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Classical Music, Modal Jazz and the Making of 
Kind of Blue

This paper explores the influence of classical music on Kind of Blue, arguing that a dynamic 
or cyclical notion of influence is needed to account for the ways in which orally transmitted 
traditions that became fixed when used as a resource for modern classical composition were 
subsequently unfrozen by jazz musicians in being recycled as devices for improvisation. 
An investigation of classical pieces cited as influential around the making of the album 
is followed by a brief account of the way that Stravinsky’s music was received by leading 
American jazz musicians in the 1940s and 1950s. Miles Davis’s solos on the album are lastly 
considered as examples of the ways that a variety of techniques parallel to those explored 
by Franco-Russian composers were exploited in improvisation. It is concluded contrary to 
recent criticism that an expanded understanding of the term ‘modal’ may be meaningfully 
retained for the album.

To talk about Kind of Blue after its 50th anniversary year is to risk boredom. What more 
can be said about an album that has provoked more hagiographic commentary than any 
other in the history of jazz? To focus on modality, as I will do, is also to risk repetition. As 
Barry Kernfeld pointed out in his doctoral dissertation completed in 1981, the musicians 
might have been given scales to improvise over, but the results are not modal in a strict 
scalar sense, for what they did in practice was to play over chordal vamps; rather than 
speak of modal jazz, we should talk of Miles Davis’s ‘vamp style’.1 Here I want to approach 
the question from a different perspective, taking as my cue an oft-quoted statement made 
by Davis in an interview with Nat Hentoff in 1958:2

 
I think a movement in jazz is beginning away from the conventional string of chords, and a 
return to emphasis on melodic rather than harmonic variation. There will be fewer chords 
but infinite possibilities as to what to do with them. Classical composers—some of them—
have been writing this way for years, but jazz musicians seldom have.

What was this relation to classical music? What was being taken from it and how was it 
being understood? The issue is an intriguing instance in the creative reception of classical 
music by highly trained musicians working within another style. Looking in some detail 
at this reception will hopefully shed a sideways light on the making of ‘modal jazz’.
 As is well known, Bill Evans introduced Miles Davis to certain classical pieces around the 
time of Kind of Blue. To quote from Miles Davis’s Autobiography with Quincy Troupe:3

 
What he [Bill Evans] did do was turn me on to some classical composers, and they influ-
enced me .... And because we were into Ravel (especially his ‘[Piano] Concerto for the Left 
Hand and Orchestra’) and Rachmaninoff (‘Concerto No. 4’), all of that was up in there 
somewhere. 

1 Barry D. Kernfeld, ‘Adderley, Coltrane, and Davis at the Twilight of Bebop: The Search for Melodic Coherence 

(1958-59)’, Ph.D. Dissertation, Cornell University, 1981, 2 vols., vol. I, 155-174.

2 Nat Hentoff, ‘An afternoon with Miles Davis’, Jazz Review 1/2 (December 1958), 12.

3 Miles Davis with Quincy Troupe, Miles: The Autobiography, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989, 224.
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The classical pieces mentioned are those that had a wide appeal, partly because they openly 
drew on jazz idioms. Ravel said of his Piano Concerto for the Left Hand that it had ‘a 
good many jazz effects’;4 Rachmaninoff ’s Fourth Piano Concerto contains echoes of the 
orchestral jazz sounds that he sought out while writing the piece mainly in New York in 
the 1920s. Any notion of influence therefore has to allow for recognition of familiar, albeit 
transformed sounds within music that was both imaginatively distant and close at hand. 
So what in practice was taken from these pieces? It is easy to dismiss the claims as self-
promotion since there was undoubtedly symbolic capital to be gained by name-dropping, 
motivated by a desire to be taken seriously as an artist. It is also easy to claim that the 
classical influence was filtered primarily through Bill Evans: since both pieces mentioned 
are piano concertos, we might focus on the familiar question of the classical inspiration 
for his voicings.5 Yet Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand was known to other jazz 
musicians: Erik Albjerg has recently made the case that Gil Evans’s arrangement of ‘Moon 
Dreams’ draws on several features of Ravel’s Concerto.6 It was also far from unusual 
for jazz musicians to engage with and take over features of classical music, whether in 
big- or small-band arrangements.7 Ravel’s Pavane pour une infante défunte, for example, 
was reworked in Morton Gould’s Pavane of 1938, which was then arranged by Ahmad 
Jamal in a trio recording made in 1955.8 Coltrane subsequently quoted from both Ravel’s 
and Morton Gould’s pavanes in his own take on the ‘So What’ changes (‘Impressions’), 
seemingly deriving his knowledge of the Ravel from a 1939 popular song based on the 
quoted theme (‘The Lamp is Low’) and perhaps also a jazz arrangement of the whole 
that	he	played	in	a	quintet	in	1947-8.9 These and further examples discussed below point 
towards taking Miles Davis’s statement at face value. If we do, it is not long before we 
encounter familiar sounds in the pieces he mentions as influential. Ravel’s Piano Concerto 
for the Left Hand begins with a fourth chord (Example 1a).
 Ravel’s opening chord is similar to the so-called ‘So What’ chord played by Evans in 
response to the bass riff that opens the head of the opening track: both are made up of 
three perfect fourths from an E upwards. Ravel’s sonority is not topped with an upper 
third or B, although that tone is prominent in the pentatonic set played in the opening 
contrabassoon melody. Yet it is hard to claim the ‘So What’ chord as a quotation: Ravel’s 
fourth chord sounds very differently as a murky, almost imperceptible undercurrent 
low in the double basses and violoncellos, from which an introductory section growing 
in register, orchestration and textural layers over an E pedal leads to the opening piano 

4 Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi, ‘M. Ravel discusses his Own Work: The Boléro explained’, Daily Telegraph, 11 

July, 1931, 476-478.

5 Published observations on the classical models for Bill Evans’s voicings extend back as far as the mid 

1960s: see John Mehegan, Contemporary Jazz Piano Styles: Jazz Improvisation IV, New York: Watson-Guptill 

Publications, 1965, 16-17.

6 Erik Albjerg, ‘From Mellow-Textured Mood Music into Dissonance: Gil Evans’s 1948 Arrangement of Moon 

Dreams’, Tijdschrift voor Muziektheorie 5/1 (2000), 1-15.

7 On the use of Debussy, Ravel and Delius in swing bands of the 1930s and 1940s, see Walter van de Leur, ‘The 

“American Impressionists” and the “Birth of the Cool”’, Tijdschrift voor Muziektheorie 6/1 (2001), 18-26.

8 For a full discussion of the relation between Gould’s and Jamal’s versions, see Peter P. Bouffard, ‘Foundations 

for a New Mode of Expression in Modal Jazz’, D.M.A. thesis, New England Conservatory of Music (Boston, 

MA), 2004, 67-70. The recording made with his regular trio in 1955 was originally released on The Piano Scene 

of Ahmad Jamal (Epic LN 3631, 1959).

9 Lewis Porter, John Coltrane: His Life and Music, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998, 69 and 218.
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entry on A.10 The language of this opening section and the following piano entry is also 
familiar. The prominent horn melody sounds at one remove from its context, establishing 
a G centre and avoiding the note C within the overall C7 chord, thus sounding as a G 
‘gapped’ Dorian or Russian minor melody that returns through the piece.11 Other melodic 
fragments turning around scale sets almost all include the flattened seventh degree with 
relatively static sonorities emerging into tonal functions. At the entry of the piano, freely-
timed parallel melodic movement at the 5th and 4th above a tonally ambiguous pentatonic 
set on A (A-B-D-E-G) segues into a measured ostinato section built on ^

5-^
1 bass lines 

supporting harmonies derived from a single scale above as in the vamp figuration used 
for ‘Flamenco Sketches’ (Example 2b).
 There is also an anticipation of the five levels of modal scales/vamps employed in 
‘Flamenco Sketches’ in Ravel’s use of the  ^

5-^
1 figuration in the Piano Concerto for the 

Left Hand. Differing tonal centres for the figure coincide with a tempo markings in the 
opening piano entry; separate tonal centres or levels are articulated in the orchestral repeat 
starting at rehearsal figure 10 by five changes of key signature up to rehearsal figure 13. 
The opening of Ravel’s Concerto could therefore be said to provide a specific instance of a 
general musical language being explored on Kind of Blue. Beside the vamp figuration, the 
opening fourth chord recalls Bill Evans’s ‘So What’ chord played in the head in response to 
Chambers’s bass riff, while the horn melody brings to mind the two Dorian scales placed a 
semitone apart that make up the AABA structure of the same track. Expanding across the 
album, there is a commonality of language in the modally inflected melodies, suspended 
sonorities with loose tonal functions, extended pedals, parallel melodic movement, and 
fragmentary melodies made out of pentatonic and hexatonic scale sets with flattened 
sevenths. All of these devices feature in one way or another on Kind of Blue, but rather 

10 Peter Bouffard’s highly informative D.M.A. thesis includes a useful section on possible relations between 

Kind of Blue and Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand: Bouffard, op. cit., pp. 53-56. The points drawn 

out here and below differ from those made by Bouffard, but I share many of his concerns and agree with his 

overall claim that a broader definition of modality is needed to account for the music of Kind of Blue.

11 On the horn melody, see further Michael Russ, ‘Ravel and the orchestra’, in: Deborah Mawer (ed.) The 

Cambridge Companion to Ravel, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, 127-128. The scale known in 

the West as the Dorian was dubbed the ‘Russian minor’ by Mily Balakirev.

Div.

Double basses
div.

6 6 6 6 6 6

Violoncellos

Div.

etc.

Example 1a 
Ravel, Piano Concerto for the Left Hand, bb. 1-2.

Concerto Pour La Main Gauche. By Maurice Ravel. 
© G. Ricordi & Co (London) Ltd. All rights reserved.
International copyright secured. 
Used by permission of Music Sales Limited.

Example 1b
‘So What’ chord.
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than any direct quotation the relation between the two stands as a specific instance of a 
generalized stylistic allusion; in other words, Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand 
seems to have been a specific piece through which characteristics of a style were filtered. 
This is precisely how the claim is framed by Miles Davis: the musical language on the 
album was ‘influenced’ by Ravel, and ‘especially’ the Piano Concerto for the Left Hand, all 
of which was ‘up there somewhere’.
 It is worth adding that John Szwed’s biography relates that Bill Evans introduced Miles 
Davis to recordings of works by the same three composers mentioned in the Autobiography 
(Ravel, Rachmaninoff and Khachaturian), but names Ravel’s Piano Concerto in G and 
String Quartet.12 The former is widely known for its use of jazz idioms, more so than the 
Piano Concerto for the Left Hand, yet what apparently intrigued Davis was the use of 
modulation, for which the piece is notable in moving between relatively static harmonic 

12 John Szwed, So What: The Life of Miles Davis, New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002, 161.

8vb 8vb 8vb 8vb

etc.

Example 2a
Opening piano entry from Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand, bb. 37-40.

Concerto Pour La Main Gauche. By Maurice Ravel. 
© G. Ricordi & Co (London) Ltd. All rights reserved.
International copyright secured. Used by permission of Music Sales Limited.

Chambers
(sounding)

Evans etc.

Example 2b
Introductory vamp from the main take of ‘Flamenco Sketches’, fifth track on Kind of Blue.

© 1959 Jazz Horn Music Corporation, USA. Universal/MCA Music Limited.  
All rights in Germany administered by Universal/MCA Music Publishing GmbH.  
All rights reserved. International copyright secured. Used by permission of Music Sales 
Limited.

Note: The Ravel extract uses parallel chording of a Lydian melodic line over a D-A bourdon. The ‘Flamenco Sketches’ vamp 

establishes a more regular alternation of CM7 and G9sus, whose opening dominant-tonic feel is neutralised from bar 5 

onwards by Davis exploring a single scale over the top.
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levels a third and a step apart, especially in the first movement. The opening eight bars of 
Ravel’s String Quartet are even more suggestive in this context. Although the piece begins 
in F major, the melodic line over the parallel chords in the lower three parts repeatedly 
returns to d and outlines pitches of Dm7 in its rising arc before a switch in bar 5 to E b 7, a 
similar shift to that used in ‘So What’.13

 Rachmaninoff ’s Fourth Piano Concerto provides a more diffuse example of twentieth-
century classical music intersecting with popular idioms. Jazz-influenced sounds feature 
most prominently in the third movement, especially in the section first heard at rehearsal 
figure 44 imitating a marching band with walking, plucked lower strings, off-beat upper 
strings and tambourine, swinging piano triplets, and a solo trumpet playing an arching 
phrase. Closer to the language used on Kind of Blue, in the first movement highlighted scale 
fragments serve in certain passages as modal colourations, especially around cadential 
dominants.14 Further points of distant similarity include the parallel chording of the 
opening G minor melody (i.e. doubled at the octave with close voicings drawn from the 
G minor scale) and its use of adjacent points of harmonic rest over a weakly functional 
bass line. The second movement is notable for its unsettled feel, beginning with a half-
diminished chord and chromatic line referencing the opening of Wagner’s Prelude to 
Tristan und Isolde, before passing to a funereal two-bar segment that recurs through the 
movement based on the ambiguous scale C-D-E-F-G-A b -B b . The bi-focal sonority that 
results, resting on the dominant (C) but hinting at an F minor home sonority that never 
settles, recalls the distinctive open-ended minor strains of ‘So What’ and ‘Blue in Green’ in 
particular; or, as Miles Davis put it, ‘I had Bill playing on Kind of Blue in a minor mode’.15 
The overlap, seemingly at its strongest in the second movement, appears to be a matter 
of a shared overall mood with Rachmaninoff ’s Fourth Piano Concerto achieved through 
similar but not identical means, i.e. non-diatonic scales, modally inflected harmonies, 
and parallel chording.
 Khachaturian, who interested Miles Davis for ‘all those different scales he uses’, would 
appear to be even more of a generalized influence than Rachmaninoff.16 Bouffard has 
pointed to modal passages in the Concerto for Violin and Orchestra of 1940, but perhaps 
closer to hand were the popular Gayane Suites put together from the eponymous ballet by 
Khachaturian himself around the same time. Modal scales feature prominently in most 
movements, such as the use of D Aeolian for a pentatonic-based melody over a D drone in 
the ‘Lullaby’. In the B section of the same piece and in ‘Dance of the Girls’ exotic sounding 
melodies are conjured out of heavily inflected scales, resting on the fifth and drawing on 
flattened 9ths and 13ths, as well as an upper register minor third (or #9) as resources for 
melodic ornamentation. Yet the fact that no specific piece was mentioned by Miles Davis 
may ultimately be more significant, implying that Khachaturian’s importance lay in the 

13 For further discussion of ‘So What’, which moves between Dorian scales on D and E b , see the final section 

of this essay.

14 This is especially prominent between rehearsal figures 5 and 9, where various modes of the melodic minor 

(referred to in jazz theory as the jazz minor, i.e. a scale with a minor third but major 6th and 7th) rise 

above shifting mid-range harmony and relatively static bass lines. From the bar before rehearsal figure 6, 

a D altered scale (the 7th mode of E b  melodic minor) passes between woodwind and piano, initially as 

a bII-I shift above a D pedal. From the bar before rehearsal figure 7, the 5th mode of the melodic minor is 

played in the flute and then piano, initially as an A b  minor scale over a dominant pedal. Two bars before 

rehearsal figure 9, a scale starting on C, whose pitches are most simply described in this context as B b m7 or 

B b  Aeolian, is highlighted in the cor anglais as a heavily inflected preparation for the subsequent arrival at  

F major.

15 Davis with Troupe, The Autobiography, 224.

16 ‘I’ve been listening to Khachaturian carefully for six months now and the thing that intrigues me are all those 

different scales he uses … they’re different from the usual Western scales.’, interview with Hentoff, op. cit., 12.
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model he provided for combining non-diatonic melodic scales or scale fragments with 
richly tonal, if not traditionally functional, harmonies.
 The relations sketched to this point could all be discussed under a broad notion of 
influence, extending from imitation of techniques used in specific pieces through to 
inspiration derived from a general approach. More than one layer of influence is at times 
embodied in the same idea: the vamp used for ‘Flamenco Sketches’, for example, had an 
immediate history as an ostinato previously used by Evans for ‘Peace Piece’, itself derived 
from an introductory idea extended from the opening two chords of Bernstein’s ‘Some 
Other Time’.17 A similar vamp is used in a series of classical piano works. The use of a 
similar figuration in Chopin’s Berceuse in D b 	(op.	57)	and	Satie’s	Gymnopédie No. 1 has 
been noted by others;18 the opening of ‘Reflets dans l’eau’ from the first book of Debussy’s 
Images might also be added to the mix, especially since its alternation between the 
sonorities of A b 9sus and DbM7 is closer to the vamp used on ‘Flamenco Sketches’. Devices 
that evoke a range of references may also be traced in the introduction to ‘So What’, whose 
language is in general reminiscent of Ravel’s in its use of parallel triads over a pedal and 
an ambiguous tonality shifting between chords based on roots a flattened second or 
tone below local tonics. At the same time, the widely-spaced leaps and answering chords 
superimposed as upper structures recall the opening of Copland’s Fanfare for the Common 
Man of 1942 and his Appalachian Spring of 1944.19

 The reading of traits of European classical music, especially impressionism, through 
an American lens raises all sorts of questions about how classical music was being heard at 
the time by jazz musicians, and how it might subsequently be heard by classical musicians 
as the obscurely sensed familiar within another genre.20 Even so, the spectre of paternalism 
lurks over all attempts at what amounts to influence spotting, and in this case the risk 
lies in reinforcing the hoary notion that jazz is derivative since it works at second hand 
with musical devices originally ‘discovered’ by classical composers. Influence spotting 
also tends to get stuck in generalities about harmonic and compositional features, whose 
complexity within classical music, especially when compared to the minimalism of Kind 
of Blue, leads to a mismatch; most importantly, what is left out is any account of unfolding 
relations, including the fluidity of improvisation. At this point, a more dynamic notion of 
relation or ‘influence’ is needed.
 
Stepping back for a moment from individual examples, what is happening on Kind of Blue may 
be described in broad terms as an aligning of jazz forms and ways of working with a distant, 
but recognisably familiar sound world and aesthetic. The means for doing that is imitation 
of not just a handful of pieces but a style as transmitted through a set of texts. Furthermore, 
modal melodies subjected to ongoing variation, parallel chording and ostinati were themselves 
not unique properties of composers working in the Franco-Russian axis but sounds proper to 
other musical traditions, including centrally folk music. In other words, there appears to have 

17 See Peter Pettinger, Bill Evans: How My Heart Sings, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988, 68-69.

18 Pettinger, ibid. and Bouffard, Foundations, 51.

19 The trumpet fanfare in Fanfare for the Common Man juxtaposes B b  and E b  major triads. The opening bars of 

Appalachian Spring superimpose A and E major triads, resulting in a sonority that may also be described as 

Amajor9. The opening of ‘So What’ explores structures built on the upper bass note: i) A-E-G #  bass, leading 

to A b  then D b  chords in the piano; ii) A-E-A bass, leading to the upper notes of the ‘So What’ chord in the 

piano; iii) A-E-G bass, leading to piano chords that reverse the direction of the previous bar.

20 There is the potential here for a wider study of the interest in classical music by post-WWII jazz musicians 

within frameworks being developed in post-colonial studies of hearing. Erlmann’s observation that the 

‘number of accounts detailing how the West’s sounds are cast back on it is still shockingly small,’ seems 

particularly prescient in this context: Veit Erlmann, ‘Introduction’, in: Erlmann (ed.), Hearing Cultures: Essays 

on Sound, Listening and Modernity, Oxford: Berg, 2004, 4. 
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been a cyclicity at work, with sounds undergoing a life-cycle from orally transmitted traditions 
through to their fixing in works by classical composers and their subsequent ‘unfreezing’ again 
at the hands of jazz musicians. Jazz musicians’ engagement with Stravinsky’s music around 
the middle of the century provides a way into exploring how such cyclical relations might 
have operated.21

 There is no shortage of accounts of the elite circle of jazz musicians in New York 
in the 1940s and 50s listening to and studying Stravinsky’s music, specifically the early 
ballets, The Rite of Spring, Firebird and Petrushka. Miles Davis recounts that he studied 
scores of Stravinsky, along with Berg and Prokofiev, in the library when he first arrived 
in New York in 1944; Coltrane listened to the Firebird Suite and The Rite of Spring in the 
Philadelphia library because he had heard that Parker was carrying around miniature 
scores of Stravinsky.22 As for Parker, Mingus provides an illuminating anecdote:23

 
Bird called me on the phone one day and said: ‘How does this sound?’ and he was playing – 
ad-libbing – to the ‘Berceuse’, or ‘Lullaby’, section of Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite!

What Parker may have heard in the Berceuse section is a familiar AABA form, whose 
A section is based around a single chord, a groove/ostinato in the strings, and a bluesy 
playing with flattened sixths, sevenths, ninths in the solo melodies; and whose B section 
relaxes into a lush series of dominants coloured by a glitzy full string section with harp. 
Understood in this way, we might surmise that Parker heard Stravinsky through his own 
lens and then creatively put the music to his own ends. A harmonic reduction of the 
‘Berceuse’ illustrates possibilities for fitting the ‘Lullaby’ into a modified AABA chord 
sequence: 

A: E b m x 2 (introduction) + E b m x 6
A: E b m x 6 + 2 (transition): E b m-A b 9 | D b m
B: F #7 x 2 | G9 | C # 7, A/C #  | D7 x 2 | B b 7 x 2
A: E b m x 12

The A-section is almost entirely static, an approach commonly used in playing Rhythm 
Changes by bands and soloists in the Kansas tradition, as captured in the now often-cited 
recording of ‘Lester Leaps in’ on 5 September 1939 by the Count Basie Kansas City Seven. 
The closing ii-V-i cadence onto bVIIm is more unusual, but would have caused Parker 
few problems and serves to prepare the G b 7/F # 7 at the opening of the B section. The B 
section	itself	can	be	heard	as	an	interrupted	series	of	dominant	7ths	falling	through	an	
augmented triad or centres a third apart (F # 7, D7, B b 7), ending on the dominant of the 
A section.24 Accordingly, the B section fulfils a similar function of lifting into a series of 
dominant	7ths	to	the	more	common	cycle	of	fifths	progression	within	AABA	forms,	but	
Stravinsky does this through an ingenuous harmonic pattern that itself reinterprets a 
repeating four-bar melodic fragment beginning from a g # ’’ in the 1st violins.

21 While anecdotes about Stravinsky’s interest in jazz are often cited, there has been little previous attempt to 

explore musical relations in any detail. For a few initial observations, see Mervyn Cooke, ‘Jazz among the 

Classics, and the Case of Duke Ellington’, in: Cooke and David Horn (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Jazz, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002, 160-161. 

22 See, respectively, Davis with Troupe, The Autobiography, 51 and Porter, John Coltrane, 63.

23 Quoted in: Brian Priestley, Mingus: A Critical Biography, London: Quartet Books, 1982, 48, from liner notes to 

Charles Mingus, Let My Children Hear Music, 1971, Columbia: KC 31039.

24 I am grateful to Clemens Kemme for this suggestion, which is a significant improvement on my first 

reading.
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Returning to Kind of Blue and specifically ‘So What’, it is of course possible to trace an 
interest in Dorian scales in classical music back beyond the allusive horn melody in Ravel’s 
Piano Concerto for the Left Hand. Van den Toorn and Taruskin have shown in different 
ways how the language of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring is founded on combinations 
of symmetrical tetrachords (0 2 3 5, or T-S-T) often placed a semitone apart.25 One of 
the results is a sound world familiar from the Dorian scale, itself made up of two such 
tetrachords placed a tone apart, i.e. D-E-F-G and A-B-C-D. A white to black note shift, 
juxtaposing D Dorian with either D b  or E b  Dorian sonorities, is played out both vertically 
and horizontally through the first section of the The Rite. Most memorably, the opening 
phrases of the bassoon melody trace a ‘white note’ melody focusing on a descending D-A 
tetrachord (T-S-T), which is juxtaposed at its second hearing with a similarly structured 
rising tetrachord from C # /D b  (rehearsal figure 2). As the tableaux progress, the opening 
melody with its D-Dorian colouring is later heard a semitone lower (fig. 12), and through 
the opening scenes Dorian scale fragments on E b  (fig. 28) and D (fig. 31) complete for 
primacy.
 Considering these adjacent Dorian tetrachords alongside the famous bi-tonal Rite 
chord, the opening tableaux of The Rite of the Spring may be described as a playing out 
of sonorities placed a semitone apart. Melody or melodic fragments become a means 
of charting a path through these static planes, establishing short-term and local tonics 
through the shaping of an individual line.26 In making these observations, the point is 
not so much that jazz musicians set out to imitate The Rite of Spring, but that what was 
recognized in the language of classical modernism, especially as distilled by Stravinsky, 
was an already familiar sound. To appreciate how a playing out of an overall sonority 
through melodic or fragmentary melodic variation was being explored in improvisation, 
I will consider in summary form only Miles Davis’s solos on the album, offering readings 
as beginning points for future work in this area.
 
Davis employs a variety of approaches to what he himself called ‘melodic variation’. On 
designs that were the least familiar, the apparently last minute and idiosyncractic ‘Blue in 
Green’ and ‘Flamenco Sketches’, he employs forms of ornamentation. In both cases, what 
we hear is a form of melodic variation but without an explicitly stated theme. Over the 
ten-bar form of ‘Blue in Green’ (Example 3, see DJMT website), Davis varies tone colour 
and timing while sketching the same melodic outline on each of his four times through 
the changes.27 His approach on ‘Flamenco Sketches’ (Example 4, see DJMT website) is to 
explore similar sonorities each time round, including on the alternate take. Davis rests on 
the same set of pitches within falling melodic arcs in each of the first three layers, whose 
selection of notes may be reduced to minor pentatonics from within the given scales.28 

25 ‘[T]he vocabulary of The Rite consists in large part of 0-2 whole step reiterations, (0 2 3 5) tetrachords, major 

and minor triads, dominant-seventh chords, and 0-11 or major seventh vertical interval spans’, Pieter C. van 

den Toorn, Stravinsky and ‘The Rite of Spring’: The Beginnings of a Musical Language, Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 141. See also Richard Taruskin, Stravinsky and the Russian Traditions: A Biography of the Works 

through Mavra, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996, vol. I, 939-950. 

26 On ways of navigating through static pitch fields in a number of different twentieth-century works with 

particular reference to Stravinsky’s techniques and the implications of modality, see David Schulenberg, 

‘Modes, Prolongations and Analysis’, Journal of Musicology 4 (1985-6), 322-329.

27 The transcriptions of Davis’s solos from the album are adapted from Rob DuBoff, Mark Vinci, Mark Davis 

and Josh Davis (transcr., with an introduction by Bill Kirchner), Miles Davis: Kind of Blue, Milwaukee: Hal 

Leonard Corporation, 2001.

28 In particular, Davis plays pitches from an E minor pentatonic resting on e’’ and g’ in the first level (C Ionian), 

from a B b  minor pentatonic resting on a b ’’ and b b ’ in level two (A b  Mixolydian, or E b  Dorian on Adderley’s 

chart), and from G minor pentatonic with an added 9th at level three (B b  Ionian).
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At the fourth level, Davis explores tetrachords within a D Phrygian scale, exploiting the 
expressive potential of the flattened second in upper and lower segments of the scale. 
Davis tends to rest on the pitch c in the fifth level, which is unusual given that it is the 
fourth of the parent scale, G Dorian; however, the pitch serves to bring some melodic 
closure to the cycle, which sets out from an anchored C Ionian. In all, Davis’s selection 
of specific sonorities from the scales that constitute the five levels is precisely in line with 
Evans’s instruction written on Adderley’s manuscript version, i.e. ‘Play in [the] sound of 
these scales’.29

 On ‘Freddie Freeloader’, a Blues in B b  (Example 5, see DJMT website), Davis builds 
a solo out of familiar blues elements, but the hue is made distinctly pastel through 
the introduction of points of tension and release using modal melodic means. Davis 
repeatedly rests on the flattened seventh degree of the chord scale at key points of emphasis 
throughout all six times round the basic blues progression (or all three choruses of twice 
twelve bars, which alternately finish on bVII and I); the colour of the flattened seventh 
degree	 in	 the	solo	melody	at	bars	3,	5,	7	and	11	complements	 the	harmonic	shift	 to	a	
dominant seventh on bVII at the end of the blues progression. The unusual switch to bVII 
at bar 11 also brings out Davis’s arsenal for constructing longer lines, including 3rd chains 
on the first and fourth choruses and a counter-sonority (a D b /A b  axis against E b 7	and	
A b 7)	on	the	fifth	time	round.
 In ‘All Blues’ (Example 6, see DJMT website), Davis’s approach varies depending 
on which part of the progression he is in. The opening I7 provokes a heavily tonicized 
approach, his melodic line returning to G, while outlining B and D on either side. At 
the substitution of IV by Im7, he turns to third chains that create a counter-sonority 
to the previous triadic G focus, responding to the chordal substitution with increased 
melodic tension. Over the shifting V and bVI altered chords, he tends to remain fairly 
static exploring a E b -F-G b  axis, which is reduced to an D/E b  alternation the last time 
round; in this, Davis distantly echoes Flamenco practice in playing a single sonority 
over chords a flattened second apart. Finally at the return to I he frequently rests on the 
flattened seventh degree (F natural), which serves as a springboard back into the head, 
echoing the use of the bVII chord as a turnaround in ‘Freddie Freeloader’. Davis therefore 
establishes a melodic identity specific to each segment of the chord progression, playing 
variations around his chosen way through.
 Finally, the famously well-paced solo on ‘So What’ establishes more of a melodic arc 
across various choruses than heard on other tracks. The means of melodic variation are 
much more dynamic, arising from a gradual expansion of an opening, simple figure 
grounded in a D minor pentatonic. Within the first chorus, phrases build-up in register 
and length into the B section, before breaking up in the final A section, which shifts its 
centre of gravity to a’.30 The narrative pacing of the whole is not solely down to Davis: 
he leaves space for Evans’s comping as part of his own solo, as in the ‘So What’ chordal 
interjections after his two opening phrases, after which Evans gradually expands into 
more advanced parallel chording. Chambers’s forward-leaning bass line walking around 
Dm7 and Ebm7 in units that return to the tonic in varied patterns also plays into Davis’s 
melodic phrasing: in the opening 8 bars Chambers follows Davis in dividing into 3+5 
bars, playing 2- and 4-bar descending lines followed each time by a single rising bar onto 
the tonic. Alongside this unfolding of ideas, Davis’s solo is also a playing out of, or better 

29 For Adderley’s manuscript as blown-up from a session photograph, see Ashley Kahn, Kind of Blue: The Making 

of The Miles Davis Masterpiece, New York: Da Capo Press, 2000, 132.

30 In Example 7 – Davis’s first chorus and opening of the second on ‘So What’ (see DJMT website 

<TvMv2011n01a06f07>), the process is visualised by aligning similar material down the page, the opening 

dotted rhythm and emphatic repetition marked by upper and lower brackets respectively, and the ascending 

highest notes in each phrase picked out in boxes.
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in his case a ‘playing within’, the Dm13 or Ebm13 sonorities. Excursions into the upper 
registers, while on occasion repeating the lower triadic focus, typically rest on upper 
structures	(7,	9,	11,	13),	most	especially	through	extensions	in	the	second	chorus.
 
I conclude less with a synthesis than a gathering of themes. My first claim is that the 
‘modality’ of Kind of Blue is not simply a matter of scales or vamps, but as in Franco-
Russian classical modernism a broad field encompassing what has been termed in relation 
to Debussy ‘melodic tonality’.31 In part, this boils down to certain technical resources such 
as the use of modal scales and associated harmonic procedures (the bVII turn, the bII 
shift), but it also has implications for treating melody and melodic fragments as the basis 
for spinning out ongoing variation within relatively static fields. I have concentrated here 
on the way that Bill Evans and Miles Davis elaborated new structures for improvisation 
using this ‘melodic tonality’ and how Miles Davis explored a range of different approaches 
to melodic variation within them, including decoration of a line (‘Blue in Green’), playing 
off chosen sonorities within scales (‘Flamenco Sketches’), extemporising around fixed 
points of orientation (‘Freddie Freeloader’ and ‘All Blues’) and an ongoing transformation 
of melodic fragments (‘So What’). 
 The implications of modal jazz are by no means restricted to these features; indeed, a 
key aspect of the style is its malleability. Bill Evans, for example, with reference to ‘All Blues’, 
praised Davis’s ability to ‘generate a complete and positive reference off of which you can 
play and still relate to something that is unique’.32 Cannonball Adderley and Coltrane 
referred to Miles Davis’s solo style at this time as one of ‘implied reference’, by which they 
meant playing one note and having it relate to several chords at the same time.33 In both 
cases, what is being alluded to is a certain openness that resists fixed meaning and allows 
a bringing in of multiple references, including from different styles. 
 There are also many other dimensions to a more broadly conceived modality that 
deserve further attention, such as the way that playing within relatively static fields 
focuses attention on distinctive ways of playing. Some of the most memorable features 
of Kind of Blue are, after all, matters of instrumental timbre, such as Davis’s harmon-
muted entry on ‘Blue in Green’, Chambers’s resonant tone and bowing at the end of the 
same track, Cobbs’s auratic cymbals, most notably at the beginning of Davis’s solo on 
‘So What’, Evans’s sparkling touch on the studio Steinway, and Coltrane’s soulful tone. 
All of this would in turn not have been possible without the overall cleanness of the 
sound captured by Fred Plaut’s placing of microphones after classical chamber practice, 
capturing the full details of live instrumental playing yet with an ear to a sympathetically 
resonant acoustic.34

 My second claim is that the reception of classical modernisms among elite improvisers 
provides an instance of cyclicity based on recognition of the strangely familiar within the 
other. The layering of folk idioms, high classical modernism (Stravinsky), more popular 
forms of modernism (Ravel, Rachmaninoff), American classical modernism (Copland) and 
re-working of elements at the hand of jazz musicians provides a rich field of reference, while 
serving more as a backcloth or poetic resource than as a set of cultural tokens exploited for 
explicit meanings. The key point is that the language of classical modernity was recognised, 
reclaimed, reworked and in the process transformed from a received object into something 
deployed to new ends, i.e. an environmental re-cycling of sound.

31 Rudolf Reti, Tonality, Atonality, Pantonality: A Study of Some Trends in Twentieth Century Music, New York: 

MacMillan, 1958, 19-32.

32 Interview with Phil Schapp at WKCR FM in 1979. I am grateful to Peter Bouffard for providing an audio file.

33 Cannonball Adderley to Ira Gitler, quoted in Ashley Kahn, Kind of Blue: The Making of the Miles Davis 

Masterpiece, New York: Da Capo Press, 2000, 74.

34 See, further, Kahn, Kind of Blue, 76-77 and 101.
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Music Examples at www.djmt.nl

Example 3  Davis’s choruses on ‘Blue in Green’.
Example 4  Davis’s choruses on the first three levels of ‘Flamenco Sketches’.
Example 5  Davis’s choruses on ‘Freddie Freeloader’.
Example 6  Davis’s choruses on ‘All Blues’.
Example 7  Davis’s first chorus and opening of the second on ‘So What’.
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