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Adderley to Zorn: An Introduction to Jazz’s Many Forms





My friends call me a music elitist, I like to think of myself more as a music lover.  It is true that I demand a lot from my music, and this is one reason I love jazz so much.  Many poor ignorant souls don’t realize the genius and beauty of jazz.  They, instead, reduce it to “sleepy” lounge or elevator music.  Some will acknowledge the occasional big band or swing hit like Tommy Dorsey’s “Opus One,” but for the most part jazz is not given much respect among my peers.  I think part of the problem is that lots of people don’t know much about how wide-ranging and influential jazz really is.  To reduce it only to swing or lounge music is laughable because jazz is probably the most diverse substantial and  musical genre known.  For this reason explaining and categorizing jazz as a whole is a weighty and complicated task.  However, a brief introduction to jazz’s many forms and personalities is obtainable and would serve beneficial to many who have yet to experience the power of jazz.


Like the earth, the Roman empire, and any other genre of music, jazz was not created in a day.  Rather, jazz owes much to blues and African tribal music.  Blues and jazz are both seen as the only wholly American genres of music and the basis of almost everything that came afterwards.  But jazz, unlike blues, is not limited at all by form, melodies, chords; only by the imagination.  New Orleans jazz is generally agreed to be the starting point for jazz around the turn of the century.  Starting with marching bands and moving into clubs like the notorious Cotton Club and then onto the mainstream and expanding in musical form and expression.  Jazz certainly has come a long way since the early 1900s and has changed quite a bit along the way.


New Orleans jazz “is a direct descendant of marching brass bands” and as such was meant to be fairly rigid, but also very danceable.�  New Orleans jazz uses a basic beat and harmony, is very melodic and is rather simple in form, but it is these features that make New Orleans jazz easier to compose and dance to.  With New Orleans jazz the emphasis lies more on the ensemble, that is the band as a whole, rather than solos and improvisations.  As you will see, later jazz replaces this structure and strict form with more freedom.  The strictness of this style of jazz also meant more structure in relation to each instruments roles.  For example, at this time the drums were almost entirely used to keep a steady rhythm and rarely did the music set aside time for the now, ubiquitous drum solo.  The same applied for the bass which would rarely have much of a role outside keeping the rhythm of the piece.  Although the music, in form was simple, it’s implications for later forms was not.  Indeed, New Orleans jazz set the base for future jazz musicians to build on.  Louis Armstrong, often cited as the most influential jazz musician ever, was one such musician who built on New Orleans jazz.


Louis Armstrong, like any great innovator, built upon his art form.  The 30s ushered in a new form of jazz - swing or big band.  Like New Orleans jazz, swing is mostly a dance music and as such retains much of the structure that New Orleans jazz has.  Swing is “generally filled with repetitious riffs” as a mostly dance style of music would imply, but the primary difference lies in the more complicated solos used as fill-ins.�  Still a 


happy form of jazz, swing is just more free from the strictness that constricted New Orleans jazz artistically.  Armstrong was a primary reason New Orleans jazz eventually moved onto swing’s utilization of complicated solos and Duke Ellington was the reason swing and big band thrived well into the 40s.�  Another example of an artist breaking free from the strict constructions was Gene Krupa (drums) who revolutionized how drums would be played for years to come and was just one example of how individuals were gaining more notoriety because of the new style’s emphasis on solos.�  However, jazz had not seen the end of its creativeness quite yet.


In the mid-40s thanks to the extremely popular Bird (Charlie Parker) and Diz (Dizzy Gillespie) tandem jazz saw a new era of freedom and expression.  The so-called bebop or bop style of jazz had picked up popularity.  Like its predecessors, bebop kept its rhythm section fairly contained and restricted, but unlike swing or New Orleans jazz bebop fully took advantage of improvisation and solos.  The difference within these solos is that rather than being based upon the melody of the piece, in bebop the solo is more based on chordal elements within the piece.�  As a result the works became more artistic, in their expression and freedom of range, and technical, in their range of notes and difficulty.  Both Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie were responsible for this sort of revolution in jazz.  Although swing was different from New Orleans jazz, bebop was vastly revolutionary in its idea that freedom and improvisation was the future.  With the revolution came the proliferation of the saxophone as a predominant instrument and thus ushered in another great - John Coltrane.


‘Trane, as he is often called, was the most predominate and influential figure of his time, but like Armstrong he did not earn this distinction by playing only the style of the time, rather he was an innovator.  Coltrane fed off the bebop revolution created by Bird and Dizzy and added even more freedom.  The new style was dubbed hard bop and is considered the mainstream jazz today, but at the time it was as much of a revolution as bop was.  Hard bop, as its name suggests, had more of an edge than bebop.  Solos were now for all instruments, including the bass and drums.  The music did not lack melody or form, though; in fact the melodies became more basic and the solos more free form.  Hard bop saw its height around 1960 with Coltrane’s Giant Steps, and aptly named LP which defined jazz at the time.  However, Coltrane, and jazz, did not stop there.


After shedding the strictness of the rhythm section it seemed all barriers had been felled.  But, following the lead of Ornette Coleman, Coltrane helped create what some purists shun - free or avant-garde jazz.  Avant-garde has “some pre-planned structure,” but is for the most part a jam session with members of the band playing solos, sometimes on top of each other.  Free jazz differs from avant-garde in that it has NO plan or structure.  At most the first few seconds are planned just to get started, but other than that it’s the individuals either complementing each other, dueling, etc.  Coleman’s Free Jazz is the most popular example of free jazz; in just 35 minutes of playing Coleman had produced the seminal free jazz album, totaling 35 minutes - no rehearsal, no planning, no rules.  For many who think of rehearsals as an integral part of any band it might be hard to understand free jazz.  For this reason free jazz is looked down upon by many jazz traditionalists.  However within free jazz is the very beauty of jazz - complete lack of rules, total expression.


The most recent advance in jazz also has not received much praise from purists.  Fusion is the latest really ground-breaking form of jazz.  Miles Davis, who collaborated with Coltrane on several occasions ranging from hard-bop to avant-garde records is seen as the most successful of the fusion jazz artists.  Fusion combines elements of a rock beat and rock rhythms with jazz instruments and improvisation.  Although it’s the most controversial of the jazz forms it’s also, along with free jazz, the most experimental and interesting.  Also like free jazz, fusion has only rarely reached the lay audience, only Herbie Hancock’s track Rockit has received much attention from people other than jazz connoisseurs.  Miles Davis’ Bitches Brew is the most gleaming example of the possibilities fusion presents and has received much praise for it groundbreaking vision, but this is sadly the furthest fusion has gone in terms of popular music.


If you’re like me you enjoy jazz if not only because of the range it offers.  From the simple dancibility of swing and big band to the rockish fusion and the altogether scattered and extremely complex free jazz one would be hard-pressed to find a genre of music that can both complement your candlelit dinner and your dance party. 


� All Music Guide 3rd ed. Stephen Thomas Erlewine, et al., 1997. p. 1144.


� Ibid.


� Duke Ellington was the most influential band leader in jazz ever composing over 1000 compositions in his long and heralded career. (Discovery Channel, 1999)


� As an interesting side note: Gene Krupa, like his contemporary Buddy Rich, was often put in the front of his bands, a place usually reserved for the trumpet or singer and least likely to be occupied by a
