Misconceptions in Linking Free Jazz with the
: Civil Rights Movement

MARK GRIDLEY

his article deals with two misunderstandings that intertwine to confuse students,

teachers, and commentators of jazz history if they study American history at the
same time that they study the music itself. The first misunderstanding is that during the
1960s African Americans striving for their political freedoms also transferred those
strivings to originate musical approaches (subsequently termed “free-form” or “free
jazz”) in which freedoms were sought from adherence to fixed progressions of accom-
paniment chords and meter. The second misunderstanding is that angry sounding music
was a direct result of avant-garde musicians in the 1960s using jazz as a tool of personal
protest toward social injustices.

Cause-and-effect links have been made erroneously between socio-cultural con-
text and the origination of jazz styles. This article demonstrates how free-form ap-
proaches in jazz had a long, musically motivated history before the widely publicized
struggles for civil rights which some commentators thought were the stimulus for them.
The history of free-form jazz is outlined and distinguished from its place in avant-garde
jazz in the 1960s as a whole. Flawed tendencies of thinking are identified to account for
illusory correlations: (a) confusing the effect of a sound with how it originated; (b)
confusing journalists’ perceptions with creators’ intentions; (c) placing disproportionate
emphasis on a minority of works in a given approach, a given era or given musician; and
(d) seeking programmatic aspects in instrumental music that is not programmatic.

More than eight hundred colleges and universities offer courses in jazz history,
introduction to jazz, and jazz appreciation. More than fifty different books are available
as course texts. There is a tendency in some of these books to link sociopolitical issues
with the origination of jazz styles. The writing suggests, implies, or directly asserts that
a cause-and-effect relationship existed between politics and the development of new
jazz styles when, almost without exception, certain political movements did not lead to
the music’s origination. In most cases, the politics merely happened at the same time as
 the jazz movements. Correlation did not equal causation. A
The stimulus for this article was a senior thesis on jazz history that had earned an
“A” at another college. The author sent me the thesis because she wanted me to
- concur on the depth of her work. The thesis was alarming, however, because it was
. both well referenced and filled with illusory correlations between sociopolitical issues
-and jazz innovations. It illustrated a problem I had mentioned thirty years ago about
linking extra-musical factors and jazz appreciation.! The appearance of this thesis caused
“concern about the extent to which such misinterpretations were altering the learning
- process of bright students who have no reason to doubt that their references are accu-
' rate, balanced accounts of jazz history.

Mark C. Gridley, Jazz Styles ‘{Premice-Hall, 1978), 336.
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A main reference source in this thesis was the Ken Burns JAZZ television series,
which is pervaded with politics, social history, and implications that sociopolitical issues
were the catalyst for jazz styles. The student’s dependence on it was not atypical. More
and more jazz history instructors have been requiring it and/or its companion volume
Jazz: A History of America’s Music by Geoffrey C. Ward® and other books with a
similar focus. One of the errors that these sources catalyzed in the senior’s thesis was
that African Americans seeking their civil rights had sought musical freedoms because
of their struggle for sociopolitical freedoms. The student concluded that the civil rights
movement had led to approaches in which jazz improvisers abandoned preset chord
progressions. She had done this, in part, because the Burns series had covered such
“free jazz” at the same time as it covered civil rights struggles of the corresponding era.
In her mind, correlation equated with causation. She had not done this because the
Burns series had said this directly. It had not.

Untangling Free Jazz from Social History

This student is not the only person who had been led to this assumption. For in-
stance, in Brian Harker’s recent jazz history textbook, Jazz: An American Journey, the
author had written, “As the civil rights movement advanced and white southern reac-
tionaries dug in....the music exploded in a metaphorical cry of impatience and frustra-
tion, producing yet another species in the evolution of jazz styles: free jazz”® (ital-
ics added) On the back cover of Free Jazz and Free Improvisation: An Encyclopedia
by Todd Jenkins is the line “The free jazz revolution that began in the mid-1950s repre-
sented an artistic and sociopolitical response to the economic, racial, and musical climate
of jazz and the nation.” A similar position was also voiced in The History of Jazz by
Ted Gioia: “It is impossible to comprehend the free jazz movement of these same years.
without understanding how it fed on this powerful cultural shift in American society.™

A problem in presenting this complex period of jazz history is that relations such as
direction of influence get tangled. (Which came first, the sociopolitical issues or the
musical innovations?) For instance: (a) Were any free jazz players making music to
express anger over civil rights struggles? Yes. Archie Shepp was one. His politics-
inspired pieces, however, were not necessarily free form (for instance, “Malcolm,
Malcolm-Semper Malcolm,” a eulogy to civil rights leader Malcolm X°¢, and “Rufus
[Swung His Face at Last to the Wind, Then His Neck Snapped],” a piece about lynch-
ing’). (b) Did they abandon chord changes because of the civil rights-related anger?
No. The free-form approach came first. (c) Were there any avant-garde musicians who
protested via music without abandoning chord progressions? Yes. Charles Mingus was

ZKnopf, 2000.

*Prentice-Hall, 2005, p. 225.

*Greenwood, 2004.

*Norton, 1997, p. 338.

SArchie Shepp, Fire Music. Impulse! AS-86, 1965,
TArchie Shepp, Four for Trane. Impulse! AS-71, 1964,
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one (for instance, “Original Fables of Faubus,” with lyrics about Orville Faubus, the
segregationist governor of Arkansas,® and “Haitian Fight Song’®).

The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s did not originate free jazz, but it
may seem that way to a few observers because some fiee jazz did appeal to some
musicians who were motivated in part by the civil rights movement. These musicians
also adopted approaches and sound qualities associated with some free jazz. Conse-
quently a few styles within free jazz were perceived by some journalists (LeRoi Jones
and Frank Kofsky, for instance) and some musicians (Archie Shepp, for instance) as
sounding sufficiently angry to provide a new mode of expressing anger over social
injustice. So even though civil unrest did not spawn free jazz, these individuals appar-
ently felt that some of the music provided a good soundtrack for it.

It may be helpful also to keep in mind that some avant-garde musicians, including
Charles Mingus!® and Archie Shepp,!! were not only outspoken and active in the civil
rights movement but also were angry by their temperaments. Their remarks and their
sounds appealed to angry journalists LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka)'? and Frank Kofsky"
who adopted the musicians’ stance for their own political causes. At the same time,
however, we need to remain aware that Mingus and Shepp were not necessarily impro-
vising free of preset chord changes or meter in their protest pieces. Despite following
spontaneously shifting tone centers during improvisations in one performance, his 1960
recording of “What Love,” which is not a protest piece, the music of Mingus in general
cannot be accurately categorized with free jazz, though often it is accurately classified
with avant-garde jazz of the era.

This link between avant-garde jazz sounds during the 1960s and the civil rights
movement of that era did not necessarily reflect the motives of the originators of free
jazz. The originators had other inspirations, and those inspirations reflected a fundamen-
tal tradition in jazz of continuously seeking new methods and materials. For instance, the
most turbulent of saxophonist Albert Ayler’s free jazz was inspired by the sounds of
ecstatic charismatic Christian church worshippers who were speaking in tongues."
The most turbulent of saxophonist John Coltrane’s music, whether chord-based, mode-
based, or free-form, was motivated by an intense quest for new forms, exploring new
variations. Coltrane said, “I’ve got to keep experimenting.”!3

In attempting to untangle the relations between free jazz and sociopolitical issues, a
complicating factor is that free jazz appealed philosophically to some musicians who
sought freedom from pre-existing structures of many sorts, both musical and social.

I

3Charles Mingus, Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus. Candid 79005, 1960.

Charles Mingus, Atlantic SD 1337, 1957.

°Brian Priestley, Mingus: A Critical Biography. (London: Quartet, 1982).

UArchie Shepp, “An Artist Speaks Bluntly.” down beat 32 (December 16, 1965), 11 and 42; LeRoi Jones,
“Voice from the Avant-Garde: Archie Shepp.” down beat 32 (January 14, 1965), 18, 19, 20, 36; Lawrence Neal,
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Perhaps when journalists heard the remarks of a few such musicians they failed to
realize that these musicians were not inventing free jazz; they were just adopting it.

Music History

Another factor that might explain why illusory correlations between politics and jazz
styles find their way into jazz histories is that journalists and historians do not know the
early history of jazz recordings that document the practice of improvising that is free of
preset chord changes:

1949. Lennie Tristano, Lee Konitz and Warne Marsh (“Intuition” and “Digression”)

1952. Stan Kenton (from 2’ 29” to 3’ 08” in the Bill Russo arrangement
“Improvisation” on New Concepts in Artistry in Rhythm)

1953. Teddy Charles, Shorty Rogers, & Jimmy Gluffre (“Bobalob I"” and “Bobalob II”
on Collaboration: West)

1954. Shelly Manne, Shorty Rogers & Jimmy Giuffre (“Abstract #1”” on “The Three”
and “The Two”)

1955, Chico Hamilton (“Free Form” on The Chico Hamilton Quintet)

1958. Omette Coleman (Something Else)

Journalists and historians may not know that such musical freedoms were being
explored ten years before the widely publicized “free jazz” recordings coincided with
heightened intensity of the civil rights movement. Even if they knew the early history,
some authors overlooked the facts that: (a) music using free-form approaches was
being recorded by white musicians (Tristano, Giuffre, et al.) for about ten years before
an African American musician (Ornette Coleman) began gaining media attention for the
practice; and that (b) these musicians were not particularly outspoken regarding the civil
rights movement nor were they devising their musical approaches in response tp civil
rights abuses. Teachers and writers who assume a cause-and-effect link between emerg-
ing political freedoms and musical freedoms also.overlooked the fact that: (c) other
bands also continued to play free jazz in the 1960s without being inspired by politics.
Though some free jazz could be inspired by politics, none of the first ten years” worth of
free jazz recordings by the originators was inspired by the civil rights movement, even
that made by the mixed-race bands of Chico Hamilton and Ornette Coleman, whose
African American members would certainly have expenenced enough civil rights abuses
to be motivated accordingly.

How Do Jazz Styles Originate?
Though the present article is about what did not cause free jazz, it may be useful to

mention what did cause free jazz and to distinguish the paths used by a few significant
artists. Whereas the free-form performances of Tristano, Giuffre, Rogers, et al were
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created by musicians who were thoroughly facile in basing improvisations on the move-
ment of chords, the free-form performances of Coleman and Albert Ayler represent
playing by improvisers who were not facile in devising jazz lines compatible with chord
progressions. Tristano, Giuffre, Rogers, et al chose not to set harmonic guidelines be-
forehand, even though they could if they had wished. By contrast, Ayler and Coleman
improvised solos despite not knowing how to devise lines that directly reflected chordal
accompaniments. Documentation for this latter situation is presented next.

Trumpeter Nate Horwitz was a colleague of Ayler in their hometown of Cleveland.
Horwitz said that Ayler did not understand how to devise a jazz solo from standard
chord progressions.'s Bassist Andre Condouant recalled Ayler occasionally sitting in
with the band of Al Lirvat at the café’ La Cigale in Paris, France. “He knew the
repertoire but couldn’t improvise so much; he played like an amateur . . . . He would
play ‘T'll Remember April’ or stuff like that, and was unable to stick to even the basic
harmonies”"” This is illustrated in Ayler’s 1962 recordings of “On Green Dolphin Street”
and “Summertime,” in which he played with a pianist, guitarist and bassist who were
following the chord changes and providing standard jazz accompaniment.'® Note that
reports that Ayler knew some Charlie Parker solos!’reveal only that he knew the lines,
not necessarily that he understood how they related to their chordal accompaniments. It
did not demonstrate that Ayler understood bebop and only chose to ignore its technique.

Pianist Harold Batiste was a colleague of Ornette Coleman’s in Los Angeles in
1956. Batiste said that Coleman knew some Parker tunes and solos but that Coleman
either did not understand or was not interested in how the lines in them related to the
chords in the accompaniment. “He didn’t know how to play conventional, and then just
decided to keep doing it even when it didn’t fit, as though it had to belong somewhere

... . I don’t think he could’ve played like everybody else played.”? Pianist Paul Bley
has played with Charlie Parker, Charles Mingus, Jimmy Giuffre, and Sonny Rollins. He
hired Coleman for his own band in 1958, Bley remarked that, “While Ornette was
soloing on a 32-bar piece, suddenly he would play eight bars that had no relationship, or
relatively little relationship to anything else in the piece.”? This is illustrated by Coleman’s
1958 recording of “Klactoveesedstene” with Bley.” This is evident also in the mis-
match between Coleman’s improvisations and the piano accompaniment of Walter Norris
on Coleman’s first album, Something Else.® ,

By contrast, two of the top musicians of the period who were attracted to Coleman’s
methods were thoroughly facile in chord-based improvisation. One was Don Cherry,
the top trumpeter in free jazz and Coleman’s band mate on many albums. He had

16personal communication, November, 1976.

YAlbert Ayler. Interview by Daniel Caux, July 27, 1970, on Holy Ghost: Rare and Unissued Recordings
(Revenant 213, Disc 8).
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actually been performing in a bebop style before he met Coleman, and he later demon
strated mastery of such “inside” playing on the Sonny Rollins album Our Man in Jazz,*.
though he chose to play outside the chord changes whenever he wished. E

The other was saxophonist John Coltrane, who, like Cherry, also was thoroughly’
facile in improvising lines that continuously reflected their accompaniment harmonies,
but he studiously explored methods of improvising in which minimal harmonic restric-
tions were in effect. In this regard, Coltrane’s record producer Bob Thiele said that “He’
always felt restricted playing within the chord, staying within the chords of, say, a Cole
Porter song . . . . He explained it technically, as to why one could leave the chords. “Who
says there has to be a restriction on what you play?’”» Coltrane actually studied with
Coleman to pursue this, just as he had studied the music of India to expand his capacity
to extract music from modes.

From the above discussion, we can see that different kinds of free jazz had different
origins. The players came to it from different directions. The free-form work of Tristano,
Giuffre, Bley, Rogers, Cherry, and Coltrane represented chord-based improvisers inten-
tionally abandoning prearrangement in order to provide themselves with fresh formats
with which to approach improvisation. In regard to discovering Ornette Coleman and
Coleman’s new approaches, Paul Bley said, “There had been a great deal of thought as
to how to break the bondage of chord structures over meter . . . . Omette was so early
that Coltrane was an interim step which coexisted with Ornette, whereas historically it
should have preceded Ornette.”? The free-form work of Ayler and Coleman, on the
other hand, seems to have represented a continuation of apparently not knowing how
to base jazz solos on chord changes. We dare not use this fact to diminish the historic
stature of either musician, however, just as knowing that Erroll Garner and Wes Mont-
gomery could not read music should be appreciated as irrelevant to valuing their contri-
butions. Ayler and Coleman were enormously original and influential, and they are justly
celebrated for it. For example, Ayler’s Spiritual Unity album is highly respected, it
remains a staple in the collections of jazz saxophonists, and Coleman was awarded the
Pulitzer Prize in 2007. Keep in mind, however, that their situation was a blessing in
disguise because being unable and/or unwilling to play “inside” the chord changes com-
bined with the extraordinary fertility of these players’ melodic imaginations to drive
innovations that were “outside.” Crucial to the present article is the fact that the above
discussion of how free jazz originated also reveals that none of these directions repre-
sented responses to civil rights struggles.

Jazz Creativity is Multi-Determined

Commentators failed to understand that most musicians make the music just for the
sake of making music. A telling example can be found by recounting an incident duting
which journalist Frank Kofsky was trying to graft his own political agenda onto the

“RCA LSP 2612, 1962. ‘

Ted Fox, In the Groove: The People Behind the Music. (New York: St. Martin’s

Press, 1986), 193.
*Bill Smith, “Paul Bley,” CODA (April 1979), 166,
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music of saxophonist Albert Ayler and began coaxing Ayler to endorse Black anger as
a root of Ayler’s music. Ayler replied, “Politics and music. They can be related in some
way, but music is music and politics is politics . . . . Musicians make music.”# Clarifica-
tion was further provided by 1960s avant-garde saxophonist Marion Brown, who said,
“When I play my music I'm not playing anything else at all. I'm not putting down
anything that you could express in words. I don’t play about religion, or the Universe, or
Love, or Hate, or Soul.”®

In addition to missing the fact that the originators of free jazz were not inspired by
politics, some journalists and historians have also overlooked the fact that some musi-
cians were exploring free jazz for purely aesthetic and technical reasons. For instance,
the most eminent free-jazz innovator, Ornette Coleman, reported that in' 1948 when
playing “Star Dust” with Red Connors, “That’s when I started investigating other pos-
sibilities of playing music without having any straight guidelines as far as changes or
chords are concerned.”” This recalls the remark of Coltrane quoted above, “T've got to
keep experimenting.” :

These writers’ problems might also stem from a larger tendency. Commentators
apparently have failed to appreciate that musicians have a host of different things in
mind when they make music. Forces behind any given jazz performance include per-
sonal, technical, and environmental factors, all impinging at the same time. For in-
stance, when asked to tell what they were thinking while improvising, Dizzy Gillespie
said, “I’m thinking about how to get the line to resolve through the turnaround.”*® Wayne
Shorter said, “I’'m thinking about how to play something I’ ve never played before.”*
Joe Henderson said, “I’'m trying to play off the drummer’s rhythms.”*

Emphasizing Dramatic Exceptions

Tendencies toward illusory correlations between politics and instrumental music
have increased because, in addressing the avant-garde jazz of the 1960s, writers and
videographers have given disproportionate attention to dramatic exceptions, such as
“Fables of Faubus” by Charles Mingus and “The Freedom Now Suite” by Max Roach.
The Ken Burns JAZZ series devoted the bulk of its television coverage of Roach and
Mingus to these selections despite the fact that neither piece typifies themes in the bulk
of either artist’s extensive output (less than 4% of Mingus’s 150 compositions, for in-
stance). This practice also occurred in the media’s linking John Coltrane to the civil
rights protest movement by their coverage of his “Alabama.” That piece became the
only part of Coltrane’s vast output that was included in Martin Williams’ jazz history and
recording compilation The Smithsonian Collection of Classic Jazz, and it became the

#“Prank Kofsky, “An Interview with Albert and Donald Ayler.” Jazz and Pop (September, 1968), 21,

Zquoted in Charles Fox’s liner notes for Marion Brown album Porto Novo, Arista-Freedom 1001, recorded
in 1967, released in 1975,

®A. B. Spellman, Four Jazz Lives (Ann Arbor, Michigan: U of Michigan Press, 2004), 93,
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