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To make this performance a pleasant experience for the artists and other members
of the audience, PLEASE switch off your alarm watches, MOBILE PHONES and
PAGERS. Eafing and drinking, unauthorised photography and audio or video
recording are forbidden in the auditorium. Thank you for your co-operation.
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Ornette Coleman
In Search of
Expression

by Charles Martin

A number of musicians have made their name
breaking through the boundaries that define
the music we call jozz. One musician, Ornette
Coleman, seems to have been born outside those
boundaries to begin with. In the half century that
Coleman has performed and recorded, he has
not once stepped onto a beaten path, or for that
matter, any inhabited jazz territory.

Born in 1930 in Fort Worth, Texas, Coleman
taught himself to sight-read music at 14 and
played in rhythm and blues bands in his early
years. He soon fell in love with bebop, the
demanding modern jazz style that attracted
young, ambitious musicians everywhere, and
he attempted to incorporate some of the new
sounds into his R & B playing. No recorded
evidence of those gigs exists, but one has to
wonder how Coleman'’s ever-searching mind
would have approached material that we usually
associate with Clarence ‘Gatemouth’ Brown and
Zuzu Bollin. Judging by the reception he got in
Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where a group of men
beat him up and smashed his saxophone, he
and the listening public were not yet ready for
one another.

In 1952 Coleman moved to Los Angeles to play
bebop. Ever the studious autodidact, Coleman
devoured texts on harmony while supporting
himself as an elevator operator — sometimes
doing both things simultaneously. By then in
LA, as elsewhere, Charlie Parker’s influence
was dominant on the jazz scene, so Coleman
learned to reproduce Parker’s melodic lines. “I
could play and sound like Charlie Parker note-
for-note,” he is quoted as saying, “but | was
only playing it from method. So | tried to figure
out where to go from there.”

In the 1950s few of Coleman'’s fellow musicians
warmed to his dissonant and seemingly chaotic
performances. On more than one occasion he







was kicked off bandstands, most notably by
Dexter Gordon. Coleman was able, nevertheless,
to assemble a coterie of adventurous musicians
who would remain his colleagues and co-
innovators: trumpeter Don Cherry, bassist
Charlie Haden and drummer Billy Higgins.

Unable to make a living as a performer, Coleman
attempted to sell some of his compositions to
Contemporary Records, which was perhaps
the most urbane and forward-looking of the
West Coast jazz labels. The recording artists,
however, found Coleman’s tunes too hard to
play, so the composer was given the chance to
record them himself. The result was his 1958
recording Something Else!lll The Music of
Ornette Coleman.

Atlantic Records signed him soon after that;
finally his music was reaching a wide audience.
The result was a controversy that would last
for years. Coleman’s recordings, especially his
well-known 1959 album The Shape of Jazz to
Come, split the jazz world neatly in two. Some
reviewers called Coleman a charlatan, an out-
of-tune faker. Others dubbed him a messiah,
the man who would renew jazz in the manner
that Charlie Parker and Louis Armstrong did
before him. No one remained indifferent to
the enigmatic Texan. Miles Davis and Charles
Mingus dismissed him, and the influential jazz
producer/impresario John Hammond considered

Coleman and Free-jazz

him a bore. However, the Modern Jazz Quartet's
pianist John Lewis gave Coleman credit for the
first genuine innovations in jazz since Parker
and Gillespie.

Coleman’s career path did not follow that
of Charlie Parker, whose pioneering style
eventually became an entire language in which
a generation of musicians would communicate
with each other and the world. Coleman’s
departures were too challenging for that. Despite
what some have written, almost 50 years on it
is still very easy to see what all the commotion
was about. His early albums still sound jarring
and new. Neither has five decades dulled the
spontaneity or intimacy of the improvisation on
those recordings.

Coleman remained a maverick through the
years, experimenting with different sounds and
textures, though never in response to what was
trendy at the time. Whilst his fame and notoriety
grew steadily through the 1970s, his status as
musical rebel endeared him to underground
performers of other stripes. He shared the stage
with The Grateful Dead, and contributed to
works by Lou Reed and Yoko Ono. In recent
years he has worked with dancers, rappers and
poets.

The 1980s brought recognition from wider
audiences and establishments. The Fort Worth

Ornette Coleman’s 1960 album Free Jazz provided the name and much of the inspiration for a brand
new movement in jazz. Although artists such as Eric Dolphy, Cecil Taylor, Albert Ayler, Archie Shepp, Bill
Dixon, Charles Mingus, Sun Ra and some of the later works of John Coltrane contributed to the birth and
subsequent development of Free-jazz, it was Coleman'’s pioneering, radical vision that spearheaded the
new form and gave it direction.

Though each musician had his own style, the defining feature of Free-jazz was a dissatisfaction with the
expressive limitations of bebop, hard bop and modal jazz. Free-jazz musicians were those that broke down or
extended the form of jazz as it was then played, often by abandoning the standard jazz conventions of fixed
chord changes and fixed tempos. Free-jazz musicians were often referred to as playing ‘outside’ or ‘out’ of
the conventions of jazz, a phrase that inspired many album titles during that period — Outward Bound, Out
There, Out to Lunch (all by Eric Dolphy); Out Front by Jaki Byard; and Destination Out by Jackie Mclean.

Free-jazz lives on today, not only through the work of Coleman who continues to compose and record with
fervour, but through the innovations of many great musicians who continue to extend its form. Among these
are Ken Vandermark, William Parker, John Zorn, Paal Nilssen-Love and George Lewis. In Europe the style
became known as ‘Jazz improvisation’ and continues to develop through the work of Derek Bailey, Peter
Brétzmann and Evan Parker.



Symphony commissioned Coleman fo write a
new version of his Skies of America symphony
as well as a chamber piece. A 1985 film,
Ornette: Made in America, documented the
commission. Coleman also collaborated with
jazz-rock guitarist Pat Metheny in the mid-
1980s. In 1988 Coleman recorded Virgin
Beauty with the Grateful Dead guitarist Jerry
Garcia. These alliances brought Coleman's
once-esoteric music fo wide audiences.

In 1997 New York’s Lincoln Center for the
Performing Arts held a gala four-night event to
celebrate all aspects of Coleman’s music. Entitled
the Civilization Project, it featured Kurt Masur
and the New York Philharmonic performing with
Prime Time, and also a reunion of the original
trio with Charlie Haden and Billy Higgins. The
controversy was over; and Ornette Coleman
had taken his place among the country’s most
honoured musical artists.

In recent years Ornette Coleman has gained
long-belated recognition. He has been a
recipient of the MacArthur Foundation Genius
Award, the New York State Governor Arts
Award, the American Music Centre Letter
of Distinction, and a number of honorary
degrees.

In 2006 after a ten-year hiatus from the studio,
Coleman recorded Sound Grammar, which
employed his son Denardo on drums as well as
two bassists. The ensemble played the sonorities
of Coleman'’s alto, violin and trumpet against the
plucked and bowed textures of the two basses.
Sound Grammar won the Pulitzer Prize for music

in 2007.

Coleman’s 2008 Festival performances feature
compositions from Sound Grammar, with three
bassists, not two, an arrangement which is
certain to produce some original and arresting
sound qualities. These performances becoming
yet another stopover on Ornette Coleman’s
lifetime search for an expression that is
unpredictable, personal and new.

For 12 years Charles Martin presented The Sound
of Surprise on RTHK Radio 3.

The full version of this article previously appeared in

FestMag 2007

Coleman and Composition

Over the five decades of Coleman'’s career he has
led a wide variety of musical formations including
duos, symphony orchestras, electric bands and
acoustic ensembles. In all this time, and across all
these forms, his basic musical concept has remained
remarkably consistent. Coleman’s fundamental
interest lies in writing and performing music that
allows each player to give free reign to his or
her imagination and ideas. His musical system,
which he named ‘harmolodics’ and now prefers
to call ‘sound grammar’ is an exercise in applied
democracy. All voices are given equal weight and
all musicians are free fo make deeply individual
contributions to the whole, while listening closely
to one another; at once giving and taking space
for their respective creativity. Coleman explains
further: “Sound grammar is to music what letters
are fo language. Music is a language of sounds
that transforms all human languages.”

Continuing to explore composition, Coleman
used a Guggenheim Foundation grant to write
his symphony Skies of America, which debuted
at the Newport Jazz Festival on July 4 1972. The
following year Coleman went with writer and
clarinettist Robert Palmer, and a small crew, to
work with the Master Musicians of Joujouka in
their mountain village in Marocco. The blend of
music and spirituality with daily existence was a
powerful inspiration for Coleman who returned to
New York and devised his next, radical move — the
electrification of his music. What emerged was
Prime Time — a funky, two-guitar band, all sinewy
grooves and jump-happy melodies.

These days Coleman continues to search, study
and learn, as well as compose new music for every
concert he gives. He once explained: “When | get
a job to perform | write a whole new programme
of music so that we don't perform something | have
played before, and that my musicians have not. |
want them to be affected the same way I'm being
affected. | only do that for the sake of equality, not
because | want o be a great composer.”
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Denardo Coleman is the son of Ornette Coleman and was only 10 years old when he first played with
his father on his album The Empty Foxhole. Well respected as an avant-garde jazz drummer, Denardo
also works as a producer, and has produced several of his father’s albums including In All Languages
and Virgin Beauty.
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Tony Folongo Acoustic Bass
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Tony Falanga received his musical education at the Manhattan School of Music and The Juilliard School,
where he was awarded the prestigious Lewine Foundation Scholarship. Later he studied at the Berklee
College of Music, earning a degree in Jazz Performance. Described as a musician of ‘extraordinary
excellence’ he works as a soloist, chamber musician and jazz bassist.

gooooog 00000
Al McDowell Electric Bass
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Al MacDowell has collaborated with Ornette Coleman for more than 25 years. He adheres to the Stanley
Clarke/Jaco Pastorius bass method, playing his instrument like a lead guitar rather than a rhythm instrument.
MacDowell has performed with Who Da Funk and Public Enemy and produced for many notable artists
including Luther Vandross and Grace Jones.
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Charnette Moffett Acoustic Bass
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Charnette Moffett is descibed as having ‘virtuosic mastery’ of the acoustic bass, piccolo bass, fretless
electric bass and bass guitar. He studied at The Juilliard School and was invited to play with the Wynton
Marsalis’ quintet when he was just 16. Moffett has made numerous recordings and collaborated with
artists such as Tony Williams, David Sanborn and Diane Reeves.
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