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Miles Davis’ Music: A Presentation

Major Precursors


Those who have seen Jazz, a Film by Ken Burns are usually struck by the epic influences two very different musical titans exacted on the development of jazz since the Jazz Age of 1917-1924, which flourished principally in Chicago and New York at the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance (Burns).  Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington (1899-1974), a composer, bandleader, and pianist, was one of these seminal influences, while Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong (1901-1971), a trumpet player, composer, arranger, singer, and ambassador of jazz, was most certainly the other.  While Ellington’s music has often been characterized as orchestrally rich, polished, sophisticated, and impeccably refined, Armstrong’s jazz enjoys a reputation for its distinctively improvisational character and boundlessly free, spontaneous, and driving energy.  As one considers the Ken Burns documentary, it becomes increasingly obvious that most jazz musicians who followed Armstrong and Ellington have been strongly influenced by one or both.  Although the trumpet and flugelhorn playing of Miles Davis differs radically from that of Armstrong, a close listening to the music of both eventually reveals that Davis was essentially a musical disciple of Louis Armstrong, though admittedly an idiosyncratic one.

Biographical Sketch


Miles Davis (1926-1991), the son of a dentist, grew up in East St. Louis (Smith).  He began playing trumpet at the age of thirteen, and was playing professionally two years later (Burns).  In 1944, he moved to New York and enrolled in the Julliard School of Music in 1945, but instead found himself playing with his hero, the great Charlie “Yardbird” Parker (1920-1955), arguably the greatest jazz alto saxophonist of all time (Burns).  From that time, Davis’ life was one of single-minded dedication to exploring the endless possibilities of jazz forms.  As Sony Music’s Harry Bolick once remarked,

Miles Davis was the "Picasso of Jazz," reinventing himself and his sound endlessly in his musical quest.  He was an artist that defied (and despised) categorization, yet he was the forerunner and innovator of many distinct and important musical movements.  (Bolick)

The Periods


Ken Burns referred to Davis as “the most consistently innovative musician in jazz from the late 1940s through the 1960s.”  Because the pedestrian details of Davis’ life give little meaningful insight into his artistry, the following is offered as a more fitting testimony to that which was essentially the life of Miles Davis—his music.  According to Harry Bolick, the development of Davis’ artistic life is best understood when divided into five periods:

· Miles and John Coltrane - The Kind of Blue Period (1955-1961):

Miles debuted on Columbia Records with 'Round About Midnight, which established his classic first quintet and defined hard bop.  As a result of Miles' exposure, John Coltrane began to develop a reputation amongst musicians as a major voice.  Milestones was Davis' first use of modes and joined by Cannonball Adderly the band became a powerful sextet.  The '58 Sessions introduced Bill Evans to the world of Miles Davis, and Evans' influence was apparent from these initial sessions.  Miles' attitude became more focused and romantic and resulted in the Kind Of Blue recording, which many consider to be one of Jazz Music's great recordings.  Someday My Prince Will Come brought Miles into a funkier setting with Hank Mobley and Wynton Kelly joining Paul Chambers and Jimmy Cobb.  Coltrane was brought in to record two songs on this session.  (Bolick)  
· Miles and Gil Evans - The Sketches of Spain Period (1957-1968):
These albums are the definitive examples of how Miles Davis' voice was the catalyst for Gil Evans' lush and simpatico orchestrations.  Miles Ahead was the first major production that Columbia undertook on behalf of Miles and the music is powerful and exciting.  Porgy and Bess furthered the collaborative efforts of Davis and Evans with this glorious recording.  On Porgy and Bess Miles was given the background by Gil Evans that allowed him to be the "singer of songs" that Gil wanted him to be.  Sketches of Spain (based on Rodrigo's "Concerto De Aranjuez for Guitar and Orchestra") was the most successful blending of jazz and classical music and created for Miles a sound that he developed further in his career.  Quiet Nights was an attempt to define the Brazilian sound that was becoming fashionable during the early Sixties.  (Bolick)

· The Second Great Quintet Period (1965-1968):
When Miles assembled Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and Tony Williams, he had a band that straddled both the traditions of jazz and the new frontiers that lay ahead.  ESP was the first studio recording that captured the interplay and creative potential that the band was to develop.  Miles Smiles is one of the best small group jazz albums that Miles made and the music was daring and ferocious.  Sorcerer and Nefertiti were mysterious albums that captured the impressionistic side of the Quintet.  Both albums were recorded during June and July of 1967 and reflect the band as a work in progress.  Miles in the Sky pointed to the changing direction that Miles was seeking as he added the Fender Rhodes Electric Piano to his arsenal of sound as well as the incorporation of funk into the band's rhythmic palate.  This group was one of the most influential bands in jazz.  (Bolick)

· The Electric Period - Rock, Fusion, Funk (1968-1972):
Once Miles had made a commitment to move his music forward, he began a journey that changed the jazz world forever.  Starting in 1968, he began using electric keyboards exclusively and soon electric bass and electric guitar, percussion, and bass clarinet began to come into the Miles' uncanny sense of musical color.  Water Babies was a collection of sessions that was released in 1976—eight years after its recording—and it sounded just as fresh.  Filles De Kilimanjaro was a groundbreaking album that defined Miles' move into the world of Rock and Roll.  In a Silent Way was an influential recording in that it showed that the Rock influence in Miles' music still had a pretty side.  However, Bitches Brew was Miles' breakthrough album, selling over 400,000 copies in the first year of its release.  Every major fusion star from the Seventies appeared on this recording and Miles became successful as well as controversial.  Critics consider this album as the great divide between jazz tradition and jazz mutation.  A Tribute to Jack Johnson was Miles' only totally rock influenced album and was used as a soundtrack to a documentary of the famous boxer.  Live Evil was a mix of studio experimentation and a live concert from Washington, DC.  Black Beauty and Live at Fillmore captured Miles' band at its creative peak and intensity as Miles pushed the limits of jazz and rock.  On the Corner was Miles' attempt to reach the young black audience that had eluded him.  This also became a very controversial record at the time, but has been defined today as avant-garde with the use of overdubbing, looping, and intense dance rhythms.  In Concert, Dark Magus, Pangaea, and Agharta were recorded live and represented Miles' band at it's most abstract and atmospheric, with the use of three guitars and long vamps.  Get Up With It was Miles' last studio album to be released before he retired from active playing in 1976, and contains a beautiful, haunting tribute to Duke Ellington.  (Bolick)

· The Man with a Horn and Beyond - The Later Works Period (1972-91):
When Davis returned to an active musical life in 1980, he had a new band and a sound that was contemporary but not so abstract.  The Man with a Horn was his debut recording from this period and brought Miles back into the limelight.  We Want Miles captured his new touring band live in concert and brought more young fans into Miles' world as a result of his touring.  Decoy and You're Under Arrest are studio albums that showed Miles was still listening to contemporary black music and making it very personal.  Aura was Miles' last great recording.  It featured a full orchestra and a suite written specially for him.  Unlike his other recordings from the Eighties, Aura is a mostly acoustic album that brought back memories of an earlier Miles to the ears of his fans.  (Bolick)

Kind of Blue (1959): "Best Jazz Album of All Time"

Since Miles Davis took great pride in continuously reinventing himself musically, it is impossible to give a sample of a work that would fully convey to the listener his full impact on the history and evolution of world jazz.  However, one album seems to stand out in terms of its quality and overall impact on music.  Miles Davis’ Kind of Blue (1959) has been termed by most jazz experts as perhaps “the Best Jazz Album of All Time.”  See below:

· “In retrospect every note seems perfect, and each piece moves inexorably towards its destiny.” -- John Szwed, Amazon.co.uk Review  (Amazon.co.uk)
· “Included in Vibe's 100 Essential Albums of the 20th Century” -- Vibe, 12/99, p.158    (Amazon.co.uk)

· Included in Q's list of "The Best Jazz Albums of All Time" -- Q, 4/99, p.129  (Amazon.co.uk)
· "...The absolutely beautiful Coltrane solo on the `Flamenco Sketches' alternate is alone worth the price....The restoration of the sound to the correct pitch makes enough of a difference to recommend repurchasing this classic even without the jazz track of the year aboard..." -- Jazz Times, 8/97, p.106  (Amazon.co.uk)
· “5 Stars - Indispensable - Widely considered the greatest album in jazz history.  Miles Davis' 1959 masterpiece is a collection of exquisitely melodic and deceptively simple modern jazz." -- Q Magazine, 3/95, p.116  (Amazon.co.uk)

Kind of Blue was a work unlike any other.  A seamless piece of music with five sections, all of which flow faultlessly into and over each other, the album features some of the best jazz musicians of the time.  Miles Davis plays trumpet and leads his group, which features the great John Coltrane on tenor sax, Bill Evans on piano, Julian “Cannonball” Adderly on alto sax, Paul Chambers on bass, and James Cobb on drums.  As you listen to a sample of “All Blues,” a mere piece of the larger work, notice how Davis focuses his group on his purpose of producing music that Bill Evans suggests is “painted on a thin, stretched parchment…in such a way that an unnatural or interrupted stroke will destroy the line or break through the [paper].”

A Sample from Kind of Blue
[Play a selected portion of “All Blues” from Kind of Blue here.]

Davis and Armstrong: Commonality?


In the beginning of this brief presentation, it was suggested that a close listening to the music of Louis Armstrong and Miles Davis would eventually reveal a pronounced historical relationship between the two.  After listening to a sample of Armstrong’s music during the last class, and after listening to a section of a Miles Davis’ work in this one, most listeners will wonder if one has anything to do with the other!  In fact, one cannot help but notice that the two seem in most ways diametrically opposed in their fundamental approaches to jazz.  After all, Armstrong’s approach tends to be open, public, bright, optimistic, exultant, intricate, and reflexive.  Davis’ method often seems closed, private, somber, melancholy, meditative, deep, minimal, and essentially existential.  However, it is precisely in this almost perfect opposition to each other’s aesthetic that Davis can be seen as a musical disciple of Louis Armstrong, though obviously an unorthodox one.  Ken Burns noted that upon hearing Armstrong play, Miles Davis once remarked, “With all those notes ‘Satch’ plays, nobody can match that…so I’m going to play as few notes as possible to accomplish what I’m after.  I just hope the results will make some think a little of me when [listening to the music] of the great Louis Armstrong” (Burns).
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