borrowed), and made these diverse elements its own.18  

 
Though Baraka’s text is highly problematic, replete with masculanist chauvinism 

and homophobic slander, his perspective on “freedom” and “change” in music, 

particularly on the stylistic borrowings of artists as well as R&B and the New Music’s 

inherent hybridity, is relevant to Davis’s music. From his vantage point in 1966, he 

provides a rationale for the jazz avant-garde and effectively forecasts Miles Davis’s 

multiple stylistic changes (without referring to Davis directly). Change, for Baraka, is 

inevitable, and he fully expects that an artist devoted to a self-conscious spiritual quest 

will change with—or affect change in—their social world. As one of the few black music 

critics with a national platform as a contributor to Down Beat magazine, his exploration of 

the ostensible similarities, differences, and intersections between two essentially black 

musical forms: R&B (the stylistic forebearer of soul and funk) and the “New Music” of 

the jazz avant-garde sharply contrasts (and, conceivably, was meant to preempt) the 

                                                
18 Ibid., 232. 
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contentious response to the “free,” experimental, trans-idiomatic work of a musician like 

Miles Davis who, by his own admission, was compelled to change. 

Following Steven Pond’s book on Herbie Hancock’s 1973 album Head Hunters, 

and drawing from a quote by Hancock himself, Kevin Fellezs, in the book Birds of Fire: 

Jazz, Rock, Funk, and the Creation of Fusion, theorizes fusion (the new genre heading that 

emerged in the early 1970s to identify the melding of jazz and rock on the part of Miles 

Davis and others) as a “new idiom” instead of a “style of jazz.”19 The notional blank 

slate afforded by Hancock’s conceptualization of a “new idiom” as well as Davis’s new 

“direction in music” not only hints at the problematic reception that musical 

experimentalism wrought upon artists, but also, as Baraka highlighted, a deep impulse to 

try something new, expand one’s musical horizons, and change in service of self-

expression and in response to one’s social world. Change through experimentation and 

stylistic fusion in the 1970s, as Fellezs outlines in his book, stemmed from the boundary-

pushing work of musicians in the mid- to late-1960s, especially Miles Davis. In creating 

their own idiom, Davis’s quintet, like the musicians associated with the jazz avant-garde, 

experimented and changed their aesthetic, their techniques, their ensembles, and even 

their wardrobes. And just as Davis’s quintet responded to the jazz avant-garde, other 

experimentalism-inclined musicians from the late-sixties onwards responded to them. 

                                                
19 Kevin Fellezs, Birds of Fire: Jazz, Rock, Funk, and the Creation of Fusion (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2011. 



 154 

APPENDIX 

 
I. Cecil Taylor’s solo, first chorus, on “Like Someone In Love” on Hard Driving Jazz/Coltrane 
Time (1958) 
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II. “Head melody” section, preceding solos, on “Vertigo,” released on Jackie McLean’s 
Vertigo (Blue Note LT1085) of 1963 
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III. Herbie Hancock’s solo on Jackie McLean’s “Vertigo” (1963) 
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SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY  

MILES DAVIS 

“Live” albums: 
1963 
 

Miles in St. Louis (VGM 0003; Jazz Door [Italy] 1224 and 1225)  
Cote Blues (JMY 1010-2) 
Miles in Europe (Columbia Legacy 519506-2) 
Live at the 1963 Monterey Jazz Festival (MJFR-30310)  

1964 
 

The Complete Concert 1964 – My Funny Valentine + Four & More (Columbia Legacy 
C2K48821) 

Miles in Tokyo (Columbia Legacy 519508-2) 
Miles in Berlin (Columbia Legacy CK93592-2) 

1965 
 

The Complete Live at the Plugged Nickel 1965 (Columbia Legacy CXK66955) 

1966 Live “Portland State College Festival” (Stone OE66201) 
1967 
 

Live in Europe 1967: The Bootleg Series, Vol. 1 (Columbia Legacy 8869794053-2) 

 
Studio Albums: 
Seven Steps to Heaven (1963) The Complete Seven Steps to Heaven (Columbia 

Legacy 519509-2) 
E.S.P. (1965) 
Miles Smiles (1966) 
Nefertiti (1967) 
Sorcerer (1967) 
Miles in the Sky (1968) 
Filles de Kilimanjaro (1968) 

The Studio Recordings of the Miles Davis Quintet ‘65-
‘68 

 
 ORNETTE COLEMAN 
1958 – Live at the Hilcrest Club (Inner City IC1007) 
1959 – The Shape of Jazz To Come (Atlantic SD 1317) 
 – Change of the Century (Atlantic 1327) 
1960 – Free Jazz: A Collective Improvisation by the Ornette Coleman Double Quartet (Atlantic 1364) 
 – This Is Our Music: The Otnette Coleman Quartet (Atlantic 1353) 
1961 – Ornette!: The Ornette Coleman Quartet (Atlantic 1378) 
 
JOHN COLTRANE  
1960 – w/ Don Cherry – The Avant-Garde (Atlantic SD 1451) 
 
ERIC DOLPHY 
1960 – Outward Bound (New Jazz NJ-8236) 

– Out There (New Jazz NJ-8252) 
 
HERBIE HANCOCK 
1964 – Empyrean Isles (Blue Note BLP 4175) 
 
JACKIE MCLEAN 
1963 – Vertigo (Blue Note LT1085) 
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GRACHAN MONCUR III 
1963 – Evolution (Blue Note ST-84153) 
 
WAYNE SHORTER 
1965 – Et Cetera (Blue Note B1 7243 8 33581 1 3) 
  
CECIL TAYLOR 
1958 – Looking Ahead: The Cecil Taylor Quartet (Contemporary S7562) 
  – Hard Driving Jazz (United Artists UAL4014) 
1960 –The World of Cecil Taylor (Candid M8006) 
1966 – Unit Structures (BST 84237) 

– Conquistador! (Blue Note BLP4260) 
 

TONY WILIAMS 
1964 – Life Time (Blue Note BST84180) 
1965 – Spring (Blue Note 84216) 
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