
miles davis so what analysis
miles davis so what analysis offers an in-depth exploration of one of the most iconic jazz
compositions of the 20th century. This article examines the musical structure, historical
context, and innovative elements of "So What," a track from Miles Davis’s landmark album
*Kind of Blue*. The piece is celebrated for its modal jazz style, which broke new ground in
improvisation and harmony. Analyzing "So What" reveals how Miles Davis and his
ensemble utilized scales, rhythm, and form to create a timeless sound that influenced
generations of musicians. This detailed breakdown will cover the song’s background, its
unique modal framework, instrumentation, and the improvisational techniques employed
by the performers. Additionally, the article highlights the cultural impact and legacy of "So
What" in the jazz genre and beyond. The following sections will guide readers through a
comprehensive miles davis so what analysis.

Historical Context and Background

Musical Structure and Modal Jazz

Instrumentation and Arrangement

Improvisation Techniques and Solo Analysis

Legacy and Influence

Historical Context and Background
"So What" was recorded in 1959 and featured on Miles Davis’s album *Kind of Blue*, an
album widely regarded as a masterpiece in jazz history. The track epitomizes the shift
from bebop to modal jazz, marking a significant evolution in jazz music. During this
period, Davis sought to move away from complex chord progressions toward a more
simplified harmonic approach that emphasized scales and modes. The recording session
featured a sextet of legendary musicians, including John Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley,
Bill Evans, Paul Chambers, and Jimmy Cobb. This ensemble's collaboration under Davis’s
leadership produced a fresh sound that was innovative and accessible.

Context within the Jazz Era
The late 1950s jazz scene was dominated by bebop, characterized by intricate chord
changes and rapid tempos. Miles Davis’s approach with "So What" rejected this complexity
in favor of modal jazz, which allowed for greater improvisational freedom and exploration
of tonal colors. This represented a major stylistic shift and was influential in shaping the
future of jazz music.



Recording Session Details
The recording of "So What" took place on March 2, 1959, at Columbia Records’ 30th
Street Studio in New York City. Producer Teo Macero played a crucial role in capturing
the intimate and spontaneous performances. The musicians were given minimal written
material, encouraging an organic and collective creative process.

Musical Structure and Modal Jazz
"So What" is a quintessential example of modal jazz, characterized by its reliance on
modes rather than traditional chord changes. The piece is structured around the D Dorian
mode and its relative E♭ Dorian mode, creating a modal interchange that defines the
harmonic landscape of the song. The simplicity of the harmonic framework allows the
soloists to explore melodic ideas with greater freedom and expressiveness.

Form and Harmonic Framework
The song follows a 32-bar AABA form, where the “A” sections are based on the D Dorian
mode and the “B” section shifts to the E♭ Dorian mode. This modal shift creates a subtle
yet effective contrast, maintaining listener interest without the need for complex chord
progressions. The iconic call-and-response bass line and piano introduction set the modal
tonality immediately.

Modal Jazz Characteristics
Modal jazz focuses on scales (modes) as the basis for improvisation rather than chord
changes. "So What" exemplifies this by using:

Static harmonies that emphasize one mode at a time

Minimal chord changes to encourage melodic exploration

Extended improvisations over modal centers

Use of Dorian mode, lending a minor yet bright tonality

Instrumentation and Arrangement
The instrumentation of "So What" reflects a classic small jazz ensemble featuring trumpet,
tenor and alto saxophones, piano, bass, and drums. Each instrument contributes distinct
textures and roles within the modal framework, enhancing the piece’s overall sound and
dynamics.



Role of the Trumpet and Saxophones
Miles Davis’s trumpet leads the theme with a clear, understated tone that sets the mood.
John Coltrane’s tenor saxophone and Cannonball Adderley’s alto saxophone provide
contrasting solo voices, each bringing their unique improvisational style. The interplay
between the horns creates dynamic conversations that are central to the track’s appeal.

Rhythm Section Contributions
The rhythm section, consisting of Bill Evans on piano, Paul Chambers on bass, and Jimmy
Cobb on drums, grounds the modal framework with a subtle yet propulsive groove. The
bass introduces the famous "So What" motif, while the piano uses sparse chord voicings
that complement the modal harmony. The drums maintain a steady, swinging rhythm that
supports the soloists without overpowering them.

Improvisation Techniques and Solo Analysis
Improvisation in "So What" is a key element that showcases the modal jazz approach. The
soloists exploit the freedom granted by the modal structure to develop melodic ideas that
are both innovative and expressive. The solos demonstrate a balance between melodic
invention and thematic coherence.

Miles Davis’s Trumpet Solo
Davis’s solo is notable for its economy of notes and lyrical phrasing. He uses space
effectively, allowing phrases to breathe and emphasizing tone and subtle inflections. His
approach serves as a model for modal improvisation, focusing on mood and color rather
than technical virtuosity.

John Coltrane and Cannonball Adderley Solos
Coltrane’s solo features rapid, cascading lines that explore the upper registers of the tenor
saxophone, employing the Dorian mode’s characteristic intervals. In contrast, Adderley’s
alto saxophone solo is more rhythmically driven and blues-inflected, providing a
complementary texture. Both solos adhere to the modal framework while exhibiting
distinct personal styles.

Improvisation Techniques Used

Use of modal scales to guide melodic development

Motivic development and thematic variation



Use of space and rhythmic phrasing

Dynamic control and expressive tone production

Legacy and Influence
"So What" has had a lasting impact on jazz and popular music, serving as a paradigm for
modal jazz and improvisation. Its innovative use of modes and its accessible yet
sophisticated style have made it a staple in jazz education and performance. The track’s
influence extends beyond jazz into rock, fusion, and contemporary genres, inspiring
countless musicians.

Impact on Jazz Improvisation
The modal approach demonstrated in "So What" redefined improvisational practices by
prioritizing scale-based freedom over chord changes. This shift influenced generations of
jazz musicians, encouraging exploration of new harmonic and melodic possibilities.

Recognition and Cultural Significance
As part of *Kind of Blue*, "So What" contributed to the album’s status as one of the best-
selling and most critically acclaimed jazz recordings. The track continues to be studied
and performed worldwide, symbolizing innovation and artistic excellence in jazz.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Miles Davis's 'So What' in
jazz history?
Miles Davis's 'So What' is significant because it is one of the defining tracks of the modal
jazz movement, showcasing a shift away from complex chord changes to a focus on scales
and modes for improvisation, which influenced countless jazz musicians.

How does the structure of 'So What' contribute to its
uniqueness?
The structure of 'So What' is based on a 32-bar AABA form, but unlike traditional bebop
tunes, it uses only two modes (D Dorian and E♭ Dorian), allowing soloists more freedom
and creating a spacious, open sound that emphasizes mood over harmonic complexity.



What role does the bass line play in 'So What'?
The bass line in 'So What,' played by Paul Chambers, is iconic for its simple, repeating
two-note motif that establishes the Dorian mode and sets a rhythmic and harmonic
foundation, contributing to the tune's hypnotic and relaxed feel.

How does Miles Davis's trumpet style in 'So What'
reflect modal jazz principles?
Miles Davis's trumpet playing in 'So What' exemplifies modal jazz by focusing on melodic
development within the Dorian mode, using space and subtle phrasing rather than fast,
complex runs, which creates a cool, introspective sound.

What is the importance of the call-and-response theme
in 'So What'?
The call-and-response theme between the bass and horns in 'So What' creates a
conversational dynamic that is central to the piece's energy and interaction, highlighting
the modal framework and setting the stage for improvisation.

How did 'So What' influence future jazz compositions
and improvisation?
'So What' influenced future jazz by demonstrating how modes could replace chord
changes as the basis for improvisation, encouraging musicians to explore new harmonic
possibilities and focus on melodic invention and tonal color.

What are some key elements to focus on when analyzing
'So What'?
When analyzing 'So What,' focus on its modal harmony (D Dorian and E♭ Dorian), the
minimalist bass line, the call-and-response motif, the improvisational approach
emphasizing melody over chord changes, and the overall spacious and relaxed feel that
defines modal jazz.

Additional Resources
1. "Miles Davis: So What - The Anatomy of a Jazz Masterpiece"
This book offers an in-depth analysis of Miles Davis's iconic track "So What" from the
album *Kind of Blue*. It explores the composition's modal jazz structure, the innovative
use of scales, and the improvisational techniques employed by Davis and his band.
Through musical notation and commentary, readers gain insight into what makes "So
What" a timeless jazz classic.

2. "Kind of Blue: The Making of Miles Davis's Masterpiece"
Delving into the recording sessions of *Kind of Blue*, this book provides historical context
and detailed commentary on each track, including "So What." It highlights the



collaborative dynamic between Davis and his legendary sextet, emphasizing the album's
groundbreaking approach to modal jazz. The narrative combines interviews, session notes,
and analytical perspectives.

3. "Modal Jazz and Miles Davis: Exploring So What"
Focused specifically on modal jazz, this book uses "So What" as a case study to explain the
shift from traditional chord progressions to modal frameworks. It breaks down the song's
structure, scales, and improvisational methods, making it accessible to both musicians and
jazz enthusiasts. The text also discusses the influence of modal jazz on subsequent
generations.

4. "Improvisation Techniques in Miles Davis's So What"
This book examines the improvisational styles displayed in "So What," offering
transcriptions and annotations of solos by Davis, John Coltrane, and Cannonball Adderley.
It provides practical advice for jazz musicians looking to incorporate modal improvisation
into their own playing. Emphasis is placed on the interaction between melody, rhythm,
and harmony.

5. "The Legacy of So What: Miles Davis and the Evolution of Jazz"
Exploring the broader impact of "So What," this volume traces how the track influenced
jazz music and culture. It discusses the piece’s historical significance, its role in defining
modal jazz, and how it shaped the careers of the musicians involved. The book combines
musicology with cultural analysis to paint a full picture of its legacy.

6. "Miles Davis and the Birth of Modal Jazz: A So What Perspective"
This text provides a comprehensive look at the emergence of modal jazz with "So What"
serving as the focal point. It includes musical analysis, historical background, and
theoretical insights. Readers learn about Davis's vision and how this track marked a
departure from bebop conventions towards new musical possibilities.

7. "So What: A Musician’s Guide to Understanding Miles Davis"
Designed for musicians and students, this guide dissects "So What" from a practical
standpoint. It includes exercises, scale studies, and soloing tips inspired by the tune’s
structure. The book encourages readers to apply the concepts directly to their own jazz
practice and improvisation.

8. "Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue: Unlocking the Secrets of So What"
This analytical work delves into the harmonic and rhythmic elements that define "So
What." It explains the modal approach and how it contrasts with traditional jazz harmony.
The author also explores the emotional and expressive qualities that contribute to the
piece’s enduring popularity.

9. "So What and Beyond: The Musical Innovations of Miles Davis"
Focusing on innovation, this book places "So What" within the context of Miles Davis’s
broader career and musical experimentation. It highlights how the track exemplifies
Davis’s forward-thinking approach and sets the stage for future jazz developments. The
discussion includes both technical analysis and historical interpretation.
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