







THELONIOUS MONK QUARTET FEATURING JOHN COLTRANE AT CARNEGIE HALL


OXFORD STUDIES IN RECORDED JAZZ
Series Editor JEREMY BARHAM

Louis Armstrong’s Hot Five and Hot Seven Recordings
Brian Harker

The Studio Recordings of the Miles Davis Quintet, 1963–68
Keith Waters

Benny Goodman’s Famous 1938 Carnegie Hall Jazz Concert
Catherine Tackley

Keith Jarrett’s The Köln Concert
Peter Elsdon

Thelonious Monk Quartet Featuring John Coltrane at Carnegie Hall
Gabriel Solis


THELONIOUS MONK QUARTET FEATURING JOHN COLTRANE AT CARNEGIE HALL

GABRIEL SOLIS

[image: image]


[image: image]

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide.

Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto

With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by
Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016

© Oxford University Press 2014

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction rights organization. Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Solis, Gabriel, 1972–
Thelonious Monk Quartet featuring John Coltrane at Carnegie Hall / Gabriel Solis.
pages cm.—(Oxford studies in recorded jazz)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-19-974435-0 (hardback: alk. paper)—ISBN 978-0-19-974436-7 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Monk, Thelonious—Criticism and interpretation. 2. Coltrane, John, 1926–1967—Criticism and
interpretation. 3. Thelonious Monk Quartet—Performances—New York (State)—New York.
4. Jazz—History and criticism. I. Title.
ML417.M846S56 2013
785′.35165—dc23    2013016796

1 3 5 7 9 8 6 4 2
Printed in the United States of America
on acid-free paper


FOR MEL WILLIAMS, MY JAZZ GURU—DJ, ACTIVIST,
AND TENOR SAXOPHONIST EXTRAORDINAIRE,
WHO TAUGHT ME TO LOVE MONK
AND TRANE WHEN I WAS A KID




SERIES PREFACE

THE OXFORD STUDIES in Recorded Jazz series offers detailed historical, cultural, and technical analysis of jazz recordings across a broad spectrum of styles, periods, performing media, and nationalities. Each volume, authored by a leading scholar in the field, addresses either a single jazz album or a set of related recordings by one artist/group, placing the recordings fully in their historical and musical context, and thereby enriching our understanding of their cultural and creative significance.

With access to the latest scholarship and with an innovative and balanced approach to its subject matter, the series offers fresh perspectives on both well-known and neglected jazz repertoire. It sets out to renew musical debate in jazz scholarship, and to develop the subtle critical languages and vocabularies necessary to do full justice to the complex expressive, structural, and cultural dimensions of recorded jazz performance.

JEREMY BARHAM
UNIVERSITY OF SURREY
SERIES EDITOR




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

THIS BOOK COULD not have been completed without the intellectual, personal, and financial support of many. I offer my deep thanks to all who made it possible and saw me through the process.

I wish to recognize the Illinois Program for Research in the Humanities first. The fellowship year away from teaching and the community of scholars they provided me in 2009–10 was crucial in the initial stage of conceptualizing the project. I am also grateful to the University of Illinois Research Board, which supported research assistants for the preparation of the manuscript at two critical junctures. I thank Gary McPherson and the University of Melbourne, whose invitation to deliver a workshop series on improvisation pedagogy in 2011 gave me a chance to work through some of the questions about intergenerational learning this book raises. And I offer sincere thanks to Yu Wakao and the membership of the Japanese Association for the Study of Musical Improvisation, whose invitation to deliver a keynote address at their conference in 2012 helped me sharpen the conceptual framework for the book.

My deepest, warmest thanks go to my research assistants, Bryan Felix and Euan Edmonds, doctoral students in jazz studies at the University of Illinois, without whose enormous help I might never have completed the book.

I have had the pleasure of talking with and getting feedback on drafts of this project from a brilliant community of ethnomusicologists and music historians. I owe them a great deal. My colleagues at the University of Illinois in musicology and composition: Christina Bashford, Donna Buchanan, Bill Kinderman, Erik Lund, Gayle Magee, Jeff Magee, Bruno Nettl, Katherine Syer, Steve Taylor, and Tom Turino; jazz scholars John Howland, Travis Jackson, and Lara Pellegrinelli; ethnomusicologists Tomie Hahn and Sean Williams; and no doubt many, many more. I am indebted to Robert Snarrenberg, whose classes at Washington University opened my eyes and ears to what music theory and analysis can be. And special thanks go to my teacher, tireless mentor, and friend, Ingrid Monson.

My friends and family deserve all the thanks I can give, and more, for bearing with me through this project, encouraging my enthusiasm, and stoking my fires when they flagged. There are far too many to name here, but I say this: Ellen, Andrea, Coleman, and Bella, you have been my inspiration, and you have kept me at least a little humble.

Thanks.


CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

1 Monk with Coltrane: The Story of a Collaborative Relationship

2 Jazz in the Concert Hall: The Morningside Community Center Benefit and the Jazz Concert as an Institution to 1957

3 Playing Ballads: “Monk’s Mood” and “Crepuscule with Nellie”

4 Up-tempo Tunes, Convention, and Innovation: “Evidence” and “Nutty”

5 Scripting the Sound of Surprise: “Bye-Ya” and “Sweet and Lovely”

6 Abiding Favorites: “Blue Monk” and “Epistrophy”

7 Together at Last, Together Forever: Monk and Coltrane on Record in 2005

NOTES

REFERENCES

INDEX




THELONIOUS MONK QUARTET FEATURING JOHN COLTRANE AT CARNEGIE HALL




INTRODUCTION

FOR A SCANT six months in 1957, John Coltrane played in Thelonious Monk’s band. Filling the tenor spot previously held by Sonny Rollins, he added a searing, sprinting foil to Monk’s understated, ambling piano. Coltrane was a young player, his most enduring work still to come, but he brought with him impressive technique and a considerable playing history, most recently with Miles Davis. Monk was from an older generation, but only finally coming into his own as a recording artist and bandleader at the time. In the 1950s, Monk’s decision to hire Coltrane was barely noted, but in retrospect it has come to be seen as one of the most important partnerships in the history of modern jazz. The quartet, including Monk, Coltrane, bassists Wilbur Ware and Ahmed Abdul-Malik, and drummer Shadow Wilson, appeared regularly at the Five Spot Café in the Bowery, just on the edge of Greenwich Village, but was documented in only a limited way at the time. They made a handfull of studio recordings, some of which were not released until a number of years later, due to contractual problems, and Blue Note issued a scratchy live bootleg in 1993, recorded during a one-night engagement Coltrane had with Monk’s band in 1958. The recording, captured by Coltrane’s wife, Naima, on a portable tape recorder, is the essence of lo-fi; as much bar noise as music, the balance obscures some of Coltrane’s playing and the band sounds tinny and far away (Sheridan 2001, 88–89). Even after remastering for release as part of the complete Thelonious Monk on Blue Note box set, the Five Spot recording has remained largely a collector’s piece.

Early in 2005 Larry Appelbaum, a sound archivist at the Library of Congress, made what has to be one of the biggest finds in the history of jazz recordings. Unnoticed for decades in the library’s archives, in a plain folder with little to identify it, Appelbaum unearthed reel-to-reel tapes containing a November 29, 1957, Morningside Community Center benefit concert, which the Voice of America recorded in Carnegie Hall but never broadcast. The tapes caught Monk and Coltrane at creative peaks, clearly digging one another’s playing, working with a representative set list and best of all, recorded with a state-of-the-art system. The recording sounded good: Monk and Coltrane’s playing came through clearly, and the rhythm players, Ahmed Abdul-Malik and Shadow Wilson, were clearly audible—more than can be said even for many studio recordings of the time.

From these tapes, which included nearly all of the night’s multi-artist lineup, the sets featuring the Monk/Coltrane quartet were released as the album Thelonious Monk Quartet with John Coltrane at Carnegie Hall in 2005 on Blue Note records. The album’s release was a major event, undoubtedly one of the most widely covered jazz releases of the recent past in the American and European press. Malcolm Jones, writing breathlessly in Newsweek, called it “The musical equivalent of discovering a new Mount Everest,” and the Washington Post said, “for jazz fans, this discovery is almost like coming across the Holy Grail” (Jones 2005, 58; Schudel 2005, N01). In addition to critical success, the album has sold well, handily overshadowing any other jazz release at the time.

The story of this recording is of fundamental interest to jazz history, for a number of reasons. First, the concert is interesting because of the fact that as an event it was somewhere between an everyday club date and a monumental undertaking. The grouping of performers was quite good, and the night was remarked upon in the Times, but it was not a one-of-a-kind event. There was no “conceptual” program, no special compositions or arrangements on the bill, and it was not initiated as an opportunity to record a live album. Still, it was at Carnegie Hall and was intended for broadcast. What we now hear on the tapes is something common for its time, but absolutely, remarkably, special. It is a window onto a moment, a working musical partnership that is otherwise gone. Moreover, in addition to this distinction at the time, it is also unusual because it has such a thin subsequent history. Unlike Monk’s live recordings from Europe through the late-1950s and early-1960s, or Coltrane’s recordings at the Village Vanguard or Birdland, which have become familiar, well worn, carefully listened to, and closely studied by generations of fans and jazz musicians, Thelonious Monk Quartet with John Coltrane at Carnegie Hall quite simply did not exist in the jazz world between the night it was recorded and 2005.1

This book, in line with the rest of the volumes in the series, focuses extensively on analytical close readings of the pieces on the album Thelonious Monk Quartet with John Coltrane at Carnegie Hall. However, those close readings serve also to motivate historical questions about changes in jazz over the course of the twentieth century, and critical questions about the place of jazz in American culture. Beyond this, by focusing on the recording as a cultural object with significance in itself, rather than simply as a document of music making, this book raises issues that place contemporary jazz in relation to the field of media studies.

The late 1950s, when the recording was made, were a period of legendary intensity in jazz history. Miles Davis seemed to reach a new peak every year, with the albums Cookin’, Steamin’, Relaxin’, and Workin’—guidebooks to classic hard bop style—all recorded within a few months in 1956 and released in 1957, following up on ’Round About Midnight, and followed by a series of fine albums culminating in 1959’s landmark Kind of Blue. Sonny Rollins recorded something, as a leader or sideman, virtually every month between 1956 and 1959, producing the grand eponymous albums for Blue Note and the irreverent and ultimately hard-swinging Way Out West for Contemporary. Sonny Stitt and Dizzy Gillespie, Benny Golson and Hank Mobley, Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers, Max Roach, the Modern Jazz Quartet, Milt Jackson, Hank Jones, Horace Silver, Lennie Tristano, and Gerry Mulligan all wrote and played and recorded songs and albums that would challenge their contemporaries and become standards in time. A language that had been worked out in rehearsal, on stage, and in countless jam sessions in large and small venues throughout the country in the previous decade was well and truly in flower on the recordings these musicians and many others made at the time.

Beyond this, as David Rosenthal notes in his book Hard Bop, the period has been seen as a final golden age, a resurgence, a time when jazz thrived in dialogue with a large, appreciative audience. Not just an elite music for a relatively small cadre of aficionados—America’s Classical Music, as it would come to be dubbed, for better and for worse—jazz in the late 1950s was a cutting-edge popular music. The hard bop years were, as Rosenthal sees it, quoting Andrew Hill, the time “before the music got separated”—separated from its audience, fully separated from pop, separated at least in jazz criticism into the myriad warring camps of the 1960s (1992, 69).

Finally, the 1950s were an exceptional moment for live jazz recordings. There had, of course, been live recordings stretching back for decades, thanks in large measure to the broadcast wires that were built into many concert halls to produce the syndicated shows that were the staple of radio in the 1930s (McDonough 2006, 36). However, postwar innovations in recording technology—the drive to create ever smaller devices capable of capturing sound with ever greater fidelity—meant that by the late 1950s any record company could (and many did) produce high-quality recordings in situ at essentially any major jazz venue, most importantly the small nightclubs that had risen to prominence in the late 1930s and 1940s as the best spaces for modern jazz.

Given the wealth of documentation of jazz—live and in the studio—from this seminal moment in the music’s history, it may seem odd to focus an entire volume on an obscure live recording that was never intended for release, and was in fact not released until nearly fifty years after the fact. This recording of Monk and Coltrane is, however, singular and rewards extended consideration. In a way, the recording should not be particularly interesting: the repertoire for the two sets is entirely made up of work the band played night after night, and there are relatively few moments that break out of the well-established modern jazz formal frame. The group plays the heads in unison, followed by a series of solos that maintain the form of the heads in relatively straightforward ways, and finally end in closing choruses in which the band restates the head, again in unison. Within this framework, the performances are remarkable. Most importantly, the recording is a document of truly brilliant musicians creating something—hammering, forging, molding, willing something new into being—something that is both a compendium of what was possible within jazz conventions of the day and a glimpse of how those conventions could be pushed forward.

Beyond the music itself, the recording is an unparalleled document of a micro-moment in jazz history, or perhaps a moment in jazz’s micro-history. Monk’s decision to hire Coltrane for his quartet was a small thing in each of the musicians’ lives, at least at the moment, yet it came to have remarkably far-reaching consequences for the shape of jazz to come, so to speak. Coltrane’s work, even more than Monk’s, was profoundly changed by the experience of playing in the group—more, perhaps, than any of the many other tenor players who played with him over the years. Some, like Johnny Griffin, served as foils to Monk’s style but were relatively unchanged by it; others, like Charlie Rouse, were deeply committed to Monk’s demands as a bandleader but seem already to have absorbed Monk’s language by the time they worked with him. Coltrane came to Monk’s band at a fortuitous time in his career, as though looking for the key to new directions he was seeking, and was attuned to the possibilities suggested by Monk’s music.

Finally, this recording’s peculiar history, from the initial conditions of its production to its ultimate, belated release, offers a unique lens through which to understand postwar jazz recordings as things in themselves. With care, it can be heard to speak to the political economy of jazz in the 1950s, the meaning of style and genre, the place of performance and recording and the contexts of jazz as a business and a job, as well as, of course, an art, and it can be heard to speak eloquently to the same questions and issues in jazz at the start of the twenty-first century. Because of the long gap between recording and release, it was unusual and special in 2005 and could be invested with all the fantasies and frustrations of the jazz community in a time of extensive nostalgia.

CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF IMPROVISATION, INTERACTION, MUSICAL WORKS, AND THE JAZZ RECORDING

The questions within jazz scholarship this book most directly asks revolve around how to understand musical repetition of many sorts as it relates to conceptualizations of improvisation, composition, and the making of musical works. This constellation of theoretical concerns will be present in shifting patterns throughout the rest of this book, though not always explicitly. It will be useful, then, before moving forward with the details of the recording, to unpack the remarkable complexity that improvisation, composition, and repetition represent in jazz performances and on jazz recordings, as can be heard in these tracks. Starting with improvisation, composition, and repetition in the music itself—the details, “on the ground,” of jazz—these concerns move analysis to larger and larger frames of reference, including questions about aesthetics, the circulation of ideas in social networks, the cultural life of music in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and the political economy of jazz and the American recording industry.

I start with repetition, because it is elemental. In being elemental, its meanings are also broad, diffuse, and fluid. Many aesthetic theorists have spoken about repetition, and, at least as importantly, it has been the subject of regular vernacular theory among both musicians and audiences. Repetition is central to recent cognition-based music theories, being fundamental to the creation of comprehensibility in music. Eugene Narmour’s study of musical expectation describes repetition as basic not only to music but to the human organism: we are “similarity automatons regardless of domain, level, or operation” (2000, 395). As such, when we make music we make a repetitive, patterned set of sounds because such a set of sounds is central to our modes of perception and cognition. According to this theory, we yearn to hear repetition and to interpret what we hear as pattern. Adam Ockelford begins from this position to propose a “zygonic” theory of music, which in a sense argues that all meaning comes from relationships of imitation, which as he points out, amount to repetition (2005, 2–3).2 Although his analyses generally tend to consider zygonic relationships, or repetitions, within a work, he points to a much larger sphere in which we perceive and understand such relationships: “the single concept of a zygon bequeaths a vast perceptual legacy with many potential manifestations; between, for example, pitches, timbres, processes and forms the same; over different periods of time; and within the same and between different pieces, performances and hearings” (22). Michael Tenzer’s recent goal of establishing a unified musical theory that holds true for any of the world’s musics starts from similar ground, taking periodicity—“repetition or restatement, literal or transformed, of all kinds”—as the fundamental object of consideration. He says, “Music is nothing if not iteration and pattern; periodicity is music’s ultimate organizer on many levels.… The absence of periodicity in any music is a challenge to imagine. Even if one could invent such music algorithmically, we, as aware listeners, would impose or construct pattern, as that is the nature of mind relating to world” (2006, 22–23). Repetition in jazz, specifically, has been a subject of fascination, snap judgment, and dismissive off-hand pronouncement since the genre’s earliest emergence into the public eye.

In spite of this attention, the subject of repetition has hardly been exhausted in the study of midcentury jazz, much less music in general. An important starting point is to consider distinct kinds of repetition and their effects in jazz. What is repeated, and how does the passage of time between iterations impact how we experience repetition? Ingrid Monson’s article “Riffs, Repetition, and Theories of Globalization” creates a framework for asking these questions. As she notes, jazz incorporates repetition as a structural principle at essentially every meaningful level, from the smallest details of musical form, the moment-to-moment sonic events that make up a performance, to the largest order—pieces and styles (1999, 32). I follow up some of the implications of Monson’s work here, adding particularly a diachronic dimension to the highest-order conceptualization of the way repetition functions in the music, focusing on how it allows us to understand personal temporalities, at the level of biography and the musical career, and communal temporalities, at the level of history and cultural memory.

Jazz performances are made up of cyclic repetitions in nesting orders of magnitude. At the most immediate level are the cycles of extremely short duration, the rhythmic cycles that, taken together, produce the ongoing sense of groove within the performance. Here I mean both the pulsing figure of the beat and its subdivision into two or three or more components, the regular, recurrent patterns of stress and release through which music pushes forward in time. I also mean the succession of beats in a 4/4 measure, with a backbeat, again a succession of stressed and unstressed pulses in time that give a sense of movement to the music. And finally, I mean the characteristic patterns of the rhythm section—the ride cymbal and hi-hat, for instance, and the walking bass lines that incorporate both repetition and variation. Monson has written eloquently about this phenomenon, calling it “a rhythmic relation or feeling existing between two or more musical parts and or individuals” (1996, 68, original emphasis). She quotes clarinetist Don Byron, describing a groove as a kind of “euphoria that comes from playing good time with somebody” (ibid., original emphasis). Laurent de Wild, discussing Monk’s music in particular, has also written about it, under the rubric of “time,” and taking the notion of euphoria further, in an explicitly spiritual and romantic sense: “Why does it always take at least two people to make time? … When you are two together, it’s the beginning of a shared experience, a faith expressing itself, faith in a god which is the original pulse and which is worshipped in a church that is the music itself. Creating time is a truly mystical and communal experience.… It’s an act of love, as opposed to masturbation” (1997, 34). None of this necessarily deals with the way repetition functions as the central figure in the production of a groove or time in jazz, though it is implicit. I focus explicitly on repetition in this process in order to make clear that it is the first point on the continuum from small to large, the lowest-level ongoing repetition, felt at the level of beat and meter. Charles Keil’s theory of “Participatory Discrepancies” is predicated on this in a way, and the fleshing out of that idea has certainly looked at repetition as a musical force (1987). That said, Keil and others have tended to celebrate the minute variations within repetition—the “discrepancies” that invite participation—while I wish to highlight for a moment the massive level of repetition itself. Of course both repetition and variation are important, but I would simply reiterate that the predictable repetition of a number of musical figures is absolutely central to the enjoyment of most jazz.

At the next level, within most jazz chorus forms there are patterns of melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic repetition that are partially cyclical, that serve to mark out the flow of time into regular, recurrent units. If the groove is felt largely at the level of beat and meter, these secondary cycles involve repetitions—often only partial—that usually mark off binary units of musical time: two measures, four measures, eight measures, sixteen measures. The common thirty-two-bar song forms are massively cyclical, with periods usually operating at all of the binary divisions of thirty-two measures. An AABA song form incorporates cyclical repetition of eight-measure sections, at the very least, and its drama plays out through the dynamic of repetition and contrast. The four sections can be thought of as A/statement, A/reiteration with or without alteration, B/ contrast, and A/reiteration with or without alteration. This patterning generally happens melodically, rhythmically, and harmonically and can, of course, be overlain by longer-scale tonal processes, such as the common structural move from IV to V over the course of the B section, which tie the whole thirty-two-bar structure into one linear process as well. Blues forms also work through periodicity, with the most common pattern being twelve bars divided into three equal four-bar sections, commonly labeled aab or aa’b. These four bars most often also involve a drama of repetition and contrast: a/statement, a’/altered repetition, b/ contrast. Although Monk composed forms that are irregular, in their number of measures and subdivisions, the majority of his work and all of the standards he played include regular periodicity of this sort. Much of the formal interest in the solos on this recording come from the musicians working creatively at times to project, and at times to undermine, the impact of precisely these kinds of repetitive structures.

Finally, normatively speaking, jazz performances in most (but not all) styles are characterized by the cyclical repetition of the chorus form. This, also, is implicit in most theoretical/analytical discussion of jazz, but its consequences in terms of musical experience are not always fleshed out explicitly. Musicians actually treat the regular repetition of the chorus structure quite differently from one another, and from one piece to the next. Monk tended to treat the individual choruses of his solos as independent units to some degree, routinely highlighting their divisions from one another, and building larger-scale forms by piecing together choruses like building blocks. Coltrane, on the other hand, often (though by no means always) phrased in such a way as to obscure chorus structure, creating larger-order form through redefining the length of sections within his solo. In either case, of course, their accompanists helped define the cyclical repetition of the chorus and create larger-scale form, either through reiteration of the formal moves the soloists made or by contrast. This is the level of repetition that I address most directly in the analyses that make up Chapters 3 through 6.

Beyond these types of cyclical repetition, jazz performances incorporate noncyclical repetition at essentially every level. From the creation of musical figures and phrases through the use of motivic repetition, to the kinds of repetition that create intermusical reference, noncyclical repetition is a key tool in creating musical meaning.3 In relation to the recording of Monk’s band with John Coltrane at the Morningside Heights benefit, the repetition of pieces of music is the most compelling on this level. On the bill that evening, Monk chose pieces he had played over and over, many of them since the very beginning of his career, with essentially every band he led over the course of a bit more than twenty years by that time. For Coltrane the tunes may not have been quite as deeply ingrained in his fingers and imagination, but they were still pieces he had played with Monk’s band for months, day in and day out. In fact, a primary difference between this recording and the studio recordings Monk and Coltrane made some months prior is a result of that repetition. The audience that evening would, of course, have had varying levels of familiarity with the pieces, but the musicians would have had an intimate knowledge of the tunes, a knowledge honed over many repetitions, night after night.

The literature on jazz has only begun to view this intertextual repetition of whole pieces in performance as an object of musical analysis, but it holds significant potential as an area of investigation. Tom Perchard has developed an extensive and very interesting analysis of how Monk’s solos function as improvisatory composition—I would like to call it “improvosing” or “comprovisation”—by looking at a number of performances he recorded of “Lulu’s Back in Town” in Paris in 1966 (2011). This sort of analysis—like my own analysis of two solos by Johnny Griffin on the song “Evidence,” from 1958—makes the case that jazz improvisation is a process that involves memory, engages musicians in ongoing evaluation of their own work, and connects repetitions of a single piece not only as discrete musical instances but in fact as nodes in networks of creative activity (Solis 2004). Likewise, Monk did not play a “simulacrum” of improvisation on “Lulu’s Back in Town,” as French critic Michel-Claude Jalard worried in 1964. Rather, he was, as Perchard says, “working to a kind of composition, at least, improvising according to a largely fixed formal plan” (2011, 83). Nor was it by happenstance that Griffin played two structurally related solos on “Evidence” the two nights it was being recorded in the late fifties when he was playing with Monk. Rather, the two recordings captured the larger fact that while he was in Monk’s band, Griffin was working out the musical ideas suggested to him by the song, creating his own way of saying something with it.4 The terms “improvised” and “composed” are stretched to their limits in looking at Monk’s playing, as Perchard clearly recognizes, when he describes Monk’s style being defined by a tendency to “interpolate licks which have been so expanded that they appear not to link ideas, or cross from chord to chord or bar to bar, but instead function as blocks of ‘composed’ music dropped into an otherwise ‘improvised’ solo” (ibid.). The difficulty Perchard has at the moment of conclusion, of situating Monk’s solos in terms of the dialectic of improvisation and composition is, in fact, the heart of his article’s contribution and is not limited to Monk, although it is exceptionally clear in Monk’s playing.5 In neither Monk’s nor Griffin’s case is this evidence of a creative lack, but rather of the structural presence of repetition that often characterizes good improvisation, and of how jazz music making confounds the basic premise on which a categorical distinction between improvisation and composition rests. In the case of this recording, the similarities and differences in Monk’s approach to repertoire over time is an important interpretive wedge, as is the linking of particular items of repertoire to one another in various performances and recordings to make musical experiences that extend beyond the individual work.

A focus on musical repetition in this context inevitably leads one to look at the broader, somewhat ahistorical discussion of black aesthetics as a way of understanding formal processes in jazz. This is not a book about race as such, nor even a book in which the primary argument is about racialization in music, but the recording’s context of midtwentieth-and early twenty-first-century America makes race an inevitable component of the book’s primary focus on socially grounded aesthetics. In the final chapter I take up a discussion of race as a component of the marketing of jazz in the 1990s and 2000s—the branding of the “Young Lions”—and various iterations of nostalgia in jazz. I have written in a number of contexts about Monk’s music as “Afro-modern,” borrowing a term from Houston A. Baker, particularly trying to excavate what might be the ways in which his musical choices are informed by and reflect black aesthetics. Perchard has critiqued my work in this vein, arguing that an overemphasis on the African American context has similarly trapped analyses of Monk’s music in an essential, uniform paradigm, when Monk actually breaks the paradigm not only of Western formalism but also of African American contextualism (2011, 75). Perchard is quite right when he argues that Monk thought “textually”—which is to say that he appears to have had a strong work concept in mind for many of his pieces, both in how he wanted the heads played and in how he improvised on them. Moreover, he is correct in saying that at times Monk appears to play solos that engage in only a limited way in what many would think of simply as improvisation. Rather, his penchant to draw on large blocks of what Perchard calls “quasi-textual formalization” in his solos confounds any simple view of improvisation as something made up from nothing in the moment (82). This does not, however, in any way reduce the value of looking at Monk’s playing as interactive, as Perchard suggests it does, or of reading that interactivity as a musical value nurtured and prized in African American traditions.6 My argument is that the black, Afro-modern context for Monk’s work offered models for and fostered both spontaneous, interactive innovation and studied, precise repetition. The only thing that would make this seem like a contradiction is a limited view of the history of black musical life in America.

The sort of repetition that governs the creation of work concepts and relative “fixity” in jazz performances is not, incidentally, the kind of “intermusicality” nurtured in African American musical forms that has occupied many jazz scholars, myself included, over the past decade or so, starting with Paul Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz (1994) and Ingrid Monson’s Saying Something (1996), but it is not incompatible with a discussion of that kind of noncyclical repetition. Of course, references of all sorts—to other jazz solos and songs, to bits of pop culture, to classical compositions, and so on—can be embedded in the recurrent structures of “improvosed” solos, but the more spontaneous, momentary references that Monson, in particular, discusses, are a different kind of repetition and have a different effect (1996, 44–45, 146–52). The repetition of musical structures that I highlight above may begin as spontaneous musical utterances, but they take on a kind of fixity over time that comes from their regular, if not cyclical, repetition. References often stand out, in contrast, as single-instance occurrences that may gain their power by virtue of breaking the frame of cyclicity and fixity. They work because they are repetitions of materials that audiences have heard, elsewhere, at other times, and in other contexts; but they tend to be most successful if they are unanticipated by listeners and sound spontaneous. This may even be incorporated into a musician’s “comprovisational” thinking.

Repetition, at all of the levels I have identified, is central to most of the issues raised by the album Thelonious Monk Quartet with John Coltrane, as a document of performance and as a part of jazz history and American cultural life. Most immediately, it plays a fundamental role in the conceptual organization of musical creativity into improvisation and composition, and the emergent concept of the thing created, the musical work. Improvisation—defined for the moment loosely as the (often interactive) creation of new versions of pieces of music in the act of performance—has been, since at least the 1940s, the hallmark of jazz. It is one musical feature that jazz’s proponents often point to in order to separate jazz from other popular musics and from the Western classical tradition; it is the musical feature that has been the focal point and key to ideas about the basic hero myth in the music, incorporating skill, genius, and musical progress in jazz; and it is the musical feature around which a sense of the music’s mystery, often couched as spiritual transcendence, coalesces. At times it has also been an aspect of jazz that commentators (and performers) used to link that music to other performance traditions from the African Diaspora, the Middle East, and India. Composition, by contrast, has been a term imbued with a different cultural value when used in jazz, drawing on the prestige of the Western classical tradition and its practice of celebrating a relatively fixed body of canonical works (Lydia Goehr’s “Imaginary Museum” 1992). As I have argued elsewhere, a small number of jazz musicians have been lionized as “true” composers—Duke Ellington, Charles Mingus, Thelonious Monk—a term that I believe has obscured as much about their creative work and that of their bands as it has clarified (Solis 2008, 120).

My use of the terms “comprovisation” and “improvosed” above is intended to suggest a more nuanced, or perhaps simply a troubled, theory of the kinds of creativity at play in jazz. I propose that a thoughtful consideration of repetition, of all types and at all levels, in the performances that make up Thelonious Monk Quartet with John Coltrane necessarily leads to a somewhat tempered understanding of the divide between improvisation and composition and the making of musical works in jazz. Writing in 1974, Bruno Nettl already proposed a theory of composition and improvisation that ran counter to established, commonsense notions. Rather than view the two as antitheses—Apollonian and Dionysian modes of musical creativity, the one a measured, intellectual process that incorporates evaluation and revision and the other an ecstatic outpouring, musical stream of unconscious, something very near glossalalia—Nettl described the two terms as fundamentally “part of the same idea” (1974, 6). He retained the terms to describe these two parts but built an influential theory suggesting that the process—the idea—that both are part of is neither more nor less than musical performance itself. In his words, “The conclusion that recurs again and again in our thoughts is … that all performers improvise to some extent. What the pianist playing Bach and Beethoven does with his models—the scores and accumulated tradition of performance practice—is only in degree and not in nature, different from what the Indian playing an alap in Rag Yaman and the Persian singing the Dastgah of Shur do with theirs” (19). More recent work, much of it drawn from ethnographic studies of jazz, but also from studies of American folk music performance, Indonesian gamelan styles, Iranian and Indian mode-based classical music performance, and composition in common-practice Western classical music before 1850, have added further layers to understanding the questions raised by any straightforward use of the terms (Atre 2007; Monson 2008, 2009; Nooshin 2003; Parikh 2007; Ravikiran 2007; Sutton 1998; Turino 2009). I suggest here, ultimately, that in jazz we might be principally attentive to moments of formal regularity—repetition from performance to performance—and how repetition facilitates evaluation and self-awareness. Ultimately, I am less invested in changing the terminology to describe jazz performance than I am in understanding the nature of the creative activity it represents.

If the terms improvisation and composition remain useful for jazz studies, it is because they reflect commonsense distinctions between creative activities undertaken in different contexts and with different immediate goals in mind.
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