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Abstract 

Innovation has been an essential element in the tradition of jazz music since the art form first emerged in the early twentieth century.  Origins of the jazz tradition: New Orleans, a community of diverse cultures with a never-ending demand for good entertainment provided the ideal conditions for this music to germinate.  Performance Practices:  While improvisation is a key component of the jazz traditions, not all of the components of jazz are created in the moment.  Most of the jazz improvisation we hear takes place in the context of songs.  Historically, jazz musicians have favored popular American songs from the early to mid-twentieth century as creative vehicles for their art.  A song is a starting point for a journey in which the jazz musician manipulates melody and harmony to create art that varies from one performance to the next.  The Artistic Process:  Musicians learn their art by imitating the work of others just as a child imitates the language spoken by his or her parents. Someone learning a second language has to assimilate the vocabulary, grammar, idioms, and many aspects of the culture in order to be functional in that language.  The same is true for the musician assimilating the musical language of Jazz, where it is only through endless hours of practice and total immersion in the music that one can hope to communicate musically in a meaningful and spontaneous way.   Creative Movements:  No art can exist in a bubble.  While the jazz tradition is very much, about individuality, the music is created through a collaborative process.  Thus, musicians are identified with their musical communities.  Musical communities and creative movements may be regional such as New Orleans jazz or the “West Coast” sounds.  They may be generational like the jazz-rock fusion movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s.  In some cases, an association with a particular artist that defines the group, such as Lennie Tristano and his disciples, may identify a group of jazz musicians.  Jazz in the Academy:  While the performing of live music is on the decline in America, Jazz education is growing.  And while having Jazz in the Academy allows more people to appreciate and study this musical tradition, some critics and musicians have expressed concern that formal study is leading to further codification and homogenizing of the music.
Jazz: A Tradition Of Innovation

Innovation has been an essential element in the tradition of jazz music since the music first emerged in the early twentieth century.  Today I will discuss the creative process in the jazz tradition and how innovation has occurred throughout its history, examining the origins of the jazz tradition, motivations of the musicians who defined the music, performance practices, the learning process, creative movements, and the place of jazz in the academy.

Origins of the jazz tradition

I have heard jazz described (quite accurately I believe) as a gumbo​.  Gumbo is a popular dish in the Southern United States.  It is typically a stew of fish, poultry, and meat that has been thickened with okra and seasoned with a combination of herbs and spices only known to the cook.  When describing jazz as a gumbo, we mean that it is an amalgam of all musical forms.

The music was born in New Orleans, Louisiana and is African-American in its origin.  But rather than retelling you the story of jazz I though I would instead start with an examination of the forces at play behind the creation of the music in the first place and why New Orleans was a such a conducive environment for this amazing music to be born.

According to current information provided by the Port of New Orleans, New Orleans is:

“at the center of the world’s busiest port complex, Louisiana’s Lower Mississippi River. Its proximity to the American Midwest via a 14,500-mile inland waterway system, six Class One railroads and the interstate highway system makes New Orleans the port of choice for the movement of cargoes such as steel, rubber, coffee, containers and manufactured goods.”

What this means is that a lot of people come through New Orleans every day and it was the same at the beginning of the twentieth century.  As a result, New Orleans, along with facilitating the import of goods, also imported culture from around the world.  New Orleans was and remains today a very cosmopolitan community.


In a brief history prepared by a group of scholars that included pianist Ellis Marsalis and clarinetist Dr. Michael White for the New Orleans Jazz National Historical Park in 1993, it is stated that:

“New Orleans was founded in 1718 as part of the French Louisiana colony. The Louisiana territories were ceded to Spain in 1763 but were returned to France in 1803. France almost immediately sold the colony to the United States in the Louisiana Purchase.  New Orleans differed greatly from the rest of the young United States in its Old World cultural relationships. The Creole culture was Catholic and French speaking rather than Protestant and English-speaking. A more liberal outlook on life prevailed, with an appreciation of good food, wine, music, and dancing. Festivals were frequent, and Governor William Claiborne, the first American-appointed governor of the territory of Louisiana, reportedly commented that New Orleanians were ungovernable because of their preoccupation with dancing.”

In short, people in New Orleans have always known how to have a good time.  In addition, with a constant influx of people, many of whom were transient, there was an even greater demand for entertainment.  The bars and brothels in the red light district called Storyville stayed open around the clock to accommodate the needs of those passing through.  As one might imagine, musicians working in these establishments had no shortage of work and played for long periods of time.


When we consider these two factors (the cultural diversity, and the great demand for entertainment resulting in extended hours that musicians played) I think we can make a pretty good guess how cornetist Buddy Bolden and others like him started the jazz tradition.

Musicians in New Orleans had all of the ingredients for making the gumbo.  The harmony or chords in early jazz came out of American gospel music as well as music of the brass marching bands that were popular in North America during the 1890s.  Much of the rhythmic character especially of early jazz comes from Latin American musical influences. We find tango rhythms as well as Afro-Cuban 2-3 Clavé in the music of Scott Joplin and Jelly Roll Morton’s compositions.

Morton referred to this rhythmic element as the "Spanish Tinge" and claimed that it was essential to jazz.  Last, but not least, New Orleans musicians heard the blues from the delta region early on and it remains an essential ingredient in the gumbo.

The fact that the musicians had lots of work, and played for longer periods of time meant that they probably had to find ways to keep their work interesting.  Thus, the improvisational games of jazz were born as musicians fought boredom and amused themselves by embellishing melodies, creating variations, and numerous other musical challenges that kept them creatively engaged in the music.

Performance Practices:  How the Game Is Played


How are the musical games of jazz played?  Most of the jazz improvisation we hear takes place in the context of a tune.  Historically, jazz musicians have favored popular American songs written between about 1920 and 1960.  Ethnomusicologist Paul Berliner interviewed countless musicians for his monumental study of the tradition called Thinking In Jazz.  One idea that surfaced with some frequency is that jazz musicians often refer to tunes as vehicles, meaning that tunes are creative vehicles for the jazz performer.  Also interesting about the use of this term is that the word vehicle implies movement, an important element in music.


So if a tune is a creative vehicle for a jazz musician, what framework does a tune provide?  Well the most distinguishing element of a tune is it’s melody and every melody has harmony associated with it.  Also important is a rhythmic structure that musicians call the form, which refers to a tune's internal structure; the number of measures or bars; the repeated and contrasting sections in the design of a composition.  Common jazz forms include 32-bar standard forms (such as AABA and ABAC), 16-bar forms, and 12-bar blues.

Lee Konitz is a saxophonist who still plays beautifully today and is probably best know for his work with pianist Lennie Tristano in the 1950s.  When Berliner interviewed him, Konitz identified four levels of improvisation.  They are:

-Interpretation

-Embellishment

-Variation

-Radical Variation (improvisation)


Interpretation in the context of music or drama is the way in which a play or piece of music is performed so as to convey a particular understanding of the work.  When interpreting a majority of music in the Western-Classical tradition, this means observing without fail everything in the score.  The only elements that are open to interpretation typically are tempo and dynamics or volume.  In jazz, interpretation may include far more:

-The Rhythm of The Melody: The duration of pitches may vary.

-Harmony: Jazz musicians often have a their own versions of the harmony.

-The Tempo: For a given tune, musicians have historically chosen drastically different tempos depending on their personal preference on any given day.

-The Meter: Some tunes are adaptable to different meters.  Playing a tune that is normally in four/four in three/four becomes an interpretive decision for a jazz musician.

-The Groove: By groove we mean dance beat.  A tune sounds quite different as a bossa nova than it does as a medium swinger or a shuffle.

Lee Konitz then moves on to embellishment.  Embellishment is frowned upon in the Western-Classical tradition and encouraged in jazz.  To embellish is to add something to what is already there.  Very simply this means adding notes to the melody of the tune or possibly adding decorative fills between phrases.  Art Tatum was a master at this as he danced around melodies in an astonishing fashion.  As elaborate and virtuosic as his style is, most of his recorded work can be characterized as embellishment because the melody is usually imbedded in everything you hear him play.


Next is variation.  The definition in jazz is a bit subjective.  You know it when you hear it.  Let’s just say that variation includes altering the melodic components (pitch and duration) and possibly the harmony to the point where what you end up with is noticeably different but still resembles or is comparable to the original.


Finally there is what Konitz calls radical variation or improvisation where a musician invents lines that bare little if any resemblance to the existing melody of the tune.  When this is happening a musician is substituting a new melody in place of the original melody while adhering to the original chords.


Alto saxophonist Charlie Parker and his imitators developed this approach to such a degree that they developed a musical language that became known as bebop.

Definition of Improvisation
If we look up Improvisation in the dictionary, we find the following.

“The act or art of composing and rendering music, poetry, and the like, extemporaneously, meaning without prior preparation or planning.”

The musical consequences of applying this definition to jazz improvisation are usually disastrous.  As you can imagine, with this model, the student has no way to move forward and no way to build on past experience.  And if it were really true that real jazz improvisation is created “without prior preparation or planning” then it logically follows that my neighbor back in Arizona, a retired machinist, who has no prior experience playing a musical instrument, is the person we should be listening to for the next creative wave in jazz.  Its just a matter of getting him an instrument and quickly driving him to a recording studio before he figures out how to put the mouthpiece on the horn.

No, clearly that is not going to do it.  For a novice to become a jazz improviser, he or she must become immersed in the jazz tradition and the artistic process.

The Artistic Process

How does a young jazz musician progress?  The great jazz trumpet player Clark Terry may have summed up the artistic process best in three words:

Imitate, Assimilate, Innovate


We begin learning our art by imitating the work of others just as we imitate the language we hear from our parents when we were very young.  In music we imitate our teachers and, more specifically in jazz, we learn licks from recordings.  Similarly, you can always find art students at their easels in the galleries of any major art museum copying the work of the great masters on display.  Those that came before and those around us now are our role models, and we need them.  As Igor Stravinsky once said, “Talent borrows.  Genius steels.”


I majored in Mathematics as an undergraduate at the University of Illinois.  People often ask me about the relationship between music and math and I am still at a loss to come up with any direct connections between the two disciplines because I have been too busy playing and teaching music since I graduated.  However, I came across the words of a blogger with the pseudonym Buford Youthward, a noted graffiti artist in Philadelphia, who relates math and the creative process as follows:

“Learning the various axioms, formulas, and equations normally does not tell you how to solve a particular word problem, integrate a certain function, or prove a new theorem. Some ingenuity is required to be able to apply your knowledge to the problem at hand.  Often, knowing how similar problems have been solved in the past can give you an idea of where to start, and experience working with a particular type of problem can help direct you. In all but the simplest of math problems, however, some original thinking is required.”


As Youthward points out, imitation alone is merely regurgitation, so we need to go deeper into what Clark Terry refers to as assimilation.  Clearly all of us in this room have assimilated the English language to the degree that we don’t have to think about the meaning of the words anymore.  I studied Spanish for one year when I was in the twelfth grade.  I retained a bit of the vocabulary but still cannot function in the language.  When I hear or read Spanish I have to translate words individually to English and reassemble them in to a sentence before I arrive at the meaning, whereas in English, I experience meaning instantly as I listen or speak just as you are hopefully doing right now.  Only with this kind of mastery can one ever hope to express an idea creatively.


In jazz, we assimilate our skills through endless hours of practice and total immersion to the point where that which was once challenging becomes automatic.  This means practicing scales, arpeggios, patterns, transcribing classic jazz solos and playing our favorite Charlie Parker licks in every key– so that we may refer to these elements in a meaningful way when we improvise.


Once we have assimilated the language or skills of our discipline, we are free to create without being distracted by the mechanics of making our work.  A practiced photographer sees a subject and knows instantly (without thinking) what lens to use, the best angle and length of exposure.  The veteran choreographer envisions a sequence of moves while hearing the music for the first time.  The journeyman pianist knows just what chord to play.


Assimilation is hard work.  Is it more important than imitation?  Not necessarily, for where would we be with out the artistic role models that inspired us in the first place and continue to inspire us throughout our lives.


Now Clark Terry’s third step, innovation, the act of creating something new, is an essential part of the process and the most elusive of the three because innovation cannot be forced.  As the jazz pianist Barry Harris advises, “To be an innovator, you need to be around your discipline constantly because you never know when the magic is going to happen.”  If we take that advice, practicing hard and exposing ourselves to as many different artists and art forms as possible, we increase the likelihood of being struck by an innovative thought and will be better prepared to act on it.  So, we must keep going back to our work so we don’t miss a magical moment.

Sometimes innovation is just a matter of seeing something you have already seen in a new way.  Serious jazz students love to get together to listen to recordings and it was no different for me.  Getting together to listen to a record was a major social event.  What was great was not just hearing the record myself but hearing it through the ears of the group of four or five of us that would get together because each of us would notice something different.  We would play the record over and over and, each time, one of us would jump in while the recording was playing and say, “Check out Herbie here!” as Herbie Hancock would play a chord on the piano miraculously anticipating what Miles Davis would play next and a moment later someone else says, “Check this out!” as Tony Williams plays something incredible on the drums.  By the time the sun came up it was like we were listening to a completely different record because we were hearing so much more.  An art dealer once said to me that, with a piece of fine art, you see something new each time you look at it and I think the same applies to listening to great music.

Barry Harris suggests that we might try looking at what goes on around us in our daily life the same way. He says:

“You never know where your next good idea will come from.  Listen to everybody.  You might hear a piano player that really doesn’t play that well but check him out all the same because he may come up with a good idea that you can use.”

As I get older and more set in my ways, I have to work harder to keep an open mind and to maintain a sense of curiosity because any chance of discovery is eliminated when I begin to believe that I have everything figured out.  Barry reminds us that good ideas may come from the most unlikely sources.  We can only hope for the wisdom and vision to recognize and appreciate them when they are presented to us.  Taking a fresh look and considering the perspectives of others helps us maintain the open-mindedness we need to stay in the creative moment.

Creative Movements

Art cannot exist in a bubble.  While the jazz tradition is very much, about individuality, the music is created through a collaborative process.  Thus, musicians are identified with their musical communities.  Musical communities and creative movements may be regional such as New Orleans jazz or the “West Coast” sound.  They may be generational like the jazz-rock fusion movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s.  In some cases, a group of musicians may be identified by an association with a particular artist that defines the group, such as Lennie Tristano and his disciples.

Modern jazz or “bebop” was the music that immerged from a group of musicians that regularly jammed at a jazz club called “Minton’s Playhouse” in Harlem in the 1940’s.   Notable participants were Dizzy Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, Kenny Clarke, and Charlie Parker, so this community had its leaders and disciples.  This group could be described as reactionary in that they did not want to sound like those who came before them.  They could also be described as generational because most of the members were close in age.

Either way, such groups tend to be bound by a similar vision or belief system and when members of different camps interact, conflict may arise.  A notable example of this occurred during the late 1950s with rise to prominence of an alto saxophonist named Ornette Coleman whose new approach was not tied to the parameters of playing songs as previously discussed.  He changed the rules of the game eliminating the need for many of the skills so valued by the bebop establishment of the 1950s.  Interestingly, to a non-musician, Ornette’s first recordings do not sound that different from the typical bebop model.  The objections in the jazz community had more to do with the process.  To many, his music was an insult to their discipline.  Meanwhile, many in the bebop establishment sought to elevate jazz music in a virtuosic way, addressing the challenges of faster tempos and more sophisticated harmony.  This is what the critics called the “hard bop” sound.  John Coltrane’s recording of Giant Steps is probably the pinnacle of achievement for this movement.

Giant Steps was recorded in May of 1959 within a few weeks of two other albums that marked a clear departure from the hard bop model that Coltrane had clearly conquered.  These albums were Kind of Blue by Miles Davis and The Shape of Jazz to Come by Ornette Coleman.  Both could be considered reactionary works that provided an alternative to hard bop.  Kind of Blue features more relaxed tempos, and very little of the harmonic hurdles typical of tunes like Giant Steps and other hard bop vehicles.  One of the tracks, So What, is composed using only two chords.  All of the musicians on Kind of Blue make more use of space in their improvised solos on this masterpiece of a recording.  Interestingly, John Coltrane performed on this album and adapted his playing to fit Davis’ vision for the recording.  The Shape of Jazz to Come was a more radical departure as Ornette Coleman eliminated many of the traditional elements such as the form and the harmony when the musicians improvised.  This album turned jazz on its head.  By the mid 1960s, hard bop was no longer the music of the establishment.  There was a new game.  John Coltrane, Miles Davis, Sonny Rollins, and a few other champions of hard bop were now exploring “free jazz” models not unlike those created by Ornette Coleman.

Jazz in the Academy

While the performing of live music is on the decline in America, Jazz education is growing.  And while having Jazz in the Academy allows more people to appreciate and study this musical tradition, some critics and musicians have expressed concern that formal study is leading to further codification and homogenizing of the music.

That said, an argument can be made that “institutions of learning” came about in the jazz community well before jazz degree programs started to surface at American universities in the 1970s.  Pianist Walter Bishop Jr. told Paul Berliner in an interview:

 “I was a high school dropout, but I graduated from Art Blakey College, the Miles Davis Conservatory of Music and Charlie Parker University.”


Miles Davis and many of his contemporaries saw their experiences at Minton’s Playhouse in Harlem as higher education.  Davis says in his autobiography:

“It was Minton’s where a musician really cut his teeth.  It was a music laboratory for bebop.  I could learn more in one session at Minton’s than it would take me two years to learn at Juilliard.”

In the 1950s bebop became the predominant model for a large community of musicians.  Thus they became the musical establishment or “academy” and their work is documented on records for labels such as Blue Note, Prestige, Savoy and Riverside.  Interestingly, it was during this period of time that the language of jazz became increasingly codified as musicians learned licks from records and sometimes memorizing entire solos.  The most widely imitated musician in this period was Charlie Parker.  Bob Brookmeyer (valve trombonist, pianist, composer, and arranger) said in an interview for the International Association for Jazz Education Journal that Charlie Parker was the first to codify the language of jazz.  Consequently, it is easy to hear Parker’s influence on players such as Sonny Rollins, Sonny Stitt, Lou Donaldson and Hank Mobley.  

When Ornette Coleman rose to prominence in the late 1950s, he was seen as an outsider by the jazz establishment.  Miles Davis said: “I didn’t see or hear anything in (Coleman’s Music) that was all that revolutionary, and I said so.”

Here is how Gunther Schuller described Coleman in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians:

“In 1950, Ornette Coleman went to Los Angeles with a rhythm and blues band. His more personal and innovative ideas were met with hostility, both from audiences and from musicians. While working as a lift operator in Los Angeles, he studied (on his own) harmony and theory textbooks, and gradually evolved a radically new concept and style, seemingly from a combination of musical intuition, born of South-western country blues and folk forms, and his misreadings – or highly personal interpretations– of the theoretical texts.”

Of course, Ornette Coleman created a whole new musical movement often referred to as the avant-garde or free jazz that continues to capture the interest of many musicians and their audiences.  So just as in the history of science and invention, innovation may come from outside the academy or intellectual establishment.  And while not every innovation will be revolutionary, a revolutionary innovation may come from anywhere.

The history of jazz has seen a wide variety of players all with their own unique sounds and approaches.  Some players are known for a very distinctive sound such as Miles Davis’ classic muted trumpet.  Other players like Benny Golson have made their mark by writing tunes that have become a part of the standard repertoire.  A handful of players like Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Charlie Parker, John Coltrane, and Ornette Coleman are known for having changed the course of the music.   On his weekly radio program in New York, jazz drummer Kenny Washington once referred to another category that he calls the “play cats.”  The “play cats” are those artists known for their exceptional ability to play.  These are virtuosos like Sonny Stitt and Oscar Peterson who may not be known for bringing radical new ideas to the tradition but have certainly elevated the performance standards of the music.

Players define themselves by the musical decisions they make and sorting out how to make those decisions is not necessarily easy.  In his autobiography, Miles Davis talks about how he struggled with this in his early years while playing in the shadow of Dizzy Gillespie.  He loved Dizzy’s style but did not have the technique to play like him.  It took Davis years to identify his own unique strengths and find a way to use them to create his own version of the art.

My students wrestle with this and I do my best to try and help.  As with so many skills, improvising well involves finding a balance and like so many other kinds of teachers, my job is to help them find that balance.

As my understanding of jazz and the learning process have grown I have been accumulating a list of dichotomies to share with my students so that they may develop a better sense of where they are in the artistic process.  As Bill Evans said in an interview with Marian McPartland:

"Intuition can lead knowledge, but it can't be out there on its own (or else) sooner or later you flounder."

So it is some part intuition but also some intellect, or to say it another way: a combination of luck and logic.  You really need both and I think the balance can shift between the two.  I tend to rely more heavily on intuition when I perform, while in the practice room I make an effort to slow down and work more thoughtfully, relying more on my intellect to guide me.  That said, sometimes it’s just the opposite, where I have very specific objectives in my performance experience and I perhaps “stretch out” and experiment in the practice room.

When it’s working in performance, the jazz musician finds a balance between:

Intellect

Intuition

Efficiency

Creativity

Consistency

Spontaneity

Past


Future

Codification

Discovery

Assertive

Reactive

Skills


Luck

The jazz musician needs to make the best use of what he or she knows while still taking some chances.

When it’s not working in performance and the balance is off, jazz musicians complain about getting bored from playing the same old licks or getting overwhelmed by taking too many chances resulting in fragmented playing and poor execution.  The part of me that wants to protect my students, tends to favor consistency over spontaneity but Thelonious Monk had another idea about that.  He said:

“The only cats worth anything are the cats who take chances.  Sometimes I play things I never heard myself.”

One of the greatest challenges my students have is sorting out how to evaluate quality in their creative work.  Von Freeman, a legendary Chicago saxophonist (now in is 80’s), once said in a master class:

“I sound good.  You know it’s not easy to sound good.  I’ve been working my whole life to sound good. Sounding great?  I don’t know anything about that.”

The message here is: do your best but beware of needing to be the best.  Von went on to say:

“Sounding good on the bandstand means sounding good every time you play.  Maybe the drummer is inexperienced and the piano is out of tune.  It doesn’t matter.  You just find a way to make it work so that the band sounds good.  Now that guy who comes on the bandstand who needs to be great, you check him out.  He is always a real drag.  What is it to sound great anyway?  Do you sound great because you make more money than someone else?  Do you sound great because you were on TV?  Do you sound great because it said so in the newspaper?  No, that really doesn’t mean anything and you don’t have any control over it anyway.  Your best bet is to do everything you can to sound good.  That’s plenty hard enough.”

It is not always possible to recognize the significance of an idea.  As saxophonist Dave Liebman put it, “My next mistake may be my greatest musical contribution to jazz.”

So after all this, I guess my main responsibility, as a teacher, is to pass along a little wisdom to my students.

Here is some more wisdom from jazz pianist Thelonious Monk who was committed to innovation with every note he played.  Monk said:

“A man is a genius just for looking like himself.”

Each one of us was born a unique individual.  The moment we took our first gasp of air we changed the world.  Who better than the youth of the world to create the wonders of today and tomorrow before society boxes them in?  Miles Davis and Art Blakey understood this well.  By periodically disbanding and hiring a new band of younger players, they created the opportunity to redefine themselves and hear music in a fresh and new way.  That’s why I love being a teacher​.  I’m around young minds all the time.  With them I have the opportunity to revisit the past as we study the rich history of jazz music.  We can sit down and listen to Kind Of Blue together and they will notice something that I did not.  They keep me up to date about new artists and the latest recordings.  They inspire me with their energy and enthusiasm.  As they get better and overcome their limitations, I’m inspired to keep moving forward and doing the same myself.  Most importantly, my students give me hints about what wonders lay ahead for the future of music and, for that matter, the future of the world.  How lucky am I?

