ON THE CORNER: THE SELLOUT
OF MILES DAVIS

STANLEY CROUCH

The muoh-admired Crouch, disciple of Ralph Ellison and Albert M urray, tears into the
later Miles Davis in general and Davis’s autobiogmph}/ in particular. From the

1995 collection The All-American Skin Game.
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vulgarian and borderline drag queen “can be the new Duke Ellington of our
time if he just keeps at it.” Once nicknamed Inky for his dark complexion,
Davis now hides behind the murky fluid of his octopus fear of being old hat,
and claims that he is now only doing what he has always done—move ahead,
take the music forward, submit to the personal curse that is his need for
change, the same need that brought him to New York from St. Louis in
1944, in search of Charlie Parker.

BEFORE HE WAS intimidated into mining the fool’s gold of rock’n’roll,
Davis’s achievement was large and complex, as a trumpet player and an im-
proviser. Though he was never of the order of Armstrong, Young, Parker, or
Monk, the sound that came to identify him was as original as any in the his-
tory of jazz. His technical limitations were never as great as commonly as-
sumed, except when he was strung out on drugs and didn’t practice. By
January 1949, when he recorded “Overtime” with Dizzy Gillespie and Fats
Navarro, he was taking a backseat to nobody in execution. By May 1949,
when he traveled to France and was recorded in performance, he was
muscling his way across the horn in molten homage to Navarro and Gil-
lespie, the two leading technicians of the bebop era; he was three weeks
short of his twenty-third birthday and already had big-band experience with
Billy Eskstine and Gillespie, already had stood next to Charlie Parker night
after night on bandstands and in studios. )

The conventional idea that Davis discovered that he couldn’t play like
Gillespie, and proceeded to develop a style of stark, hesitant, even blushing
lyricism that provided a contrast to Parker’s flood of virtuosic inventions,
is only partly true; a methodical musician, Davis systematically worked
through the things that were of interest to him. Eventually he personalized
the levels of declamation, nuance, melodic fury, and pathos that are heard,
for example, in Parker’s “Bird of Paradise.” But first he examined Gillespie’s
fleet approach and harmonic intricacy, which shaped the dominant approach
to bebop trumpet. From Gillespie, he learned bebop harmony and was also
encouraged to use the keyboard to solve problems; he even took from Gil-
lespie an aspect of timbral piquancy that settled beneath the surface of his
sound. But Davis rejected the basic nature of Gillespie’s tone, which few
found as rich or as attractive as the idiomatic achievements of the Negroid
brass vocabulary that had preceded the innovations of bebop. Davis grasped
the musical power that comes of having a sound that is itself a musical ex-
pression.

He moved in the direction of a refined and raw understanding of tonal
manipulation based in the blues. His early problems with pitch demanded
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that he focus first on the quality, the weight, and the accuracy of his sound.
Once he established control over his tone, Davis’s work began to reflect his
affection for the resources of color and nuance heard in Armstrong, Freddy
Webster, Harry Edison, Buck Clayton, Rex Stewart, Navarro, Dud Bas-
comb, and Ray Nance. But his extraordinary discipline led him to strip
everything away, striving for a sound that was direct in its clarity, almost
pristine in its removal from the world of Negro trumpet tone. On that clean
slate, Davis later added dramatic timbres and attacks.

Next Davis chose to work out a style that was superficially simple, that
was rarely given to upper-register explosions or to the rhythmic disruptions
that the boppers had built upon the droll games that Lester Young played
with the beat. On his first recording as a leader in May 1947, Davis already
had the dark, warm sensuousness that he later extended and refined. By us-
ing Charlie Parker on tenor, rather than on his customary alto, Davis got a
richer texture, the sort of thickness that he favored in his later quintets; and
a number of writers have heard premonitions of the tonal concerns, the
phrasings, and the moods of The Birth of the Cool, the highly celebrated but
essentially lightweight nonet sessions that Davis steered a few years later.

But the essential influence on Davis’s first recordings as a leader was still
Parker. The saxophonist’s 1946 recording of his “Yardbird Suite” with Davis
as a sideman shows precisely the ease that characterizes the playing and the
writing of the trumpeter’s own session, especially “Half Nelson” and “Mile-
stones.” On that first date, Davis not only plays quite well himself, but uses
the mood of the material to inspire Parker to reach for an emotional projec-
tion that the saxophonist rarely called upon. Davis resides comfortably in
the middle register as he improvises through the difficult harmonies of his
compositions, sailing and swinging in almost seamless legato eighth notes on
“Little Willie Leaps” and inventing a meticulous thematic improvisation on
“Half Nelson.” Harmonically his notes say bebop, and he works toward the
layered sound that has a top, a middle, and a bottom, all the while under-
stating a thoroughly felt joy as he nearly swings the ink off his tail.

Equally important were a number of other recording dates under Parker’s
leadership. There are examples in the ballad sessions of the winter of 1947
of the softer approach to sound and ensemble, as when Parker plays delicate
and soaring obligatos behind Davis on “Embraceable You,” “Out of Nowhere,”
and “My OIld Flame.” Even earlier, as the flutist and composer James
Newton points out, the contrapuntal Parker writing of “A-Leu-Cha” and

“Chasin’ the Bird” brought to bebop qualities that Davis’s “cool” nonet ex-
plored. By “Marmaduke” in 1948, Davis is much closer to the almost purely
melodic style of quiet but calling intensity that became an important aspect
of his musical signature.

Then came The Birth of the Cool. Davis’s nonet of 194850 played little in
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public and recorded only enough to fill an album, but it largely inspired what
became known as “cool” or “West Coast” jazz, a light-sounding music, low-
keyed and smooth, that disavowed the Afro-American approach tco sound
and rhythm. This style had little to do with blues and alr.nost nothing t? do
with swing. That Davis, one of the most original improv1§ers, a man with a
great feeling for blues, a swinger almost of the first magmtudf:, should have
put “cool” in motion is telling. Indeed, it is the first, premonitory example
of his dual position in jazz. .

Heard now, the nonet recordings seem little more than primers for tele-
vision writing. What the recordings show us, though, .is that Davis, like male
other jazzmen, was not above the academic temptation of Western fnusm.
Davis turns out to have been overly impressed by the lessons he received at
Juilliard when he arrived in New York in 1944. The pursuit of a soft sound,
the uses of polyphony that were far from idiomatic, the nearly coy under-
statement, the lines that had little internal propulsion: all amount to a.notber
failed attempt to marry jazz to European devices. The overstat'ed attlebutlo’n
of value to these recordings led the critical establishment to mlss-E.lhngton s
“The Tattooed Bride,” which was the high point of jazz composition of tbe
late 1940s. Then, as now, jazz critics seemed unable to determine th-e dif-
ference between a popular but insignificant trend and a fresh contribution to
theDa:\t/is began making his truest contributions as a leader irf the .19505. The
Prestige recordings from 1951 to 1956 have been reissu.ed in a single p.ack—
age, and it constitutes one of the richest bodies of work in small.—gr(.)up Joze
One hears Davis consolidating influences, superbly cross-weaving .1mprov1-
sational styles and instrumental approaches, in his own playing and in that of
the musicians he brought together. The quintet included John C.oltrane e?n’d
a rhythm section that was nearly as important to jazz of the fifties as Basie’s
was to that of the thirties. .

In the early fifties, inspired by Monk, Armstrong, Young, and Hohd.ay,
Davis learned to strip away everything not essentially mu51.cal. He main-
tained the harmonic sophistication of the bebop school, but picked only' the
most telling notes for the construction of his melodic lines. He re-cogmzed
that the smooth swing of Basie and the territory bands used pulsations thaF,
for all their flirtations with the beat, were never jerky. In this work Davis
sublimely combined the unsentimental detailings of tone, emotion, and at-
tack of the blues; the joy and the surprise of Armstrong aTld Young t.hat
melodically rose up over the tempo and meter of ensembles in the thirties;
and the idealistic but earthy sensuousness of the romantic balladeer. -

One of the more interesting things about Davis during these years is that
he brought together musicians with varied tastes in sound. A§ early as 1946,
when he recorded “Yardbird Suite” and “Ornithology” with Parker, the
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smooth, vibratoless sound of Parker was contrasted by the heavier Coleman
Hawkins—derived tone of Lucky Thompson’s tenor. Davis himself had
worked with Hawkins, and used tenor players rooted in Hawkins’s work
(such as Thompson and Sonny Rollins) until he hired Coltrane. But his alto
choices were always Parker derived, such as Jackie McLean and Davey
Schildkraut. Just as he was interested in bringing together the essences of
blues-based trumpet and ensemble swing with the lessons of the bebo
movement, Davis also seemed to want to fuse the tones of those different
schools in his ensembles.

Thus, in 1951, he brought McLean and Rollins together for a sextet
recording, the instrumentation foreshadowing the six-piece group he later
led with Cannonball Adderley and Coltrane. Davis played with confidence
on the blues, gave poignance to the ballads, swung with very individual ar-
ticulation on McLean’s “Dig” But perhaps the high point of the session was
Rollins’s tenor on “It’s Only a Paper Moon,” where his gruff and ghostly
sound reached startling levels of lyricism and fresh phrasing. For the next
three years he was playing marvelously, with J. . Johnson, Jackie McLean
Jimmy Heath, Horace Silver, Gil Coggins, Percy Heath, Kenny Clarke, anc’l
the Art Blakey on Blue Note Records. And in 1954 Davis reached one of his
first peaks as a bandleader and a player. In March he recorded a version of
“Old Devil Moon” that had an arranged and recurring vamp that anticipated
the sound of the Coltrane rhythm section of the 1960s.

In April he brought together trombonist J. J. Johnson, tenor saxophonist
Lucky Thompson, pianist Horace Silver, bassist Percy Heath, and drummer
Kenny Clarke. According to Silver, Thompson had written arrangements
that didn’t come off, and they did two blues numbers, a fast and a slow
blues, “Walkin’” and “Blue and Boogie,” to avoid a failed day in the studio.
The results were signal achievements. The weight of the ensemble sound is
perfectly balanced and darkened, Davis’s and Johnson’s broad brass tones

melding in unison with Thompson’s thick, breathy tenor; Silver’s percussive
attack and the ideal mesh of Heath’s bass notes with Clarke’s cymbals and
drums form perhaps Davis’s first great rhythm section. On the swift “Blue
and Boogie” the trumpeter moves over the horn with grace and pride, his
last two choruses a response to the emerging challenge of Clifford Brown.

In December Davis used Heath and Clarke again, but instead of horns he
brought Monk’s piano and Milt Jackson’s vibes. The overtones of Davis’s
trumpet and the ringing of Jackson’s metal keys achieved another superior
texture (this one foreshadowed the electric piano on Filles de Kilimanjaro, the
trumpeter’s last important jazz record some fourteen years away), Davis’s
abstraction of the melody of “The Man I Love” reached back in conception

but not in execution, to Parker’s classic transformation of “Embraceable:,
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You.” Because of the trumpeter’s problems with Monk’s style—contrapun-
tal, icily voiced, given as much to ongoing improvised arrangements as to
chordal statement—Davis asked the pianist to “stroll,” or lay out, during his
improvisations. The musical effect is systematically wonderful, however
much Monk was irritated. Monk’s improvisations are easily the highest ex-
pressions of o}'iginality and profundity in all of the Prestige sessions.

They are also the peak of piano playing on any Miles Davis recording,
Monk brings a motivic brilliance, a command of inflection and timbre, and
an idealistic lyricism that are unexpected in their purity. His playing is as far
from European convention as bottleneck guitar work. His melodic response
to Davis on “The Man I Love” is startling. And on “Swing Spring,” Davis
pulls off what must be one of his best spontaneous decisions. Featured first
with just bass (Percy Heath) and drums (Kenny Clarke), he jumps back in af-
ter Jackson has finished his improvisation and Monk is about to play. Monk
stops immediately, and Davis plays again with Heath and Clarke, choosing to
use a patented Monk phrase for his last chorus. He builds upon it and fin-
ishes. Monk then picks up the phrase and invents one of his most masterful
recorded performances. It is, quite simply, one of the high points of jazz.

As Davis developed into the next phase of his bandleading and his impro-
vising, he continued to expand on blues, pop songs, Kansas City swing, and
the conceptions he personalized from Parker, Monk, and Ahmad Jamal,
whose 1955 arrangement of Gould’s Pavane provided the structure for
Davis’s 1959 “So What” and the melody for Coltrane’s 1961 “Impressions.”
When he formed his great quintet in 1955, with Coltrane, pianist Red Gar-
land, bassist Paul Chambers, and drummer Philly Joe Jones, Davis not only
improvised marvelously eight times out of ten, but also wrote particularly
imaginative arrangements. Much of the praise that this quintet has received
is deserved. It was a unit that had invincible swing at any tempo, that utilized
the possibilities of group color with consistent intelligence, that stoked fire
as ably as it crooned. No small part of Davis’s achievement was his rhythm
section, an ongoing, spontaneously self-orchestrating unit of piano, bass,
and drums that delineated the forms of the tunes, responded to the impro-
visation of the featured horns, loosened and tightened the beat, and swung
with an almost peerlessly precise attention to color and the varied possibili-
ties of harmonic-percussive drama. Still, what made this band so wonderful
was Davis’s breadth of emotional expression. His sensibility drew on the en-
tire sweep of jazz feeling, from the playful to the tender to the pugnacious to
the aloof to the gutbucket-greasy and the idealistically lyrical.

When he moved to Columbia Records in 1957 and "Round About Midnight
was released with the same musicians, Davis was on the verge of becoming
a star, a large influence, a matinee idol, and a man destined to sink down in
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a way no one—himself least of all—could have imagined. Columbia Records,
with its distribution and promotion networks, its record club, the air pléy its
products received, and the ink it could generate outside the jazz press,
started the most significant leg of Davis’s march to celebrity. The trumpeter
soon saw his performances and his recordings become emblems of taste in
contemporary art.

With Nat Cole and Sidney Poitier, moreover, Davis became part of an ex-
panding vision of American glamour in which dark-hued Negroes were ad-
mitted into precincts of romance and elegance that had previously been
almost the exclusive province of light-skinned Afro-Americans like Billy
Eckstine. As Betty Carter observed of Davis’s matinee-idol appeal, “Miles
wasn’t a power trumpet player, he was a stylist. He had a soft, melodic ap-
proach that made him very popular with women. Women really liked him
the way they liked Dexter Gordon, Gene Ammons, Ben Webster, Johnny
Hodges, and all of those guys who knew how to play things that had some
sweetness in them.”

Davis also benefited from a shift in audience taste that harked back to the
popularity of the glowering, sullen, even contemptuous nineteenth-century
minstrel characters known as Jasper Jack and Zip Coon, who sassed and
sometimes assaulted the plantation white folks. Davis’s bandstand attitude
originated in the bebop generation’s rejection of Armstrong’s mugging and
joking, in a trend of aggression that opened part of the way to what became
blaxploitation ten years later (and now causes whites who confuse their own
masochism with sensitivity to celebrate Spike Lee). The result was superbly

described by Ralph Ellison:

. . a grim comedy of racial manners; with the musicians employing a
calculated surliness and rudeness, treating the audience very much as
many white merchants in poor Negro neighborhoods treat their cus-
tomers, and the white audiences were shocked at first but learned
quickly to accept such treatment as evidence of “artistic” tempera-
ment. Then comes a comic reversal. Today the white audience expects
the rudeness as part of the entertainment.

A story about Davis from this period may be apocryphal, but it has poetic
truth. It has been related that one night a European woman approached
Davis at the bar in Birdland to tell him that she loved his music, that she
bought all his records, even though they were quite expensive in her coun-
try. Davis is said to have replied, “So fucking what, bitch?” As the stunned
woman walked away, the musician with Davis said, “Miles, you really are an
evil little black sonofabitch, aren’t you?” And the trumpeter replied, “Now
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the bitch will buy two of every one of my records. When you have stock in
Con Edison and make all the money I make, you have to act the way people
expect you to act—they want me to be their evil nigger, and that’s what I'm
ready to be.”

These first developments in ugliness aside, Davis’s achievement in those
years was genuine. It drew not only on the detailed idiomatic thought of his
own musical conceptions, but also on his interaction with his musicians. Just
as Davis had been deeply impressed by the spare side of Monk’s decidedly
Afro-American approach to instrumental technique, and by Monk’s immac-
ulate sense of thematic variation, so Coltrane, when he left Davis to work
with Monk in the summer of 1957, was inspired to push beyond his superior
bebop art; Monk remade Coltrane substantially, and even the sixteenth-note
rhythms that the saxophonist worked on until the end of his career were in-
troduced by the pianist’s formidable “Trinkle Tinkle.” Thus, when Coltrane
returned to Davis’s band in 1958, he brought materials that elevated the in-
tellect, the surprise, and the fire of the group. In fact, as the 1960 Stockholm
recording shows, the saxophonist was blowing the trumpeter off his own
bandstand.

But Davis understood how to use Coltrane. By now he was fully his own
man. The album Milestones shows how well he understood that a jazz record-
ing should emulate a strong forty-minute set in a nightclub. Though the
under-recorded piano greatly reduces the power of what is quite mighty
swing, the recital shows just how much of a bopper Davis still was, and how
strongly he believed in the blues as an organizing tool for the overall sound
of a recording. Four of the six pieces are blues numbers; each is approached
differently, utilizing varied tempos, big-band effects, saxophone exchanges
of entire choruses, drum breaks, harmonization, unisons, antiphony. With
the title work, moreover, Davis began his exploration of modal materials—
limited harmonic structures that relied on scales—and pointed toward Kind
of Blue, perhaps his most influential album and certainly one of his finest
achievements.

In the interest of accuracy, however, it is important to recognize that
Davis’s publicity, and the cult that has grown up around him, inflated his
work out of proportion. As a trumpeter, Davis was constantly challenged by
Clifford Brown, who died, at the age of twenty-five, in an automobile acci-
dent in 1956. By 1953 Brown was being hailed as “the new Dizzy.” His ex-
traordinary technique, his large sound, his unlimited swing, and his heroic
combination of melancholy and grandeur brought an Armstrong-like bravura
to the bebop trumpet. Brown’s recordings show that he possessed qualities
of beauty that Davis would never equal. Had Brown lived, Davis would have
had to deal with another force of unarguable potency. It is the influence of
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Brown, not Davis, that has dominated the instrument, from Donald Byrd
and Lee Morgan through Freddie Hubbard and Booker Little, and now
Wynton Marsalis.

Other strengths of Davis’s have been overstated too. His idea of the small
group was, finally, no more sophisticated than John Lewis’s, Charles Min-
gus’s, or Horace Silver’s, and he was rarely as imaginative in his arrange-
ments. Though his fame grew, he had yet to explore the kinds of metric
innovations that obsessed Max Roach. And as the Dizzy Gillespie—Sonny
Rollins—Sonny Stitt sessions of December 1957 reveal, especially in the
playing of Rollins and Gillespie on “Wheatleigh Hall” and of all three on
“The Eternal Triangle,” the Davis group on Milestones was far from the last
word in swing or fire.

As for formal innovations, both George Russell and Mingus examined
modal forms before Davis, and each made use of pianist Bill Evans (who be-
came important to the next stage of Davis’s development). Rollins’s Freedom
Suite, from the summer of 1958, exhibits a much more provocative and suc-
cessful conception of group rhythm and extended form than anything Davis
had produced. (What Rollins did with tenor saxophone, bass, and drums has
still to receive the critical recognition it deserves.) And compare Davis’s
much-lauded improvisation on “Sid’s Ahead” from Milestones of 1958 with
Louis Armstrong’s “Wild Man Blues” of 1957: you will hear a vast difference
in subtlety, nuance, melodic order, and swing. As fine a player as he had be-
come, Davis could not even approximate Armstrong’s authority.

Still, of all the trumpet players who came to power during and after the
first shock waves of Parker’s innovations, Davis seemed the one who would
eventually come the closest to Armstrong’s emotional gravity. As he proved
with his eerie, isolated, and mournful playing for the score of the murder
thriller Escalator to the Scaffold, and in the better moments of his collabora-
tions with the arranger Gil Evans (Miles Ahead, Porgy and Bess, Sketches of
Spain), he had a talent for a transfixing musical logic and a scalding melan-
choly. It is true that those albums with Evans also reveal that Davis could be

taken in by pastel versions of European colors (they are given what value
they have in these sessions by the Afro-American dimensions that were
never far from Davis’s embouchure, breath, fingering); if Davis’s trumpet
voice is removed, in fact, a good number of Evans’s arrangements sound like
high-level television music. But these infirmities pale before the triumphant
way that Davis summoned a range of idiomatic devices far richer in color
and in conception than those of any of his fellow beboppers.
In the liner notes of Porgy and Bess, Davis noted a movement in jazz
away from harmonic complexity toward simpler structures that emphasized
melodic invention. In early 1959—the watershed year in which Ellington
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recorded Jazz Party; Coleman, The Shape of Jazz to Come; Coltrane, Giant
Steps; Monk, Orchestra at Town Hall; and Mingus, Blues and Roots and Ah Um—
Davis made Kind of Blue.'Here the modal movement reached a pinnacle, pre-
cisely because Davis understood that blues should be the foundation of any
important innovation in jazz. The record, which uses his sextet with
Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley, and Bill Evans, has the feeling of a suite.
It is dominated by the trumpeter’s compositions. (On one piece where
straight-out swing was called for, Davis used Wynton Kelly instead of Evans;
but on the softer pieces the things that Evans had learned from Debussy,
George Russell, and Mingus issued in voicings of simple materials with in-
tricate details.) The set realized all of the possibilities of cool jazz without
sinking into the vacuous, the effete, and the pretentious.

By 1960 Coltrane and Adderley had left to lead their own bands, and
Davis began to cope with a jazz scene of expanding technical and emotional
means. Davis’s playing continued to grow in power and intensity, but for all
his success he was no longer the center of the discussion. The centers, in-
stead, were Coltrane and Ornette Coleman, who were inspiring charlatans
as well as serious musicians. It seemed possible that the crown would slip
from Davis’s head, that he might be relegated to the neglect experienced by
many of the older masters. Former Davis sidemen were leading the most
imposing small bands of the day—Coltrane, Silver, Blakey, Adderley, Rollins.
Musicians he had been associated with, such as Monk and Mingus, were ei-
ther refining, or adding to, the art, especially to its formal scope. In terms
of pure bebop, Gillespie’s quintet with James Moody was playing extraordi-
narily well, as was the Modern Jazz Quartet, with its Iyrical use of percus-
sion and harmony instruments. When his second great rhythm section of
Wynton Kelly, Paul Chambers, and Jimmy Cobb left him in 1963, Davis had
to rebuild for what became his last great period.

He soon found the musicians who provided the foundation for his final
creative years. With Seven Steps to Heaven, Davis introduced George Cole-
man on tenor, another of the fine tenor players who had followed Coltrane
into the band, and the rhythm section of Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and
Tony Williams, the force that was to shape the orchestration and the propul-
sion of his next phase. The band with Coleman made its finest music in con-
cert performances, released as Four, and My Funny Valentine. Wynton Marsalis
has noted that on the many fast numbers of Four, Davis produced unortho-
dox phrases that are technically challenging and demand unique fingerings.
My Funny Valentine, by contrast, and particularly the title tune, captured
Davis in a moment of heroic intimacy that he rarely reached again.

When Wayne Shorter joined him in the fall of 1964, Davis had what has
been considered his best group since the Milestones ensemble. In January
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1965 the band recorded E.S.P, and the music still sounds fresh. The trum-
peter was in superb form, able to execute quickstep swing at fleet tempi
with volatile penetration, to put the weight of his sound on mood pieces, to
rear his way up through the blues with a fusion of bittersweet joy and what
Martin Williams termed “communal anguish.” The rhythm section played
with a looseness that pivots off Williams’s cymbal splashes and unclinched
rhythms, Carter walking some of the most impressive bass lines of the day,
and Hancock developing his own version of the impressionism that Evans
was making popular.

Shortly afterward, Davis went into the hospital for surgery and didn’t re-
turn to work until late in the year, when he recorded Live at the Plugged Nickel
in Chicago. At the Plugged Nickel he and his musicians were staring right in
the face of the period’s avant-garde, spontaneously changing tempi and me-
ters, playing common or uncommon notes over the harmonies, pulling in
harsh timbres, all the while in a repertoire that was roughly the same as the
trumpeter had been using for a decade. Again, as with My Funny Valentine, the
pieces were remade. Shorter was in such startling form that his improvisa-
tions remained influential through the 1980s. Davis himself seemed to be
having trouble with his instrument; his authority on E.S.P. is rarely heard.
His “Stella by Starlight,” however, with its masterful touches of brass color,
is one of the supreme late efforts: it swells with intimacy, voices an elevated
bitterness that seems to argue with the human condition, then rises to a vic-
torious swing.

The remainder of Davis’s studio recordings with that band drew on the
chromaticism of Warne Marsh and Lennie Tristano, who influenced Shorter
and Hancock—and, to the surprise of almost all concerned, on popular
dance music, on rhythm and blues and rock’n’roll. Though the albums vary
in quality, though they sometimes lack definitive swing or cohesive fire, even
the weaker ones have at least a couple of first-rate performances. The range
of ideas heard from the rhythm section put it in line with the best of the day,
and Shorter wrote many fine compositions, especially on Nefertiti. But the
clues to Davis’s course were in his own pieces, in “Stuff” and in much of the
work for Filles de Kilimanjaro. His extended “Country Son,” which features
perhaps Shorter’s finest studio improvisation with Davis, revealed that he
was capable of a flirtation with pop rhythms. He was headed, in fact, in the
direction of Motown, the English bands, and the black rock of Sly Stone and
Jimi Hendrix.

“Mademoiselle Mabry,” on Filles, is a brilliant example of Davis’s ability to
elevate pop material. An innovation in jazz rhythm, it is an appropriation
and an extension of Hendrix’s “The Wind Cries Mary,” and proof of what
Davis might have done had he kept control of his popular sources, rather
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than succumb to them. The borrowing was in perfect keeping with the tra-
dition begun by Armstrong’s alchemical way with banal popular songs. In
fact, what Davis does with popular influences throughout this recording
shows off his sophistication and his ability to transform yet another universe
of music in his own image.

That Davis was able to initiate what became known as- fusion, or jazz
rock, and with it to inspire musicians as different as Hancock, Rollins, Hub-
bard, and Coleman, shows what a powerful position he had in the minds of
Afro-American jazzmen. Jimmy Heath described his position this way:

Miles led the way for a lot of people because he was one of the ones
who got through. He had the fine clothes, the expensive cars, the big
house, all the magazine articles and the pretty girls chasing him. He
seemed like he was on top of everything. Then you had all of this rock
getting all of the press and it was like Elvis Presley all over again. Miles
stepped out here and decided he was going to get himself some of that
money and a lot of musicians followed his lead. It was like if Miles had
led the pack for so long they didn’t know how to stop following him,
even if the music wasn’t any good.

And then came the fall. Beginning with the 1969 In a Silent Way, Davis’s
sound was mostly lost among electronic instruments, inside a long, maudlin
piece of droning wallpaper music. A year later, with Bitches’ Brew, Davis was
firmly on the path of the sellout. It sold more than any other Davis album,
and fully launched jazz-rock with its multiple keyboards, electronic guitars,
static beats, and clutter. Davis’s music became progressively trendy and dis-
mal, as did his attire; at one point in the early 1970s, with his wraparound
dark glasses and his puffed shoulders, the erstwhile master of cool looked
like an extra from a science fiction B-movie. He was soon proclaiming that
there were no Negroes other than Sonny Rollins who could play the saxo-
phone, and that musicians like Ornette Coleman and Mingus needed to lis-
ten to Motown, which was “where it was at.” Many hoped that this would be
only a phase, but the phase has lasted twenty years. In his abject surrender. to
popular trends, Davis sank the lowest in 1985 in You’re Under Arrest, on which
one hears what is supposed to be the sound of cocaine snorting. His albums
of recent years—Tutu, Siesta, Amandla, and the overblown fusion piece that

- fills two records on Aura—prove beyond any doubt that he has lost all inter-

est in music of quality.

As usual, where Davis led, many followed. His pernicious effect on the
music scene since he went rapaciously commercial reveals a great deal about
the perdurability of Zip Coon and Jasper Jack in the worlds of jazz and rock,
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in the worlds of jazz and rock criticism, in Afro-American culture itself, The
cult of ethnic authenticity often mistakes the lowest common denominator
for an ideal. It begets a self-image that has succumbed to a nostalgia for the
mud. What we get is the bugaboo blues of the noble savage, the surly and
dangerous Negro who will have nothing to do with bourgeois conventions.
(This kind of Negro has long supplied the ammunition for the war that many
jazz and rock critics have waged against their own middle-class back-
grounds.)

Davis’s corruption occurred at about the time that the “Oreo” innuendo
became an instrument with which formerly rejected street Negroes and thugs
began to intimidate, and often manipulate, middle-class Afro-Americans in
search of their roots, and of a “real” black culture. In this climate, obnox-
lous, vulgar, and antisocial behavior has been confused with black authentic-
ity. This has led to blaxploitation in politics, in higher education, and in
art—to Eldridge Cleaver, Huey Newton, and the Black Panthers; to black
students at San Francisco State demanding that pimps be recruited to teach
psychology classes; to the least inventive and most offensive work of
Richard Pryor and Eddie Murphy; to the angry cartoonish coons of Spike
Lee and the flat, misogynist, gutter verse of Ice-T and racist rap groups like
Public Enemy.

Davis provides many unwitting insights into such phenomena in his auto-
biography, Miles, written with Quincy Troupe. His is, at least in part, the
story of a jet-black Little Lord Fauntleroy attracted to the glamour and the
fast life of the jazz world during the period when heroin was as important to
the identity of the bebop generation as LSD was to the youth culture of the
late 1960s. The book draws a number of interesting portraits—of Dexter
Gordon, of Sugar Ray Robinson, of Philly Joe Jones—but it is overwhelm-
ingly an outburst of inarticulateness, of profanity, of error, of self-inflation,
and of parasitic paraphrasing of material from Jack Chambers’s Milestones,
Would Simon and Schuster publish such a book, without sending the manu-
script to any number of experts for evaluations and corrections, if it were
written by a white man? Perhaps the editors assumed that since Quincy
Troupe is a Negro, he should know.

Davis’s book is divided against itself. His sensitive and lyrical recollec-
tions of experience are constantly overwhelmed by his street corner poses.
The trumpeter’s desire to be perceived as the hippest of the hip has de-
stroyed his powers of communication. This is particularly unfortunate, since
his story falls far outside the clichés of jazz and racial lore. His father was a
successful dentist and a gentleman farmer who reared his children to have a
high sense of self-worth. Davis recalls riding horses and living on a 300-acre
estate; there was a cook and a maid. It was a world as full of sophistication
as it was of superstition, as full of privilege as prejudice.

ON THE CORNER: THE SELLOUT OF MILES DAVIS 9N

Davis tells of what he heard about the St. Louis Riot of 1917, of his fa-
ther’s looking with a shotgun for the man who called his son a nigger, of a
preference Negro bands had for light-skinned musicians that blocked a
young friend of his from working with Jimmie Lunceford, of the way
women started throwing themselves at him as he grew into his late teens.
His involvement with music is well described, as are the personalities of
many musicians he grew up with, some of whom fell by the wayside. There
are powerful evocations of certain aspects of the times: of how drugs took
over the lives of musicians, of the difficulties musicians had negotiating the
territory between the cult world of bebop and the more general kind of suc-
cess enjoyed by Ellington. And some of what is probably Troupe’s best writ-
ing has nothing to do with music; the brief sections on Sugar Ray Robinson
sheds unexpected light on the influence of boxing on Davis’s playing. If
one listens to Davis’s jabbing, suspenseful, aggressive improvisation on
“Walkin’” from the 1961 Black Hawk recording, one hears not only Monk,
but also, we can now say, Robinson:

Sugar Ray Robinson would put an opponent in four or five traps dur-
ing every round in the first two or three rounds, just to see how his op-
ponent would react. Ray would be reaching, and he would stay just out
of reach so he could measure you to knock you out, and you didn’t
even know what was happening until, BANG! you found yourself
counting stars. Then, on somebody else, he might hit him hard in his
side—BANG!—after he made him miss a couple of jabs. He might do
that in the first round. Then he’d tee-off on the sucker upside his head
after hitting him eight or nine more times hard in the ribs, then back
to the head. So by the fourth or fifth round, the sucker don’t know
what Ray’s going to do to him next.

Once our memoirist gets to New York, however, the book begins to lose
itself in contradictions and obscenities. On one page Davis will say that
Parker was “teaching me a lot about music—chords and that shit—that I
would go play on the piano” when he went to Juilliard, and then a few pages
later that “Bird didn’t teach me much as far as music goes.” Davis claims that
he became the musical director of Parker’s group, but Max Roach, who
was also in the band, vehemently disputes the claim. (It is proof, he says,
that the trumpeter has “become senile.”) Davis recalls being taken to Min-
ton’s in Harlem for the great jam session by Fats Navarro, whom many con-
sidered second only to Gillespie, but then says, “I would tell him shit—
technical shit—about the trumpet.” Jimmy Heath has a rather different
memory of what Davis did or did not learn from Navarro: “Fats ate Miles up
every night. Miles couldn’t outswing him, he couldn’t outpower him, he
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couldn’t outsweet him, he couldn’t do anything except take that whippi
on every tune.” -
On things racial, it’s impossible to figure out from this book what Davis
really felt. “I could learn more in one session at Minton’s than it would take
me two years to learn at Juilliard. At Juilliard, after it was all over, all I was
going to know was a bunch of white styles: nothing new.” But only,one page

later he says:

I couldn’t believe that all of them guys like Bird, Prez, Bean, all them
cats wouldn’t go to museums or libraries and borrow thos,e musical
scores so they could check out what was happening. I would go to the
library and borrow scores by all those great composers, like Stravin-
sky, Alban Berg, Prokofiev. I wanted to see what was going on in all of
music. Knowledge is freedom and ignorance is slavery, and I just
couldn’t believe someone could be that close to freedom ;nd not take
advantage of all the shit that they can. I have never understood wh

black people didn’t take advantage of all the shit that they can. !

Of the interracial couples that he saw in the clubs on Fifty-second Street

Davis observes:

A lot of white people, though, didn’t like what was going on on 52nd
Street. . . . They thought that they were being invaded By niggers
from Harlem, so there was a lot of racial tension around bebop. Black
n'fen were going with fine, rich white bitches. They were all over those
niggers out in public and the niggers were clean as a motherfucker and
talking all kind of hip shit. So you know a lot of white people, espe-
cially white men, didn’t like this new shit. e

And then, explaining why he didn’t want to do an interview for Playboy, he
declares, “All they have are blond women with big tits and flat ass:; 0)1/: no
asses. So who the fuck wants to see that all the time? Black guys like bi
asses, you know, and we like to kiss on the mouth and white women don'%
have no mouths to kiss on.”

Davis’s treatment of women is disgusting. He details the way he destroyed
the career of his first wife, Frances Taylor, who was a dancer, and la{er
claiming that black women are too bossy, he cites Taylor as an ,example o;"
th.e way a good colored woman ought to be. He volunteers tales of slappin
Cicely Tyson around, though she was probably responsible for his not d ing
from a binge of cocaine that spanned nearly six years. "

The cavalier way that Davis imputes drug use to black musician after
black musician is no less objectionable. (He claims repeatedly that the white
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jazz press didn’t start paying attention to white guys being junkies until Stan
Getz was arrested, but Leonard Feather has shown that in fact white musi-
cians got the bulk of the attention for using drugs.) And the morality of the
trumpeter’s memory is oddly selective. About a woman who helped him
during his time as a drug addict, Davis says, “I was seeing this same rich
white girl who I'd met in St. Louis; she had come to New York to check me
out. Let’s call her ‘Alice, because she’s still alive and I don’t want to cause
her trouble; plus she’s married.” And the customers of a white call girl were
“very important men—white men mostly—whose names I won’t men-
tion.” It seems that militant Inky respects the privacy of those mouthless,
gluteus minimus white women and those white johns more than he does the
dignity of his fellow musicians, some of whom were his very close friends.

One of the most disturbing things about Miles is its debt to Jack Cham-
bers’s Milestones, a critical biography written in two parts between 1983 and
1985 and now available in one volume from Quill. Pages 160-61 of Miles,
for example, look alarmingly like pages 166—67 of Milestones. (There is even
a cavalier reference to Chambers as “some writer.”) Davis and Troupe:

Bird had an exclusive contract with Mercury (I think he had left Verve
by then), so he had to use a pseudonym on record. Bird had given up
shooting heroin because since Red Rodney had been busted and sent
back to prison at Lexington, Bird thought the police were watching
him. In place of his normal big doses of heroin, now he was drinking
an enormous amount of alcohol.

Chambers:

.. . the man behind the pseudonym was Charlie Parker. Parker was
under some pressure, not only because he had an exclusive contract
with Mercury, but also because the trumpeter in his band, Red Rod-
ney, had been arrested and committed to the federal prison in Lexing-
ton. Parker believed that he was being watched by narcotics agents,
according to Ross Russell, and he had given up narcotics for the time
being and was consuming large quantities of alcohol instead.

Much of the material used in Milestones and again in Miles comes from inter-
views done over the years. Troupe denies using any of it, then says that “the
man can quote himself,” then blames the publisher for “messing up” by omit-
ting a discography and a bibliography, and by not checking facts.

But the important point, finally, is that Miles paints the picture of an often
gloomy monster. It is full of stories that take the reader down into the sew-
ers of Davis’s musical, emotional, and chemical decline. Once the rage at his
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cruelty and his self-inflation has passed, we are left aghast at a man of mo
u.men.tal insecurity who, for all his protests about white power and re'n-
dice, is often controlled by his fear of it, or of any other significant lZw];-
(O.rfe example of many: Davis asserts that he never listens to whitepm e
critics, and blames many of the woes of the music business on them. but tllllsIC
he admits that once they had him worried that he sounded inferio;' to Chert1
Bszer, who was his imitator.) Obsessed with remaining young, and theref 3
willing to follow any trend in pop music, Davis is now a su%‘i sellout O}Ze
wants his success to seem like a heroic battle against the whiteyworld o
To that end, this former master of musical articulation often reduce.s hi
self to an inarticulate man. Davis has worn the mask of the street cornerlt{(r)‘-
t(?o long; he thinks, like Pryor and Murphy and Lee, that his invective ive:
blm authenticity. Gone is the elegant and exigent Afro-American authe%)t'
ity of the likes of Ellington, at ease in the alleys as well as in the palace rlc-
placed by youth culture vulgarity that vandalizes the sweep and su]:l;stanc’e e;‘
Afro-American life. The fall of Davis reflects perhaps the essential failure zf
contemporary Negro culture: its mock-democratic idea that the elite. t
should like it down in the gutter. Aristocracies of culture, however, ::o(r):e’

not from the acceptance of limitations, but from the struggle with them, as
a group or an individual, from within or without. ,

SpAaCE Is THE PLACE

GENE SANTORO

In a piece written in 1987 and reprinted in his book Dancing in Your Head, the
critic Gene Santoro pays admiring attention to the se!f—declared “tone scientist” Sun

Ra and his “impossible-to—classiﬁ/”music.

You’ve never seen a show quite like it, except maybe for the Neville
Brothers, Jimi Hendrix, the Grateful Dead, Sunny Ade, James Brown. It’s
certainly not like any other jazz performance. The musicians snake onto the
stage in a long line, stepping in time, chanting a tune like “Space Is the Place”
to handheld percussion, wearing spangled headgear and flowing, colorful
robes that suggest an extremely foreign origin. Settling in with their instru-
ments, the dozen or more players segue with an easygoing sense from old
big-band tunes to ultra-free jazz, sometimes jump-cutting to keep the audi-
ence on its toes. A few numbers later, the leader himself ambles out, takes
his place behind a bank of acoustic and electronic keyboards, and starts call-
ing tunes from the immense repertory his group has built up during the
thirty-odd years the core musicians have been working together. Ellington
and standards careen into spacey blowouts with no beats dropped by onstage
or offstage crowds. They know that with Sun Ra, Ruler of the Omniverse
and leader of the Omniverse Arkestra, you can only expect the unexpected.
Nothing seems alien to him.

And yet, according to him, everything here is alien to him. “I’ve never
been born. | arrived,” is how he opens the conversation we're having in a
two-room suite in Time Square’s Edison Hotel. He's sitting on the sofa
sporting a straw fedora atop his red hair, a blue chasuble-style robe, and
boxer shorts, while we watch the five-minute segment a local news show has
pieced together from footage shot the night before at New York’s Sweet
Basil.

There are some very powerful forces, an unknown force more power-
ful than God, Satan, Lucifer, the Devil. It’s not written in any books,
.and it’s never been spoken on this planet. That’s what's kept me all of
these years: I've been knowing ever since I’ve been a child about these
forces. It’s the reason I've got a band, ’cause they keep sending me
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