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Morning in America

On November 4, 1980, Ronald Wilson Reagan was elected presi-
dent of the United States, defeating the incumbent Jimmy Carter.
Although Carter was a highly intelligent and deeply religious man
who had won the 1976 election as a grassroots populist from rural
Georgia, gas shortages, high interest and unemployment rates, and
an [ranian hostage situation dogged his presidency. By 1979, his
approval ratings bottomed out at 28 percent. Carter increasingly
became a symbol of defeatism and pessimism, whereas Reagan
offered a contrasting vision to voters. Reagan was folksy, easy-
going, and optimistic, and he was determined to single-handedly
turn things around. Reagan’s vision lor America was steeped in
nostalgia for the 1950s, a simpler time when the roles of men and
women, adults and young people, and good and evil seemed to
be more clearly defined. Rugged individualism, hard work, con-
formity, and the pursuit of a higher siandard of living were vir-
tues back then, before the 1960s brought psychedelics and sexual
experimentation and the 1970s divorce and discontentment. The
country, however, had changed since the 1950s. Although Ameri-
cans eagerly embraced Reagan’s vision of a return to the good old
days, they were definitely not willing to return to a 1950s lifestyle.
Getting ahead by any means possible was the driving lorce for
many in the [980s, or as author Troy Gill put it, “the pursuit of
happiness degenerated into an obsessive pursuit of pleasure, both
indulgent experiences and beautiful things.” The poster child for
the era was the mythic “yuppie,” or “young urban professional”

From Modern Sownds: The AArtistry of Contemporary fazz by Thomas E.
Larson. Copyright © 2011 by Kendali Hunt Publishing Company. Reprinted
by permission.
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whose existence seemingly was based on “consuming rather than
being, on things rather than relationships, on an aesthetic life rather
than ascetic living.”! It was no accident that one of the decade’s
most popular films, The Big Chill, was about former baby boom-
ers who had lost their 1960s idealism and jumped on the yuppie
bandwagon, and one of its most popular actors was Michael J. Fox,
who played the irrepressible young Republican Alex P. Keaton
on the television sitcom Family Ties. Although, by definition, true
yuppies were almost non-existent,* their imagery defined the era.
Not everyone bought into the Reagan Revolution—his administra-
tion was particularly ruthless to poor and black Americans, for
instance—and, consequently, he generated a considerable amount
of controversy. Nonetheless, in 1984, the man who facilitated the
remarkable 1980s social transformation was re-elected by an over-
whelming landslide, helped in part by his famous feel-good “Morn-
ing in America” television commercials.

Like America, jazz in the 1980s was also changing in fundamen-
tal ways. One of the most profound changes was the arrival of a
new generation of young players with seemingly unlimited talent
who were the products of the now well-established jazz educational
system. “The institutionalization of jazz education made advanced
technical skills commonplace,” wrote Stuart Nicholson, “with col-
leges producing young musicians well-versed in the craft of impro-
visation who might have stunned the jazz world just twenty years
before with their technical prowess.”* Although the phenomena had
really started in the 1970s, by the 1980s, it seemed as if young jazz
virtuosi were coming out of the woodwork. Formal jazz education
programs had begun in the 1940s and, by the 1950s, programs at
North Texas State University (now the University of North Texas},
the University of Miami, and Berklee College of Music in Boston
had become leaders in the field. By the 1970s, jazz education was
ubiquitous in colleges and high schools across the country. By 1981,
there were by one estimate 400,000 student musicians playing in
20,000 to 25,000 junior high, high school, college, and university
bands in America.® Berklee's reputation as a bona fide jazz trade
school (with graduates that included Quincy Jones, Gary Burton,
and Josef Zawinul) would be further enhanced in the 1980s with
its ever more impressive list of alumni and faculty, which includes
many of the musicians discussed in this chapter. There was, how-
ever, a downside to the ascendancy of the college educated juzz
musician. “With so many musicians supporting the same sources of
stylistic inspiration, similarity in concept and execution was inevita-
ble...consequently individuality became less important than shared
values of craftsmanship—technique, familiarity with the harmonic
and rhythmic conventions of the music, an orthodox tone and pre-
cise articulation.”’ Guitarist Pat Metheny adds: “We're at a point now
with so many great young players, it's a litile like there’s a thousand
channels on cable but there’s nothing to watch.” If, he says, “it
doesn’t come embodied in a conception, it's ‘just’ good playing.”
In other words, was jazz in the 1980s becoming an era in which
technical skills trumped individuality, and youth a bigger asset than
experience?

+ According to American Demographics, Jan 1988, only 0.3 percent of the pop-
ulation was under forty and making at least $75,000 per year, the generally
accepted requirements to yuppie-dom.
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Wynton Marsalis: Jazz Messiah
or Prophet of Death?

The Marsalis Invasion

All of this brings us to Wynton Marsalis, who bhecame the de
facto face of jazz in the 1980s. Marsalis was absolutely Reagan-
esque in the way he impacted the jazz scene. Like the fortieth
president, Marsalis tapped into a dormant yearning for a nostalgic
return to the 1950s. While the differences between these two men
were obvious—one was a young, hip, urban, black, street-smart
inteflectual, the other an aging, uncomplicated, white, down-home
Midwesterner—they were remarkably similar in the way they facil-
itated change in their respective arenas. Both men were image

Trumpeter Wynton Marsalis. © 2013
by PhotoHouse. Used under license
of Shutterstock, Inc.
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conscious. Both possessed great communicative skills. Marsalis
spoke with a sense of authority that few, if any, other jazz musi-
cians—or critics for that mauer—could match. Marsalis's rise (o
fame and power also benelited from—and, in fact, even broad-
ened—the 1980s trend toward emphasizing technique rather than
individuality as a musician’s most important asset, He was after
all, universally acknowledged as one of the most technically gified
jazz musicians in history. Like Reagan, Marsalis had many follow-
ers who bought into his vision, but he also had many critics. He
became a polarizing figure at the center of one of the most contro-
versial periods in jazz history. Lilke American society, jazz had seen
its share of turbulent times—the 1960s (descent inio anarchy and
chaos with free jazz), and the 1970s (over-commercialization and
clectrification with jazz/rock fusion)—that for many were paths
intoc a musical wilderness. As we have seen, those who stayed the
course by playing mainstream jazz often experienced hard times
that seemed to get harder by the day. For many of these musicians,
Marsalis was a messiah who brought a welcome rebirth to jazz. To
others, however, Marsalis was an angel of death who was hasten-
ing the music’s demise. To be sure, the age-old question “Is jazz
dead?” began to surface again in the late 1980s. The bottom line:
just as the Reagan Revolution transformed the political discussion
in the 1980s, Wynton Marsalis and the neo-conservative movement
he helped unleash did the same thing in the world of jazz.
Marsalis (born October 18, 1961) was born in New Orleans
into a musical family ted by his father Ellis, a well-respected local
pianist and educator. Three of Wynton's [ive brothers also became
musicians (saxophonist Branford, the eldest; drummer Jason; and
trombonist Delfeayo). Together they ascended into the national
jazz scene in the 1980s with a sense of dynasty reminiscent of the
Kennedys. (In the 1990s, The New Yorker summed up the Marsalis
invasion by running a cartoon depicting two children running into
a bedroom shouting, “Dad! Dad! Wake up! They just discovered
another Marsalis!”) As a child, Wynton (named after former Miles
Davis pianist Wynton Kelly) was a disciplined and driven trumpet
student who faithfully lollowed a rigorous three-hour daily prac-
tice routine en route to developing prodigious abilities in both
jazz and classical music. In 1978, he moved to New York to attend
the Juilliard School, and began to attract the atention of the city’s
music elite. In the summer of 1980, Wynton—all of cighteen years
old—sat in with Art Blakey’s Jazz Messengers, which in trn led
to a job offer. Turning to his father for advice on whether to con-
tinue school or go on the road, Ellis Marsalis recalls, “tle called up
and said, ‘Man, [ have a chance to join Art Blakey's band. What
do you think? I said, “Well, one thing about juilliard, man,’ I said,
Juilliard’s going to be there when they're shoveling dirt in your
face. Art Blakey won't.””* Wynton followed his father’s advice, and
within a year he had become the group’s musical director and was
joined on the front line by brother Branford. In 1980, he signed
contracts with the jazz and classical divisions at Columbia Records,
and in 1981 released his eponymous debut album, which included
Branford and featured the members of Miles Davis’s 1960s rhythm
section (Lerbie Hancock, Ron Carier, and Tony Williams) on sev-
eral tracks. Wynton Marsalis sold more than 100,000 copies, an
impressive figure for a debut jazz album. In 1983, Marsalis released
his third jazz album, Think of One, and made his classical recording
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debut with Trimpet Concertos. Both albums won Grammy Awards,
making him the first artist in history to receive Grammy Awards in
both categories in the same year. He repeated the feat in 1984, the
year he turned twenty-three years old.

These achievements, needless to say, were nothing short of
astonishing, and were duly noted in the jazz and artistic worlds. In
short order, the young, stylish, incredibly talented jazz and classi-
cal musician became the beneficiary of a high-powered pubtic rela-
tions campaign by Columbia (the largest record label in the world)
that made him the darling of the “cultured” music world. “Marsalis’s
rise to fame while barely out of his teens was an unprecedented
event in the jazz world,” wrote historian Ted Gioia. “No major jazz
figure—not Ellington or Armstrong, Goodman or Gillespie—had
become so famous so fast.”” But could he sustain such a high level
of achievement? No problem. Marsalis won four more Grammy
Awards in 1985—all in juzz—Dbringing his grand total at the time to
eight (he now has ten). Since then, he has won a Peabody Award
and the Pulitzer Prize, and has been awarded no less than thirty
honorary doctorates and an honorary membership in England’s
Royal Academy of Music. To date, Marsalis has recorded more
than forty juzz albums, a remarkable accomplishment considering
that many of the albums consist primarily if not solely of music
that he has composed. (In addition, Marsalis has released eigh-
teen classical albums since 1981 and estimates that he performs an
average of 120 gigs per year.) Marsalis’s highly prolific composi-
tional output has resulted in four ballets, two string quartets, and
two film soundtracks, all of which have evoked critical compari-
sons to Duke Ellington and Charles Mingus, two of jazz’s greatest
composers. He has also written extended works for a number of
concept-themed aibums, which include Blood on the Fielels (about
slavery, for which he won his Pulitzer), Black Codes (From the
Underground} (about nineteenth century Jim Crow laws), From the
Plantation to the Penitentiary (a critique of contemporary Ameri-
can society), and The Marciac Suite (a seventy-six-minute, thirteen-
movement tribute to the medieval town of Marciac, France).

Neocon Controversy

So what is so controversial about a musician with such unlimited
talent? Well, where does one start? From the beginning, Marsalis
made enemies by criticizing the elder statesmen of jazz in print. For
example, in the July 1983 issue of JazzTimes Magazine he claimed
that Sonny Rollins and Ornette Coleman were “selling out;” “Bird
would roll over in his grave if he knew what was going on.” Iie
went on (o say (remember, he is only twenty-one at the time):
“We gotta drop some bombs here. Indict some motherfuckers. [
don't want to cut Freddie (Flubbard] down. I'd rather cut Miles
[Davis] down than Freddie. He ain’t doin’ nothing. [Miles) was
never my idol. I resent what he's doing [playing jazz/rock] because
it gives the whole scene such a letdown. ... He’s just co-signing
white boys, just tomming.” To which Davis (whose influence on
Marsalis’s playing at the time was quite obvious) replied: “He’s got
a lot of technique, but thar’s about it,” and then added “Without
me, {he would] be all ‘Flight of the Bumblebee’, " The issue that
Davis alludes to, Marsalis’s excessive use of technical virtuosity
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at the expense of creativity and sense of personal style, has also
been a constant gripe with other musicians and critics. Keith Jar-
rett has been quoted in The New York Times Magazine as saying,
“I've never heard anything Wynton played sound like it meant
anything at all. Wynton has no voice and no presence.” Pianist Joe
Zawinul: “As an artist he really can’t carry the stick. He's been put
on a pedestal.”” Historian Dr. Lewis Porter states that Marsalis's
solos “sound, to these ears, like patchworks rather than coherent
statements.”"" Respected jazz writer Whitney Balliett said, “Ile has
never moved me as a trumpet player.” To these criticisms, Marsalis
replies: “If you're talking 1 don’t play with soul, and all that, man,
one thing 1 want to make clear about that is I'm from the neighbor-
hood and I represent African-American culture much more than
these buffoons they think are authentic Negroes.”'! (It should be
noted that even the critics listed here have acknowledged that Mar-
salis’s technique is impressive.)

Marsalis's critics have also taken issue with his apparent indoc-
trination by Albert Murray and Stanley Crouch, two prominent
jazz writers with an agenda about what jazz is supposed to sound
like and how it should reflect contemporary African-American cul-
ture. Their ideology began in 1976 when Murray published Stomp-
ing the Blues, a book that strongly advocates (among other things)
that the blues is an essential element of all jazz. In other words,
jazz that doesn’t have blues tonalities in it isn't really jazz. Crouch
is a former free jazz drummer who began writing for the Village
Voice in 1979, and over time developed an increasingly conser-
vative and opinionated viewpoint on jazz that eventually aligned
with Murray’s. Building on the principles stated in Stomping the
Blues, together they established the criterion for what has become
known as the neo-traditional or neo-conservative movement,
a narrow-minded notion stating that swing, blues tonalities, and
the use of acoustic instruments, along with a technical mastery of
one's instrument, are indispensable components of jazz. Murray
and Crouch have also inferred in writing that one has to be black
to play jazz convincingly. A literal interpretation of their canon
would mean that most of the jazz played and recorded since the
2arly 1960s is not real jazz. Free juzz? Not jazz. Jazz/rock fusion?
Nope. Bossa nova? No way—it doesn’t swing, and Brazilians are
not African-Americans. Although most jazz before 1960 would get
an endorsement from the neocons, their stylistic ideal is hard bop,
which in their eyes is the style in which the requisite elements are
most fully artistically realized. The hard bop era (1950s-1960s) was
also the Iast time that jazz still played a vital role in African-Amer-
ican culture—before soul, Motown, funk, and rap in succession
took its place. Jazz, according to Murray and Crouch, jazz must
return to a place of dignity and honor in African-American life.

M-C-M

As the 1980s progressed, Wynton Marsalis seemed to increas-
ingly fall under the spell of Murray and Crouch, and as he become
more and more outspoken in supporting the Neocon cause, he
hecame the perfect mouthpiece for their views. Together, the three
wasted no opportunity to put their views across in print, television
interviews, and panel discussions (prompting one writer to refer
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to them categorically as “M-C-M"). Although Marsalis’s first several
jazz albums were stylistically reminiscent of the Miles Davis 60s
Quintet, he jumped on the neo-conservative bandwagon in 1988
with the release of The Majesty of the Blues, whose three-part “New
Orleans Function” includes a4 spoken sermon (written by Crouch)
that warns of those who preach “Premature Autopsies” on “The
Death of Jazz.” (These, in fact, are the titles of two of the suite’s
movements.) Marsalis and Crouch seemed to be using the album
as 2 bully pulpit from which they could attack their critics, who
in turn viewed their use of a sermon as patently sanctimonious,
From this point on, Marsalis’s album releases have been heavy on
what critics have labeled “ancestral worship,” and have included
tributes to Jelly Rolt Morton, Monk, and Ellington. These albums
were extremely well-produced and well-played (all showing off
Marsalis’s virtuoso skills), making them easy listens for casual fans
and consequently big sellers. They all also include liner notes writ-
ten by Stantey Crouch, who was relentless in his praise of Mar-
salis as the savior of jazz. But as the Marsalis juggernaut picked
up steam, prorests from critics mounted. That writers (i.e., Murray
and Crouch) rather than musicians were staking out the future
direction of jazz (or ar least attempting to) for the first time in the
music’s history—-becoming a sort of de facto jazz police—was trou-
bling to many. The fact that they were in effect advocating that the
music’s future really lay in its past was equally disturbing. Isn’t art
by definition supposed to constantly move forward and seek new
original ideas and breakthroughs, they asked? No, said the neo-
cons, who stood their ground. In a column for fazzTimes in 2002,
Crouch stated flatly, “The jazz tradition is not about innovation.”

Marsalis also has been the subject of criticism for altegedly abus-
ing his power in the corporate world. Once he solidified his artistic
clout at Columbia, he began convincing the label to sign more art-
ists in his mold—young, black, fashion-conscious neocons—ang
the label was only too eager to comply. By the late 1980s, Columbia
and other jazz labels were filling their rosters with wuncerkinder
such as Roy Hargrove, Christian McBride, Terrence Blanchard, and
Joshua Redman. Although these musicians were technically excel-
lent players, by and large they had not matured artistically. To the
Marsalis critics, the signing and promotion of the young lions was
not only the result of the neocon agenda, it also meant that those
artists who didn’t fit the profile (older, more experimental, white)
were pushed aside and not re-signed when their contracts expired.
(In a telling sign of the times, respected trumpeter John Faddis
spoke in 1993 of two well-known musicians close to their fortieth
birthdays who were not currently signed to recording contracts thag
were giving lessons to two teenage musici:ans who were.) 2 Racism,
cronyism, and ageism also became issues for Marsalis soon after he
was named the artistic director of New York’s Jazz at Lincoln Cen-
ter (JALC) program in 1987, Originally designed by the prestigious
Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts as a way to fill empty con-
cert halls in August, JALC, under Marsalis’s leadership, has grown
to become a phenomenat success story with an annual budget of
312 miltion. Marsalis, however, embroiled himself in controversy
almost immediately when he published what amounted o i neo-
con mission statement for JALC in The New York Times titled “What
Jazz Is—And Isp'e.”
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One of the activities established by Jazz at Lincoln Center was
an annual concert series designed to feature newly commissioned
jazz works and honor jazz musicians—living and dead-—who had
made significant contributions to the music. Critics were quick to
point out that for the first several years, the commissions all went
to Wynton Marsalis. Later on, the first non-Marsalis commissions
went to his acolytes. The concerts were performed by the Lincoln
Center Jazz Orchestra, whose members, selected by Marsalis, were
nearly all black (including forty-eight of fifty-six performers used
during one week in 1996, according to Whitney Balliett). The art-
ists featured at the concerts were also overwhelmingly black. None
of this sat well with white jazz critics, who accused Marsalis of
“Crow-Jim” tactics and wielding his power recklessly. “They say
they have to put on all the important figures before they get to the
tesser-knowns and there happen to be more important figures who
are black” commented writer Peter Watrous in the Village Voice.
“That's complete bullshit. I'd like to know what Dewey Redman or
Gonzalo Rubalcaba [two black musicians who received honoring
concerts in 1991 and 1993, respectively] has contributed to jazz.”
Another controversy arose in 1993, when JALC tried to fire all the
members of the jazz orchestra who were more than thirty years
old, a clear violation of age discrimination laws. Although the fir-
ing was later withdrawn in the midst of protests by musicians and
the press, it was perceived as another belligerent maneuver by the
M-C-M triumvirate (Crouch and Murray are both JALC artistic advis-
ers) to control the center’s agenda. In spite of the controversy,
JALC has prospered, due in large part to Marsalis’s fund raising and
promotional efforts. In October 2004, 4 stunning new $128 million
home for JALC opened in the Time Warner Center at Columbus
Circle that includes three performance halls, an educational cen-
ter, recording studio, and an interactive multimedia history of jazz
installation (Chapter 9).

The Neo-Conservative Movement

Although the Marsalis-led neo-conservative movement achieved
critical mass in the late 1980s, its seeds were planted as early as
1976. In the summer of that year, the V.5.0.P. Quintet, 2 reforming
of the 1960s Miles Davis Quintet led by [Herbie Hancock with Fred-
die llubbard taking the place of the then-retired Davis, went on a
well-received tour. Later in the year, Dexter Gordon returned from
a fourteen-year self-imposed exile in Europe with a triumphant
engagement at the Village Vanguard and the subsequent release of
the best-selling Homecoming: Live at the Village Vanguard. In the
wike of his success, Gordon's contemporaries, including trumpet-
ers Woody Shaw and Freddie Hubbard, also enjoyed career renew-
als. Gordon, Hubbard, Shaw, and Hancock were all jazz masters
in their thirties or older who had well-established mainstream jazz
credentials dating from the 1950s or 1960s (Gordon's going back
to the 1940s). The fact that they were all returning to their roots in
one way or another playing post-bop jazz—a style that had pretty
much been out of fashion for a number of years—was significant
and helped rekindle interest in mainstream acoustic jazz. 1976 was
also the year that tenor saxophonist Scott Hamilton and cornetist
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Warren Vaché released debur albums that were steeped in jazz
tradition. Both in their twenties at the time (making them the first
true “young lions”), Hamilton and Vaché played neo-swing, put-
ting them back stylistically even further than Gordon and the oth-
ers, and both won praise for their careful attention to the nuances
of that style. Hamilton, in particular, won praise for his ballad
playing, an art that had certainly gone out of fashion in the era of
electricity. (Ironically, it was also 1976 that Albert Murray's book
Stomping the Blues, so influential to Stanley Crouch and Wynton
Marsalis, was published.) ’

The Young Lions

Of course, it was not until Wynton Marsalis appeared on the scene
that the neo-conservative movement really took off. With real
money to be made in jazz records for the first time in years, major
labels such as Columbia and smaller jazz-oriented labels such
as Blue Note began signing the Marsalis acolytes, who became
known as the Young Lions. The first generation of Young Lions,
the members of Marsalis’s first quintet, included older brother
Branford on saxophone, drummer Jeff “Tain” Watts, bassist Rob-
ert Hurst, and pianist Kenny Kirkland, all of whom were no more
than twenty-five years old in 1981. It is perhaps unfair to refer
to Branford Marsalis as a young lion, in that his musical pur-
suits have been much more extensive and broad-minded than his
younger brother's, although his playing style, influenced by John
Coltrane and Wayne Shorter, fits into the neocon canon. Growing
up, Branford, unlike Wynton, took life a little more casually and
hated to practice. After playing in the Jazz Messengers from 1981
to 1982 and his brother's band from 1982 to 1985, he joined (along
with Wynton’s pianist Kenny Kirkland) the band of pop artist Sting
for a year to tour and record. Branford has also recorded with the
Grateful Dead, Bruce Hornsby, and formed his own tunk band
called Buckshot LeFonque. (Although the brothers profess great
love and respect for each other, there is a touch of sibling rivalry.
Wynton once told a Kennedy Center audience without referring to
Branlord by name that “There’s nothing sadder than a jazz musi-
cian playing funk.”) Branford was also the musical director for the
Tonight Show Starring Jay Leno from 1992 to 1995, and has won

& f v two Gramm ards '

Ny - rerp e , ¥y Awards to date.
g%ga:%)ﬂgjzmk The Young Lion tent expanded when a Kool Jazz Festival con-
JAZZ COMPETITION cert of the same name on June 30, 1982, featured Marsalis, Chico

Freeman, Paquito D'Rivera, and other “exceptional young musi-
cians.” The next generation of Young Lions came of age at decade’s
end, and included Roy Hargrove, Christian McBride, Terrence
I tuteof a2z Aron proft o Bluncha.rd, :m.d Joshua Redman. Redman came to jazz with good
niz3tion, the TV wa: founded n credentmls‘: hl!.i father was respected saxophonist Dewey Redman,
£186 by the Monk fimiy snd opery  Member of Keith Jarrett's American Quartet in the 1970s (see Chap-
rgerMar afisher o presentpub c - ter 5). Joshua took an interest in jazz as a child, but academics

Ar innuat fheton cus Mok Inter
natonal 11zz Competition s spen
sered by the The anious Mor k

chooi based jazz edur ation always took priority, and he graduated from high school first in his
Pragams o yb N prope class. Originally intending to become a doctor, Redman attended
cmpentions are be d exh yewr Iarvard and graduated summa cum laude in [99]. After winning
1 anpet, .axophone, p aro, the prestigious Thelonious Monk International Jazz Competi-

bass ind drums F et place worvers tion on saxophone that same year, he decided to return to his first
rece ve SN0 cholanhips. 1) love: music. The following year, he was named Best New Artist



by JazzTimes Magazine and signed with Warner, with whom he
released his debut album in 1993, Redman was also able o parfay
his good looks into a lucrative sponsorship with the DKNY clothing
line, perhaps a sign that there was something to the Young Lion
phenomena other than talent. Christian McBride has become one
of the most sought after sidemen in jazz since his emergence on the
scene in 1989. Like Branford Marsalis, McBride is equally comfort-
able playing a variety of styles, plays both acoustic and ¢lectric bass,
and McBride has performed with a wide variety of artists, including
McCoy Tyner, Sting, Diana Krall, and, of course, Wynton Marsalis.
McBride, who turned down a contract from Blue Note when he was
in his early twenties because he felt he wasn’t ready, has been one
of the lew Young Lions to speak candidly on the downside of the
M-C-M dogma. “I think some of us were kind of scared to do other
things [outside of the neocon guidelines], becavse we were scared
that Wynton Marsalis or Stanley Crouch would do a big interview
in The New York Times and blast us, you know? A lot of the Wynton
Marsalis entourage feel that way.”'?

Fusion Evolves in the 1980s

Miles Returns

Although on the surface it would seem that the jazz world was
preoccupied by Wynton Marsalis and his controversics, there was
in reality an abundance of other creative activity going on in the
1980s. One of the most celebrated events of the decade was the
return of Miles Davis in 1981 from his self-imposed retirement. His
first official public performance since 1975 took place on july 5,
at Avery Fisher [lall at Lincoln Center, and tickets sold out in less
than two hours. According to at least one writer, “It was the most
publicized event in jazz history;”' and in fact the media coverage
in newspapers throughout the world was unprecedented for a jazz
event. Sellout crowds followed Davis on subsequent tours in Japan
in October and in Europe the following April and May. “Nobody
else could do big long tours and sell out stadiums all over Europe,”
said John Scofield, Davis’s guitarist from 1982 to 1985. “And these
people were not jazz snobs, they just dug Miles. lle could make
a believer out of a non-juzz person with the beauty of his sound
and the rhythm of his notes. That's pretty heavy.”" At this point
in his life, Miles Davis was standing on a pedestal that very few
performers reach. Music fans knew that he was a living legend, an
artist who had been at the vanguard of jazz innovation from the
late 1940s until his retirement in 1975, Even though he was push-
ing sixty years of age, he still oozed with charisma. e could have
rested on his laurels at this point in his career, but he was still will-
ing to take risks and stir up controversy as he had done through-
out his life. Among the eleven albums Davis released in the 1980s
were Youw're Under Arrest (1984), which included covers of pop
singer Cindy Lauper’s “Time After Time” and Michael Jackson's
“Iuman Nature,” (for which Davis was, of course, criticized), and
three Grammy winners, We Want Miles (1982), the big band Aura
(1989), and Tresee (1986), in which producer Marcus Miller created
synthesizer and drum machine beds in the studio over which Davis
overdubbed [armon mute solos.
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The Pat Metheny Group, ©> 2103 by
Gianluca Curti. Used ynder license of
Shutterstock, Inc,

Pat Metheny

As discussed in Chapter 6, in the late 1970s and 1980s some jazz/
rock fusionists became entrapped in the musical cul-de-sac known
48 smooth jazz, an overly commercialized style that was largely
unpopular with most jazz musicians and true fans. At the same
time however, other fusion musicians began to emerge that took
the style to new creative heights while managing to develop a huge
popular fan base. One of MOost important new faces was guitarist
Pat Metheny, whose willingness to experiment in different con-
texts and new technologies has since become a paradigm for many
contemporary jazz musicians, Metheny (born August 12, 1954) was
born iand raised in Lee's Summit, Missouri, a suburb of Kansas
City, where he started on trumpet before switching to the guitar
at age twelve, “thanks mostly to the Beatles,” he later recalled, “[
saw A Hard Days Night 12 or 13 times...[and] the guitar was the
one instrument my parents absolutely refused to et in the house.

you add it up and see that irresistible forces led me o the guitar. "%
Although rock music led him to the instrument, he soon fell in love
with jazz from listening to the records of Wes Montgomery, Miles
Davis, John Coltrane, and Ornette Coleman. In 1972, Metheny
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enrolled at the University of Miami but withdrew during his first
semester. FHe was then offered and accepted a teaching job, mal-
ing him the youngest person ever (o hold such a position at the
school. After one year at Miami, he joined the faculty at Berk-
lee College, becoming at nineteen the youngest ever to teach at
that institution. In 1974, he joined the band led by vibraphonist
Gary Burton, who also taught at Berklee and was instrumental
in bringing Metheny to the school. In 1975, while still perform-
ing with Burton and teaching at Berklee, Metheny recorded his
debut album Tor ECM, the critically acclaimed Bright Size Life, a
trio setting with drummer Bob Moses and bassist Jaco Pastorius.
In 1977, he released Watercolors, a collaboration with pianist Lyle
Mays, drummer Danny Gottlieb, and bassist Eberhard Weber. Both
albums contained the breezy, listener-friendly sound that Metheny
would become known for, and accordingly, both albums rose high
on the Billboard jazz charts. With one exception, Metheny wrote
all of the songs for both albums.

[n 1978, Metheny formed the Pat Metheny Group, which
included keyboardist Mays (who has become a life-long compos-
ing collaborator), drummer Gottlicb, and bassist Mark Egan, and
released The Pat Metheny Group, sometimes referred to as The
White Albunt lor its plain, Beatle-esque cover art. The group's sec-
ond release, American Garage (1980) was a breakout hit, reaching
Number 1 on the Billboard jazz chart and Number 33 on the pop
album chart. Around the same time, Metheny released his first
solo record, New Chartauqua (1979), an adventurous mix of jazz,
Spanish flamenco, folk, Indian music, and bluegrass that was real-
ized through the creative use of multi-tracking. [n 1981, Metheny
and Mays released the duo album As Falls Wichita, So Falls Wichila
Falls, an impressionistic venture with Latin, African, and contem-
porary jazz influences showcasing the pair's writing and perform-
ing talents. The album also includes the beautiful “September
Fifteenth,” a tribute to pianist Bill Evans (the title referring to the
date Evans died in 1980). The Pat Metheny Group won Grammy
Awards in 1982, 1983, and 1984 for the albums Offramp, Travels,
and First Circle, respectively, which hit the Number 1, Number 3,
and Number 2 spots on the jazz album charts. Songs Irom these
albums, including “Are You Going With Me?," “James,” and “Phase
Dance,” exhibit the classic Metheny sound, which Down Beat in
1984 called a balance of three parts, “the first being his own irre-
pressible Midwestern lyricism, the second a penchant for Brazilian
rhythms, and the third the wild card of Ornette Coleman’s jagged,
insular logic.” Metheny’s “Midwestern lyricism” was a unique new
sound in jazz, one that suggested the folk songs of the Ameri-
can West, and could be found in compositions such as “Last Train
llome” from 1987’s Still Life (Talking), and even as early as “Mid-
western Nights Dream” from Bright Size Life. Metheny has also
been an active technologist who has been incorporating synthesiz-
ers such as the New England Digital Synclavier and the Roland
GR300 guitar synthesizer into his compositions and recordings.
e has also used the innovative forty-two-string Pikasso 1 guitar,
custom made for him by Canadian Linda Manzer.

Pat Metheny has also been a prolific musical chameleon whose
work outside the confines of the Pat Metheny Group has been
tremendously varied. In light of this, one of his most refreshing
attri-butes is his ability to restrain his prodigious virtuosity to lit
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any musical context in which he puts himself, and his knack for
playing the right thing to compliment the music. Metheny has
worked as a sideman in the touring bands of joni Mitchell and
Joshua Redman; recorded an album with his idol Ornette Cole-
man (1985's Song X, the Down Beat Critic's Poll Jazz Album of
the Year); composed the soundtracks to several films including
The Falcon and the Snowman; recorded Electric Counterpoint, an
album of music by minimalist composer Steve Reich; and collabo-
rated with fellow Missourian Charlie Haden (Beyond the Missouri
Sky), guitar legend Jim Hall (fim Hall & Pat Metheny), and pianist
Brad Mehldau (Metheny/Mebldart). He has won sixteen Grammys
to date, most recently for the Pat Metheny Group 2005 release
The Way Up, a sixty-eight-minute suite composed with Lyle Mays.
One of Metheny’s most recent ventures is the Orchestrion Project,
in which he uses solenoids and pneumatics to create an ensem-
ble-based music for acoustic and acoustoelectric instruments, The
results of this ambitious concept can be heard on the 2009 LP
Orchestrion. He has also been—like Wynton Marsalis—unafraid
to express himself in print when he sees fit, most famously in
his 2000 criticism of saxophonist Kenny G's overdubbing on a
Louis Armstrong record, which he called “a low point in mod-
ern culture—something that we all should be totally embarrassed
about.”

Michael Brecker

One of the most influential tenor saxophonists of the post-John
Coltrane era was Michael Brecker, whose remarkable talents and
versatility made him an in demand session player as well as a
thirteen-time Grammy Award winner for his own albums. Brecker
was a sideman by one estimate on more than 900 jazz and pop
recordings (including for pop artists as diverse as Frank Sinatra,
Willie Nelson, Yoko Ono, Funkadelic, and Aerosmith, as well as
a who’s who in the jazz world) and, as a result, didn’t get around
to recording an album under his own name uatil seventeen years
after his recording debut. Brecker (March 29, 1949-january 13,
2007) was born into a musical family in Philadelphia, where his
father, a lawyer and jazz pianist took Michael and older brother
Randy to see Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Duke Ellington, and
others perform live. After starting on the clarinet, Michael switched
to the tenor saxophone in high school after falling in love with
Coltrane’s playing. After graduation, he and Randy aended Indi-
ana University for a year before moving to New York in 1970. It
was there that they co-founded the short-lived but groundbreaking
jazz/rock group Dreams, which recorded two albums for Columbia
before breaking up in 1972. In 1973, Michael and Randy played
together in the Iorace Silver Quintet for a year before leaving
to form the Brecker Brothers, one of the more innovative jazz/
rock/funk groups of the 1970s, An ongoing concern, even as the
brothers involved themselves in other projects, the Brecker Broth-
ers recorded ten albums between 1975 and 1990 before dissolv-
ing. In the late 1970s, the brothers operated a popular downtown
New York nightclub called Seventh Avenue South, where regu-
lar jam sessions led to the formation of the group Steps, which
included Michael, vibraphonist Mike Mainieri, pianist Don Grolnick
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(a veteran of both Dreams and the Brecker Brothers), bassist Eddie
Gomez, and drummer Steve Gadd.

Steps (who later changed their name to Steps Ahead due to
a legal issue) was arguably the leading fusion band in the early
1980s, producing innovative music that was experimental, imagina-
tive, and demanding to play, while somehow remaining accessible.
Despite enduring constant changes in personnel (which included
at one time or another pianists Eliane Elias and Rachel Z, puitarist
Mike Stern, and drummer Peter Erskine), the group managed to
record seven albums before breaking up in 1986. During his tenure
with Steps Ahead, Brecker began using the EWI (electronic wind
instrument), an expressive, breath-controlled synthesizer controller
that opened up new creative horizons for the saxophonist. “It gave
me the sensation of being in a sax section in a big band,” he said,
“kind of a big band on Mars.”"” Brecker today stands as the only
juzz saxophonist to have mastered the challenging instrument. After
the dissolution of Steps Ahead, Brecker finally began to devote his
attention to his first solo album, Released in 1987, Michael Brecker,
which includes an all-star backing cast of Pat Metheny, keyboard-
ist Kenny Kirkland, bassist Charlie Haden, and drummer jJack
Dejohnette, won album of the year honors from both Down Beat
and JAZZIZ magazines. Michael Brecker is a showcase for Breck-
er's dazzling technique, his trademark Coltrane-esque tone, and his
unparalleled inventiveness. He also uses the EWT to great effect on
several songs, including “Syzygy" and “Original Rays.” His follow-
up album, 1988's Grammy winning Don't Try This at Home again
featured outstanding support from [Herbie Hancock, Mike Stern,
bassist Charlie Haden, violinist Mark O’Connor (who is featured in
a wild sci-fi bluegrass duet with Brecker’s EWT on “Itsbynne Real”),
and others. Following Don’t Try This at Home, Brecker went on to
record six more albums as a leader, including 2002’s Directions in
Music, a tribute to Miles Davis and John Coltrane, and 2003's Wide
Angles with a “quindectet,” a thirteen-piece orchestra. However,
Brecker's most poignant, and arguably his best album, was his last,
recorded just five months before his death.

In mid 2004, Brecker noticed a sharp pain in his back while
performing at the Mount Fuji Jazz Festival. He was later diagnosed
with myelodysplastic syndrome (MDS), a blood disease that often
leads to leukemia. Therapy for the disease usually involves find-
ing a donor with matching stem cells, which Brecker was unable
to do despite 1 well-publicized search. As his condition wors-
ened and the disease evolved into leukemia, Brecker sought out
experimental treatment, but to no avail. Terminally ill and with
his strength diminishing, he wrote nine songs to be included on
one more album, which he knew would be his last. Recorded in
August 2006 with his close musical friends Pat Metheny, Herbie
Hancock, Jack DeJohnente, pianist Brad Mehldau, and bassist john
Patitucchi, Pilgrimage was mixed and completed in January, just
two weeks before his death. [t is a heroic and bittersweet last
artistic statement from one of the most influential jazz musicians
of the last quarter century. Despite being critically ill at the time of
the recording Pilgrimage, Brecker's forceful tone and intense vir-
tuosity are undiminished. After his death, a memorial service was
held at New York City’s Town [Hall on February 20 that included
musical performances by [lerbie Ilancock, John Patitucchi, Jack
DeJohnette, Paul Simon, and others.

SR
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Guitarist John Scofield, © 2013 by
PhotoHouse, Used under license of

Shutterstock, Inc.

Other 1980s Fusionists

Other fusionists also made contributions to jazz in the 1980s. Gui-
tarist John Scofield first came into prominence when he joined
Miles Davis’s group in 1982 and participated both as a performer
and as a composer on the three albums he recorded with Davis
between 1983 and 1985. Scofield (born December 26, 1951) was
first interested in rock and blues before a local teacher turned him
on to jazz guitarists Wes Montgomery, Jim Hall, and Pat Martino.
Eventually Scofield antended Berklee College, where he graduated
in 1973, and made his recording debut in 1974 on the CTI Camn-
egie Hall Concert album by Gerry Mulligan and Chet Baker. By
the time he joined the Davis band, “Sco” had developed a highly
recognizable sound that effectively fused jazz, the Dblues, distor-
tion, and other rock-oriented effects. “I liked the subtleties of John



Fof o o O O OF G O O b SN G o] G W ) E A WL W WL WA W T W R N Ta T TA A Ve N T T e Tl i e e e e R

VOOV DLLVLUVUVVVLUVUUN

- b3
L L

-
4

Scofield's playing,” Davis said in his autobiography. “The blues
was John's thing, along with a2 good jazz touch, so 1 felt com-
fortable playing the blues with him.” After leaving Davis, Scofield
put himself in a variety of musical settings that resulted in ten
album releases as a leader, including 1986’s Blue Matter, one of
the decade's finest fusion albums, and 1987’s Loud Jazz. The music
on these two albums is tight-knit funk/jazz (especially Blue Matiter,
which includes the high-octane funk players Dennis Chambers on
drums and Gary Grainger on bass) that is exploratory enough to
allow each musician to explore the boundaries of contemporary,
modern jazz without becoming overly commercial or cliché-ridden.
Since the 1980s, Scofield, has recorded with Herbie 1ancock, Pat
Metheny, Medeski, Martin and Wood, Joe Lovano, and the Gratetul
Dead’s Phil Lesh.

Another saxophonist who became an influential and popular
voice of fusion in the 1980s was alto player David Sanborn (born
July 30, 1945). Sanbom’s early influences were blues musicians,
and from 1967 to 1973, he was a member of the highly regarded
Paul Butterfield Blues Band. In the mid 1970s, Sanborn worked
with a number of rock artists, including Stevie Wonder, the Rolling
Stones, David Bowie, and Paul Simon. In 1975, Sanbom released
his debut album Taking Off, which included the Brecker broth-
ers, Don Grolnick on keyboards, and future Late Night with David
Letterman bassist Will Lee. In the 1980s, Sanborn’s distinctive
high-energy alto sound won him two Grammy Awards for Voy-
euwr and Donble Vision. One of the most successful fusion groups
to emerge in the 1980s was the Yellowjackets, formed in 1981
by keyboardist Russell Ferrante, bassist Jimmy Haslip, and drum-
mer Ricky Lawson. From their first album Yellowjackets, the group
has established themselves as a tight-knit funk/R&B/bop endeavor
with strong playing and well-conceived original compositions. By
1987, and the release of their fifth and arguably best album Fonr
Corners, the group’s personnel had changed somewhat with the
addition of Marc Russo on soprano and alto saxophone and drum-
mer William Kennedy replacing Lawson. Four Corers conveys a
wide variety of styles, from synth-bop to world beat to R&B-tinged
fusion. The group won the first of its two Grammys in 1988 for the
album Politics.

Ormette Coleman also cxperimented with fusion—albeit his
own distinctive brand of the genre—in the 1980s with his group
Prime Time. Coleman had been nearly invisible before venturing
into the world of fusion, rarely performing in clubs and record-
ing only three albums between 1969 and 1975. His first venture
into electric funk-oriented jazz came in 1975 with Dancing in
Youer Head, an album with a band (not yet known as Prime Time)
that included two electric guitarists and the Master Musicians of
Jajouka, an ¢nsemble of Moroccan musicians. Coleman still played
with his customary bluesy lyricism; like Miles Davis, he had simply
changed the musical setting. In the 1970s, Coleman began using
the word harmolodics (a contraction of harmony, motion, and
melodic) to describe his improvisational concept of focusing on
melodic development unfettered by harmony or chords. He cryp-
tically defined the term in Down Beat as such: “Ilarmolodics is
the use of the physical and mental of one’s own logic made into
expression of sound to bring about the musical sensation of unison
executed by a single person or with a group.” Whatever. Notable
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albums released under the Prime Time name include the 1987 dou-
ble album I Al Languages, which reunited Coleman’s 1959 Five
Spot quartet (Don Cherry, Charlie Haden, and Billy Higgins) on
disc 1 with Prime Time (including son Denardo on drums) on disc
2; and 1988's Virgin Beauty, which includes Grateful Dead guitar-
ist Jerry Garcia on two cuts.

The New Left: Avant-Garde Jazz in the 1980s

Anthony Braxton

Although his work will be discussed here in the context of the
1980s, the career of composer/saxophonist Anthony Braxton
cannot in any way be confined to just one decade. Since making
his recording debut in 1968, Braxton has recorded well over 150
albums as a leader, and appeared as a sideman on many others by
such notable artists as Chick Corea, Dave Brubeck, and Max Roach.
He has written more than 100 compositions that encompass every-
thing from music for solo alto saxophone to a composition for 160
musicians arranged in four separate orchestras. Braxton has also
been a musical anarchist and provocateur throughout his career,
creating new and challenging music that explores the boundaries
of postmodernism. Braxton (June 4, 1945-) was born in Chicago,
and first began playing music as a teen. His musical studies com-
menced at Wilson Junior College and Roosevelt University, and it
was at Wilson that he met Roscoe Mitchell of the Art Ensemble of
Chicago. Braxton released his first two LPs in 1968, Three Composi-
tions of New Jazz, which featured Association for the Advancement
of Creative Musicians founder Muhal Richard Abrams on piano,
and For Alto, a double album of compositions written for solo alto
saxophone, believed to be the first jazz album of its kind.

In the 1970s, Braxton became active in 2 number of progressive
avant-garde groups, including the Creative Construction Company,
a trio with a violinist and trumpeter; Circle, a quartet featuring pia-
nist Chick Corea; and the Dave Holland Quartet, featuring bassist
Holland and New York Loft veteran Sam Rivers. In 1973 the lat-
ter group released one of the defining avant-garde albums of the
decade, Conference of the Birds. Braxton also continued releasing
his own albums at a frenetic pace (31 in the 1970s alone!), and
won the 1977 Down Beat Critics Poll Jazz Album of the Year for
Creative Orchestra Music, which was recorded by a postmodernist
big band. That same year the critics also named him Best jazz Clar-
inetist in their poll. 1978 saw the release of For Four Qrehestras,
which, according to the liner notes requires “303 pages of notated
music for four orchestras and four conductors, Each orchestra
is positioned to have the optimum sonic possibilities for a three
dimensional spatial music.” Much oof Braxton’s work in the 1980s
and 1990s was focused around his group the Forces in Motion
Quartet, which also included pianist Marilyn Crispell, bassist Mark
Dresser, and drummer Gerry Hemingway. Prominent among the
group’s recorded output are three live albums from a Luropean
tour in 1985, one of which, Quartet (Coventry) 1985 includes two
30-minute interviews with Braxton.

Braxton’s compositions are heavily influenced by composers
of the European classical avant-garde tradition such as John Cage,
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Harry Partch, Steve Reich, and Karlheinz Stockhausen. He has used
graphic notation in his scores, and in some cases titled his pieces
with diagrams. Most of his other compositions are titled with num-
bers and letters rather than words. Braxton's compositions seem
to embrace a scientific approuach and therefore do little in the way
of conveying emotion, which seems to be contradictory to the juzz
tradition and has annoyed many in the jazz field. “I never talk
about feeling or haven't tried to address the emotional aspects
of the music,” he has said. To which jazz critic Greg Tate replies,
“Braxton’s talent for inspiring antipathy may be unrivalled by any
living jazz creature.” He may have his detractors, but Braxton also
has many who support his artistic vision, including the MacArthur
Foundation, which awarded him with its “Genius” Fellowship in
1994. Since the 1990s, he has been a music professor at Wesleyan
University in Connecticut.

Steve Coleman and M-Base

Another keeper of the flame in the 1980s avant-garde jazz commu-
nity was alto saxophonist Steve Coleman (September 20, 1956-).
Coleman preferred to give his creative concept a name, M-Base,
which is an acronym for Macro—Basic Array of Structured Extem-
porizations. Although the exact definition of M-Base is, like
Ornette Coleman’s harmolodics, a little fuzzy, the M-Base website
describes it as “a way of thinking about creating music, it is not the
music itself. One of the muin ideas in M-Base is growth through
creativity. As we learn through our experiences then the music
will change and grow to reflect that. The idea is not to develop
some musical style and play that forever.” Coleman (no relation to
Ornene) hitchhiked to New York in 1978 from his native Chicago,
where he first began playing music at fourteen and improvising at
cighteen. After spending three to four years playing on the streets
of New York and staying at the YMCA, he began working his way
up through the local scene by playing in the big bands of Thad
Jones/Mel Lewis, Sam Rivers, Cecil Taylor, and Dave Holland. At
the same time, he was working with a more improvisational unit
called the Five Elements, which ultimately became a workshop for
the incubation ot M-Base. By definition, M-Base draws on a wide
variety of influences, but generally the most pronounced are free
jazz, bebop, and funk. “I'd like to have all those elements in the
music,” Coleman said in 1995. “Something lor people who want to
dance, something for people who are intellectual and want to find
some abstract meaning and something for people who just want to
lorget their troubles.”™ Coleman also has approached his musical
growth with the same passion as one of his heroes. “For me, the
main point, when [ see someone like John Coltrane, who | know
was not satisfied with his own thing, when [ see that, what [ see
is 4 person on a certain path. 1lis goal was more about the search
than it was the actual finding of. It was just putting yourself in a
certain mode, a2 certain mentality. That's more of what I'm about.
That's why [ keep striving for it, to do it at a higher level.”"”
Others in the M-Base camp include alto saxophonist Greg
Osby, who, alter graduation from Berklee College in 1983, began
working in short order with Jack Dejohnerte, the World Saxophone
Quartet, John Scofield, Pat Metheny, and [erbie Hancock. In 1987,
QOsby signed with what was at the time the de facto M-Base record
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Vocalist Cassandra Wilson,
25 _bukley. Used under license of
Shutterstock, Inc.

label JMT (Jazz Music Today, based in Munich, Germany), and has
been with Blye Note since 1990. The career of pianist Geri Allen
has spanned everything from involvement with the M-Basers to
introspective mainstream jazz. Born in Detroit, Allen received g
bachelor’s degree from Howard University and a master’s degree
from the University of Pittsburgh. After moving to New York in
1982, she worked with Steve Coleman on several albums while
releasing her first album The Printmakers in 1984, Afthough muych
of Allen’s later work is in the mainstream mold, her avant-garde
credentials are impeccable, having recorded with Omette Cole-
man, Greg Osby, Charlie Haden, and Bobby Hutcherson. she
is currently an assistant professor at the University of Michigan
School of Music, Theatre, and Dance,

The M-Base artist to achieve the widest recognition so far js
vocalist Cassandra Wilson (born December 4, 1955). Born in
Jackson, Mississippi, Wilson
sang everything from folk to
funk and began writing her
own music before moving to
New Orleans in 1981, where
she performed with, among
others, Ellis Marsalis, [n
1982, Wilson moved o New
York and began working
with Steve Coleman, with
whom she made her record-
ing debut in 1985, She also
worked with alto saxophon-
ist Henry Threadgill’s avant-
garde trio New Ajr, By this
time, Wilson was expanding
her early influences from
singers Abbey Lincoln and
Betty Carter to include free-
form improvisation. In 1985,
Down Beat described her
low, throaty, gospel, and

blues-drenched voice as “the most strikingly sensual, warmly cun-
ning set of voca| chords to hit the j2zz world in years.” In 1986, she
signed with JMT, and made her album debut as 3 leader with Poiy
of View. Wilson made 4 radical change in direction with 19885
Blue Skies, an album of jazz standards backed with a conventional
Piano trio that achieveq wide acclaim. Since then, her musical out-
put has been eclectic, After signing with Blue Note in [993, she
had released several notable albums, including 1993's Blye Light
‘Ti Dawn and 1996’5 Grammy—winning New Moon Daunghter. In
addition to writing her own material, Wilson has covered songs by
such disparate composers as [lank Williams, Robert Johnson, Joni
Mitchell, and Bono, She won the Dorwn Beat Critics Poll Vocalist
of the Year award for seven consecutive years from 1996 to 2002,

The World Saxophone Quartet

As one of the most innovative and unique ensembles in modern
jazz, one could say the World Saxophone Quartet marches (o



SRS R RNV RS EACAVRUNVRVAVAURURUALRURS A

BVOUU

JSJUB ULV

.

[/ DoV dIIOULY

AOALECRTTTTITINAAAARANRNANTATIEALLYL LA A

T

the beat of a different drummer; the only problem is that they
bave no drummer. The roots of the World Saxophone Quartet go
back to the mid 1960s and the St. Louis-based Black Artists Group
(see Chapter 4), a free jazz and artists collective whose members
included Julius Hemphill, Oliver Lake, and Hamiet Bluiett. Coming
to St. Louis from different hometowns, each of the three moved
independently to New York by the early 1970s to participate in the
city’s thriving loft scene. The fourth and youngest member of the
World Saxophone Quartet’s original lineup, David Murray moved
to New York in 1975, where at age twenty (the other three were
in their mid thirties at this point) opened Studio Infinity, where
he often performed with future neocon writer Stanley Crouch.
Although all four musicians knew each other and had occasionally
played chance gigs with each other, they did not ali perform on the
same stage together until 1976, when they were all invited to per-
form in concert at Southern University in New Orleans. Performing
some of their material with rhythm section and some without, the
nascent group drew the most enthusiastic audience response at the
concert when playing alone as a quartet. Playing without a rhythm
section was more challenging for the group but, at the same time,
brought a keener sense of artistic satisfaction. After the concert, a
mutual decision was made to make the group permanent.

With such a novel concept—an avant-garde improvisational
jazz band with no rhythm section—the World Saxophone Quartet
was an acquired taste for many listeners, but their novelty soon
became an attraction. In the early years, a typical instrumentation
had Lake and Hemphill playing alto, Murray on tenor, and Bluictt
on baritone, although doublings by each member on soprano, clas-
inet, bass clarinet, and flute were common. Early recordings by the
band, including their debut album Point of No Retirn (1977), were
on the Italian independent label Black Saint, but in 1980, they
signed with the American label Electra and released World Saxo-
phone Quartet Plays Duke Elfington, which made the New York
Times Best Albums of 1986 list. By this time, the World Saxophone
Quartet was consistently rating highly on the Down Beat Critic's
Poll. Today, the group is signed with Justin Time Records. After
a number of personnel changes in the 1990s, the group has stabi-
lized its membership with Bluiett, Lake, Murray, and John Purcell.
Julius Hemphil! left the group in 1990 and died in 1995.
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