




by Keith Goodwin 

T
HE outburst of p11blic ac,;laim which greeted Miles Davis' appearances at the Newport 

Jazz Festival in July, 1955. came as no real surprise. After all. the large-scale failure 
on the part of 1he general ja7.7, publio to appr�ciate Miles' mmy and varied talents had 

to be reme!:died sooner or later. and il just so happened that they (the public) picked on Ncwi;orl 
to voice their change of opinion. But al least one person was surprised-the trumpeter h,mself. 
"'What's aJI the fuss?" he askec. as the applause subsided. "I always play like that." He 
was right. of course, for even during the early ·fifties, which were lean years for Miles in temis of 
popularity. his playing had maintained a consistently high standard. The claim, advanced by 
many people in later years. that the Festival concerts heralded the start of a Miles Davis comeback. 
was therefore not a particularly sensible deduction. since Miles had never really been away. But 
on the other hand. there's no doubting lhe fact that the Newport .trair did have far-reaching 
effects oo Miles· future career. Renewed interest in his work had a nimulllting effect on the 
trumpeter. and his playing improved immeasurably in the years that followed. Critics. who had 
for so long been looking for a leader io replace the late Charlie Parker, began pointing their 
fingers at Miles. and 1he public indicated their entbusia1m for his playing by keeping up an 
insatiable demand !or his recordings on both sides of lhe Allantic. The net result i s  that today 
Miles finds himself in the enviable position of having sc�led the twin peaks of artistic and 
commercial achievement. 

Throughout his career. Miles has made oo attempt to cash in on trends and styles that have 
proved popular with the public-if he had, the periods of apparent neglect for his work little 
less lhan a decade ago might well be absent from his biography. Despite se1backs. t.e has 
religiovsly stuck to a style of playing which he believes to be right. and has flatly refused to be 
influenced by anything which might constitute a short cut to success and the big money. Miles 
bas always set out to play as well as he can. and through perseverance and dedication has today 
emerged as the possessor of a singular. original and highly influential style. But his present 
stature in jazz and his universal popularily hasn't allov.ed Miles to become over-confident or 
lackadaisical about his v.orL He continues 10 set his ta1gets high and is still-and always was 
-hypercritical about his pl2ying. With a non-commit1al shrug or 1he shoulders he will e-asually
dismiss muc�, of his work. but at the same time he is prepared to recognise the little that. in his
opinion, is good. ·· If you play good for eighl bars. it's enough. For yoursclf. And I don't
tell anybody." he .ays.

Unlike s:, many trumpet soloists toda), Miles can Jay just claim 10 a totally individual style. 
The inAuences are there (we sball dea I with these later). but they are not alway, readily apparent, 
and it's true to say that the Davis sound cannot easily be confused with. any other crumpet SOLnd 
on record today. �ever a loud or flowery soloht. Miles produces a '¥arm. rounded sound from 
his instrument. and concerns himself ralher more with the crea:ive a!pect of impro,isation 1han 
with exhibitions of tcchn,cal brilliance. During the fomiative days of his career, bis playfng was 
sorely limi1cd by a lack of technique. On some of his early records he appeared unable to e�press 
himself adequately. and his intonation WI!$ also extremely suspect. However. such days are now 
past. His command of his instrument has improved. his delivery has bo::ome much more duent. 
and he bas developed a full. rich tone. especially in the !ewer register. The lyrical el()(luence o[ 
his bahad improvisations is most striking, and an earlier tendency 10 destroy the mood of a solo. 
n01ably a ballad solo. through erratic execution has now disappeared from his work. At all times 
Miles displays a tremendoLS fta.ir for melodic invention, and even on up-tempo numbers his 
handling of phrases retains an attractive elegance. The attack u, his playing is ofte.n hidden by 
the nostalgic, wistful characteristic of his tone. and also by the [ace that he rarely strays outside 
the middle register, although his range. like his technique. ha� greatly improved in recent years. 


































