
Music is strange. Why does it change so 

frequently? Is it because my life is always 

changing? My life could never be an open 

book, so there are many secrets in my life. 

People don’t understand mode, Dorian 

mode, Phrygian mode, electronics, etc., 

just like they don’t understand us. But it’s 

ok, since they don’t understand my music, 

they get surprised. Isn’t it great that you can 

experience surprise through music?

—Miles Davis (as told to Kiyoshi Koyama for 

the shelved liner notes to Agharta, 1975)
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3

Beginnings

I don’t play rock. I play black.1

—Miles Davis, 1969

Running the Voodoo Down

Between 1969 and 1975, Miles Davis went through the most productive 
period of his career. In no other seven-year span had he produced as many 
studio and live recordings. This was yet another period marked by the 
intense experimentation and innovation that was already a hallmark of 
his then thirty-year career. He was on a mission. The high-water mark of 
this expedition happened during three summer days in August of ’69: the 
double album Bitches Brew. The backdrop: New York City in the late 1960s, 
Woodstock wrapping up two hours north the morning before, a group of 
some of the greatest musicians, and a whole lot of baggage.

Bitches Brew is a reflection of and response to what was happening at the 
time in Davis’s life and everyone else’s. It is a social commentary on Afri-
can American culture during a very turbulent time in America, delivered by 
one of the most prominent voices in jazz. Between the civil rights move-
ment, race riots, black militant movements, changes in the African Ameri-
can artistic culture, and weighty personal matters, Davis had much to draw 
and reflect upon. His previous work never had to contend with the kind 
of disillusionment, anger, and fear that dominated the late-sixties social 
landscape. Davis’s record certainly has a sense of hostility and change. “This 
music came at the end of the 1960s . . . after all the chaos,” wrote Davis biog-
rapher Quincy Troupe. “Bitches Brew summed up an era that was going out, 
with something new on the verge of coming in.”2 This summation is neither 
mass-audience friendly nor a small-niche production. This commercially 
hyped and heavily produced album delivered social commentary on a grand 
scale by a consummate artist who explored the complexities of the issues of 
the times in a profound manner.
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Tuesday, August 19, 1969, could have been any other morning for 
Miles. Making recordings was nothing new to him, for he had been doing 
it frequently for the past twenty-five years. He had been an established 
celebrity for a long time. But the atmosphere around him was changing 
rapidly. Record companies were looking to cash in on the youth culture 
entranced with rock and roll. “There were four-hundred thousand people 
at the concert [Woodstock],” wrote Davis. “That many people at a con-
cert makes everybody go crazy, and especially people who make records.”3

While rock was white hot, jazz was dying. For the first time, the cool Miles 
was feeling the pressure. His label was scrambling to capitalize on the 
new wave and was in an all-out war with Warner Brothers trying to sign 
new acts and promote the ones they had to young concertgoers. Mean-
while, Davis’s sales were crashing and his concerts took place in half-filled 
clubs—not Woodstock. Somehow, he had lost the public’s ear. “So this 
was the climate with Columbia and me just before I went into the studio 
to record Bitches Brew.”4

Dark Magus

Miles Dewey Davis III was born on May 26, 1926, in Alton, Illinois, and 
moved to East St. Louis the following year. His father, a dentist, provided 
his son with an affluent upbringing. The family even owned a large farm 
in Arkansas where young Miles rode horses. Upon graduating high school 
in 1944, he moved to New York City to study music at Juilliard and carve 
a niche for himself. However, entranced with the fast, thriving bebop club 
scene, Davis soon dropped out of school in pursuit of a career on stage. 
Although Juilliard was a top music conservatory, Davis became bored and 
felt the program was too “white” and could never give him the education he 
could find on the streets. “Shit, I could learn more in one session at Min-
ton’s [Playhouse] than it would take me two years to learn at Juilliard.”5 He 
obsessively followed his hero Charlie Parker in hopes of playing with him 
and making the scene.
 Gigging fanatically, Miles eventually made a name for himself and 
began cutting his own records. In the late forties he befriended com-
poser/arranger Gil Evans and began work on the album Birth of the Cool, 
which became a cornerstone of the cool jazz movement. During the 1950s, 
Davis signed with Prestige, followed by Columbia Records, beginning a 
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thirty-year relationship with the label. He would continue projects with 
Evans, construct his first legendary quintet featuring John Coltrane, and 
release records that spearheaded the modal jazz movement (most notably 
Milestones and Kind of Blue).
 Davis’s success on the road and in the studio (his efforts with Evans 
sold exceptionally well, and Kind of Blue would eventually become the best-
selling jazz album of all time) led to a fertile period as the 1960s rolled in. 
Experimenting with different groups and projects, he eventually formed a 
second quintet that is still a benchmark for small jazz groups to this day. 
The union lasted around four years (1964–68) and featured young jazz faces 
Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and Tony Williams (who was 
still a teenager upon arrival). By this point, Davis began leaning toward a 
band sound. The music needed to be organic, spontaneous, free, and collab-
orative. This sixties quintet would devise little sketches as a launching pad 
and let the music unfold in the moment. The results were anarchic, chaotic, 
bewildering, transcendent.

Miles could never be considered a satisfied man. His restlessness 
and foresight created the innovations in his life. Nothing was ever good 
enough, and when he found something inspiring it left his life quicker 
than it took to be found. There was also a sense of smugness in him that 
allowed what was to happen after all his past accolades. In the late six-
ties R&B, soul, and the Motown Sound were all over the airwaves, but 
it was rock music that truly reached its zenith. The sound once putter-
ing around in juke joints, gin mills, and the dinky Sun Studios spread like 
wildfire. It went beyond top record sales, concerts, and massive festivals; 
it defined the sixties temperament. What made rock so appealing? Well, it 
had the edge. Rock is dissonant, dangerous, impure. After fifty years, we 
have forgotten the vulgarity of distorting a signal to get that rock guitar 
sound. But it was also its exoticism. Rock music is black music just as it 
was in Elvis Presley’s day. The beats, the lyricism, the blues phrasing and 
forms all came from African American culture, be it West Africa, the plan-
tation, the honky tonks, or the jazz clubs. Some of the biggest rock bands 
of the sixties—the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Jimi Hendrix Experi-
ence, Cream, Led Zeppelin, and so on—not only copped their sound from 
the old bluesmen, but covered (and sometimes even plagiarized) their 
repertoire. Whether it got the recognition it deserved in its day or not, 
black America dominated popular culture. Well, Davis made sure it got the 
recognition.
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Electric Ladyland

Davis was just as restless with his women as he was with his music. In 1968 
he met and married Betty Mabry, a young (twenty-three to his forty-two) 
model, musician, and socialite. It was the second of three Davis marriages 
(all ending in divorce) and it was a whirlwind, lasting less than a year. The 
ink was yet to dry on his divorce papers with Frances Taylor when Miles and 
Betty got married (divorced in February, married in September).

Betty was wired into the New York club/art/fashion/music/decadence 
scene, befriending all the glitterati of the late sixties. It was easy to see why 
Miles was attracted to her. She was young, fast, gorgeous, and had an obvi-
ous charisma. “She was indomitable,” noted Carlos Santana. “You couldn’t 
tame Betty Davis.”6 Betty’s charms worked on Miles, for she seemed to 
call all the shots. She took him to all the clubs, turning Miles on to all the 
exciting new musicians. He started taking care of himself, quit smoking, 
ate right, and got hard-core with boxing. As on any other day, Miles would 
scuttle off to Gleason’s gym to spar and exercise after each Brew session. 
Betty was hard to keep up with and certainly high maintenance.
 Davis even started dressing in the latest sixties fashions. Gone were 
the days of the stiff, old Brooks Brothers suits. It all started at a little bou-
tique with no name on East 9th in New York’s East Village, three blocks 
up from the Fillmore East. The shop was opened a few months before the 
Bitches Brew sessions by a pair of Moroccan ladies, Colette Mimram and 
Stella Douglas, who imported exotic ethnic garb that would become the 
staple of late-sixties/early-seventies rock star fashion. The place was the 
local hangout for the rich, the chic, and all the local rockers from down 
the street including Hendrix, Johnny Winter, Gregg Allman, and Santana. 
Betty, being on top of anything glamorous, befriended the two owners and 
introduced Miles to New York’s roaring late-sixties fashion scene. Miles was 
one of their first customers, buying a Luna Felix amber-beaded necklace.7

Douglas introduced Miles and Betty to Hendrix, who happened to be dating 
Mimram at the time. “Jimi looked over and saw Miles, and they looked up 
in surprise, as if to say, ‘Oh, you?’ They started teasing each other.”8 Miles 
was hooked.
 At the clubs, Miles experienced the power of electrified rock—high 
power, high volume, unadulterated. He met some of Betty’s rocker friends 
and got close with Hendrix and Sly Stone. In the end, however, Betty was 
a bit too brash and immature for Miles’s tastes and could no longer be 
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trusted—he accused her of stealing his money and sleeping with Hendrix.9

That was that.
 Despite the turbulence in their relationship, Betty was a major factor in 
Davis’s next musical phase. His exposure to these new artists had a one-
eighty effect on him. Acoustic was out and electric was in, for the rest of his 
life. As he had with Parker in the forties, he would chase Hendrix, Stone, 
and James Brown. It was pop music, yes, but why was it popular? Well, it 
was good. It was fresh, strong, unyielding, and somewhat familiar; it was 
black music.
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1. Climate

It was honest. It was honest.1

—Bob Dylan

Great art reflects the times in which it is created. In the twentieth century 
artists were faced with extremes in violence and progress. Wars, weapons 
of mass destruction, dictatorships, the civil rights movement, and break-
throughs in technology shaped a social landscape that led to a massive 
response from Picasso, Eliot, Stravinsky, as well as modern-day romantics 
like Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Otis Redding, Sly Stone, and countless oth-
ers. Formality and consonance gave way to innovation, self-expression, 
emotion, raw energy, and at times an abstract modernity where artists con-
vey images that no longer represent the visual world. Often, what seems 
radical at first appears definitive when gazed from a distance.

The King

I can’t overemphasize how shocking he looked and seemed to me that night.2

—Roy Orbison on tour with Elvis Presley, 1955

Elvis Presley was a southern boy, born and raised in the Bible Belt during 
the mid-twentieth century. He was a quiet kid who came from a small, poor 
family. Most accounts of his early life describe him as “average”—decent 
grades, a bit of a loner, unpopular, occasionally troublesome. He enjoyed 
singing, but no one pegged him to go very far with it. His eighth-grade 
music teacher gave him a C. Still, inspired, he began cutting his first records 
at Sam Phillips’s Sun Records Studios in Memphis while still a teenager. 
Like Presley, Phillips was a fan of many African American musical styles, 
most particularly the blues, but he knew the difficulties of popularizing 
this music in the segregated South. “If I could find a white man who had 
the Negro sound and the Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.” Then 
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came Elvis. According to Phillips, at the end of a session recording sulky bal-
lads, Presley picked up a guitar and started wailing “That’s All Right,” an old 
Arthur Crudup blues number, making Phillips scramble frantically to get it 
on tape.3 The rest is history.
 At first, many great artists appear to go against the world they live in. 
When Presley first gained his success, he appeared to be everything that his 
culture was not. The Eisenhower fifties was a conservative era. There was 
Perry Como, the nuclear family, TV dinners, long poodle skirts, and segre-
gated buses. Elvis came in playing black music, swimming in sexuality. He 
was the voice of the repressed fifties teenager. He was the voice of youth for 
every generation after him.
 What makes a voice for a generation? In the fifties Presley’s voice con-
jured up rebellion against a conservatively constructed world. He was the 
perfect purveyor for the message. He had the simple, quiet good looks, and 
an insecure demeanor underneath all the energy, glam, danger, and lust. 
“I’d never seen anything quite like him, he just had it. I had never heard 
of Elvis Presley when I went out there,”4 said Jimmie Rodgers Snow when 
touring with the King in the fifties. Behind the innocent farm-boy imagery, 
Presley had a voice and stage presence that was ferocious. It was like noth-
ing else.
 Musically, he was no revelation. Black musicians were essentially doing 
the same thing as Presley. After all, most of his repertoire was lifted from 
old blues and R&B singers. “The colored folks been singing and playing it 
just like I’m doin’ now, man, for years more than I know. They played it like 
that in the shanties and their juke joints, and nobody paid it no mind ’til 
I goosed it up,”5 said Presley. The R&B records of other performers Phillips 
was cutting were also geared to young audiences, but those musicians did 
not have the magnetism of Elvis . . . and they were black.

Judas

Bob Dylan was a hero of the early-sixties folk movement—a scene unscathed 
by pop music and rock and roll. It was the Antarctica of the music world. 
Rock and roll was greasers, teenyboppers, drunken dancers, and hooligans.6

Folk artists were the purists, the protesters. They were there as a voice 
against everything wrong in the world—the consumerism, commercialism, 
deficits in human rights, the extremes in violence.
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Brought up in a Midwestern, Jewish, middle-class community, Dylan 
spent his youth listening to country, blues, and fifties rockers like Elvis, 
but eventually, he turned to folk. Although folk music lacked the certain 
emotions and force found with the rock and rollers, folk musicians were 
storytellers whose energy was in their lyricism. “The thing about rock and 
roll was for me anyway it wasn’t enough,” said Dylan. Folk music tackled 
the tired, the weary, the poor; it had the ability to reach down, find faith, 
and overcome adversity.7 With a guitar on his side, he made his way to New 
York in search of an audience for his voice. What he found was a culture so 
absorbed in itself, it made him sick. “I knew I wasn’t going to stay there. I 
knew it wasn’t my thing. Many times I spoiled it. Many times I went against 
it. Anytime they tried to think I was like them. I knew I wasn’t like them.”8

In 1965 Dylan dropped his acoustic guitar and released “Like a Rolling 
Stone” and other electric songs with great success. His album Highway 61 
Revisited went gold and “Like a Rolling Stone” topped the charts. Dylan hit 
the road performing half acoustic and half electric sets, and the reception 
was startling. Younger listeners were into it, but older fans were cooled 
by this electric Dylan. His appearance at the Newport Folk Festival was a 
low-water mark on his American tour where he was greeted by incessant 
booing throughout his whole set. To the Newport faithful, Dylan’s rock 
antics erased the sincerity so embedded in his artistry. Already tired of this 
self-absorbed, self-righteous scene, Dylan made it clear he was not going 
to bow down to them. And how pure were their souls anyway? “Lightnin’ 
Hopkins had made electric records for twelve years, but he didn’t bring his 
electric band from Texas,” said Dylan guitarist Mike Bloomfield. “No sir, he 
came out at Newport like they had just taken him out of the fields, like the 
tar baby.”9

Things got worse when the band hit Europe in 1966. Dylan was met with 
a hail of boos and jeers throughout the electric sets in France. It eventually 
got the best of him. Between songs, Dylan lashed out “Don’t worry, I’m just 
as eager to finish and leave as you are” to the Olympia audience. “I’m doing 
this for you. I couldn’t care less. I wouldn’t behave like this if I came to see 
you,” was hollered back to a feisty Paris crowd. The most infamous stop was 
Free Trade Hall in Manchester, England. As the electric set started, hun-
dreds of concertgoers began walking out. Those who stayed began a barrage 
of heckling and booing. The loud cry of “Judas” toward the end of the set 
was the clincher. “I don’t believe you. You’re a liar,” shot back Dylan. He 
then instructed his band to “play it fucking loud” and hurtled into “Like a 
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Rolling Stone.” It was almost mocking—loud, snarling, condescending. He 
carried the youthful arrogance of rock and roll. He was pissed off.

Manchester was the last stop on the European tour as Dylan headed back 
to the States to finish the American leg. Two months later, Dylan allegedly 
suffered a motorcycle crash, forcing the cancellation of the remaining dates. 
Despite a speedy recovery, he would not tour again for another eight years.

“Like a Rolling Stone” describes a world filled with disillusionment, loss, 
and hostility. The tune seems eerily autobiographical. Like the song’s sub-
ject, Dylan himself must leave behind a world that is no longer his. Dylan’s 
alienation sums up a counterculture plagued with social upheaval, leaving 
everyone “with no direction home.”

What’s Going On? There’s a Riot Goin’ On

While Dylan was finding his own voice and making a stand against folk 
purity, racial tensions in America peaked while Americans tried to under-
stand why thousands of young adults were being slaughtered in Vietnam. 
Malcolm X was assassinated, then Martin Luther King, leading to rioting 
across the country. More troops to Vietnam. Things were a mess; by the end 
of the sixties the hippie dream was dying.
 Born Sylvester Stewart in 1943, Sly Stone grew up in a deeply religious 
family in the northern San Francisco Bay town of Vallejo. His Christian par-
ents encouraged music, enabling Sly to learn a multitude of instruments. By 
the late sixties, Haight-Ashbury became the hippie epicenter, home to the 
idealism, Santana, Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead, the drugs. Stone 
got his start at a local radio station playing soul and modern rock. Running 
around the Bay Area, he gathered a crew that would become Sly and the 
Family Stone, a soul-funk-rock band that would help define his generation.
 By the mid-sixties, black musicians directly developed a voice in Amer-
ica’s popular culture and got some of the recognition they deserved. Art-
ists such as Brown, Otis Redding, Sam Cooke, Wilson Pickett, and Aretha 
Franklin paved the way for young Sly to permeate his infectious grooves 
through America. In 1967 Redding was one of the star attractions at the 
Monterey Pop Festival. Two summers later, Stone was a sensation at Wood-
stock (with Hendrix, of course, dominating both shows). He was quick to 
recognize his popularity and newfound sense of entitlement. The month 
before Woodstock, Stone was asked to close the Newport Jazz Festival, 
which turned out to be a total disaster. Performing “I Want to Take You 
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Higher,” Stone ignored cues that he was over time and kept screeching 
“Higher! Higher!” turning the crowd (who were now rushing the stage and 
spilling into the box seats and photography pit) into a frenzy. “Pandemo-
nium was like a drug to Sly Stone,” wrote Newport founder George Wein. 
“Instead of calming his fans, he was enticing them.” Nobody told Stone 
what to do. Shortly after Newport, Wein approached the singer for another 
show only if he behaved himself and kept to his allotted time. Stone wanted 
no part of Wein. “Man, why are you calling me?” he told Wein. “Why don’t 
you talk to my manager?”10 Stone, too, had the charisma—the flashy per-
sona, the wild stage antics, the funky, catchy dance vibes, the psychedelic 
shadings of the counterculture surrounding him, and the exoticism. The 
kids went wild. He just had it.
 Like so many other great ones, Stone burned out before he could fade 
away. His lifestyle by far surpassed his exuberant persona. He spent money 
and took drugs in excess. His Bel Air mansion was nestled across the street 
from that of the Beverly Hillbillies. But by the early seventies, the Family 
Stone began to dissipate. Their live appearances became less frequent as 
Stone put on a perennial disappearing act. He cancelled twenty-six out of 
eighty shows in 1970. He blew off television appearances. The drugs and dis-
illusionment of his day would eventually get the best of him. Open-minded 
psychedelia turned to shut-in cocaine to three decades of crack. By the new 
millennium and pushing seventy, Stone had been in and out of rehab and 
reportedly was homeless in the Los Angeles area.
 Stone will always be remembered for his foot-stomping, feel-good sixties 
hits, but he will be forever immortalized for his lashing of the surrounding 
counterculture. After his string of pearls, he would release There’s a Riot 
Goin’ On in 1971—a dark funk masterpiece as a response to Marvin Gaye’s 
rhetorical question What’s Going On that was asked earlier that year. The 
album yielded one hit single, “Family Affair,” and sold well but was hardly a 
commercial breakthrough by Stone standards. The legend and notoriety of 
it was more of a creeper. The album cover eerily recalls the message sent by 
Davis on Bitches Brew—one of tension and release. Riot sports an American 
flag with the blue replaced with black and suns for stars in order to repre-
sent unity for people of all colors.11 The heart of the record clearly illustrates 
the harsh dissonance associated with African American existence during 
this time. This was Stone’s state of the union address.
 Good certainly turned to bad as the seventies lurched in. “The war is 
over. They won,” proclaimed a righteous Lester Bangs in Cameron Crowe’s 
Almost Famous. The decadence and cynicism of the sixties and seventies 
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would later get the best of Miles Davis, who went into a drug-addled exile 
of his own in 1975. Gaye, too, would spend the next decade searching for the 
answer to his own question in a pile of cocaine, leading up to his demise by 
the hand of his own father. The King’s exit may not have been a by-product 
of counterculture cynicism, but it can certainly be credited to the wheels of 
the system he helped design. Despite failing health including multiple drug 
overdoses and a coma, he was a relentless touring machine in the seven-
ties. Early warning signs came in 1973, when Presley collapsed out of a limo 
before a concert in Maryland. The show was a disaster for the falling star. 
“He was so fucked up. It was obvious he was drugged. It was so bad. The 
words to his songs were barely intelligible. . . . I remember crying,”12 said 
sideman John Wilkinson. The ax finally fell in 1977.

Super Bad

James Brown, “Mr. Dynamite,” “The Hardest Working Man in Show Busi-
ness,” the “Godfather of Soul,” “Soul Brother Number One,” was born in 
utter poverty in Barnwell, South Carolina, in 1933. His parents split up 
when he was two, leaving him with his womanizing father, who shipped 
him off to his aunt who ran a whorehouse. Soon he was a man of the streets, 
finishing his formal education in the seventh grade, and taking life into 
his own hands. You can say Brown had a checkered past, but then again, 
trouble always seemed to find him; his rap sheet covered the better part 
of five decades. Beyond his street hustlin’ scruff, Brown was a hard-core 
criminal, having been arrested and imprisoned numerous times for armed 
robbery, assault, domestic violence, and drug violations, to name a few. He 
was dangerous, the “bad boy.”
 Brown was always into the blues, R&B, and gospel growing up and devel-
oped an interest in singing and becoming an entertainer. He got an early 
start in his musical career working the chitlin’ circuit down south. Through 
hard work, he found a name for himself and managed to carve out a mas-
sively successful career spanning some sixty years.
 In concert, Brown was magic. He had the whole package: originality, the 
dance moves, the funky beats, the swagger, the glam, the voice, the tal-
ent. He just had it. By the late sixties he had assembled some of the finest 
and most influential bands in music history. His sets would be electrifying 
impromptu jams leaving both audiences and band mates bedazzled. Most 
of the material was long, free-form, and unsegmented, with Brown calling 
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the shots at any given moment. With a click of his shoes, a tap of his toes, 
or a screech from the voice, he commanded his band and the direction the 
music would go. With all the high-flying, spur of the moment action, it was 
not easy being in a Brown band—and he ruled with an iron fist. To say that 
Brown was a perfectionist or a disciplinarian would be an understatement. 
Every costume had to be just so. All the musicianship needed to be perfect. 
If not, he would distribute fines. Cruel, but it had to be that way. Similar to 
Davis, Brown thought that if the leader is frail in any way, the band will be 
weak. You had to be tyrannical.

Brown, too, was a socially conscious man. After all, he was a black man 
from the South raised in the same racist, segregated conditions as the rest 
of his peers. Hits such as “Say It Loud—I’m Black and I’m Proud” and “Talk-
ing Loud and Saying Nothing” illustrate Brown’s stance as a Negro in the 
modern world. More importantly, like Stone, Hendrix, and Davis, Brown 
enjoyed commercial success without the barriers of race, or for that mat-
ter, any barriers at all. His music and style spoke to generations of fans 
regardless of color or gender. Nevertheless, his music is black music. It is 
dense and abstract, like a new language. It is soul, funk, blues, jazz, R&B, 
even West African. His lyricism is ghetto talk, jive. At its core, it recalls the 
chitlin’ circuit, the honky tonks, the streets, and the demons so associated 
with Brown’s past. It was his voice, his music.

The Electric Gypsy

Back at Woodstock that Monday morning before Bitches Brew got under 
way in New York, twenty-six-year-old Jimi Hendrix was closing shop with 
a twisted, violent rendition of the perennial event standard “The Star Span-
gled Banner.” It had been a rough weekend for Jimi. He was supposed to 
play the night before, but weather conditions backed up the schedule and 
Hendrix insisted on closing the show. After a long trek to Yasgur’s farm, 
Hendrix and his crew shacked up at a nearby cottage awaiting the perfor-
mance, but the guitarist wasn’t feeling it. “He seemed really sick, or really 
high, and was sweating bullets,” explained Leslie Aday, a crew member of 
Dylan’s, who was with Hendrix that night. “As we sat there, he seemed ner-
vous and didn’t think he could pull it off.”13 But Jimi got it together. There 
was a welcome sun coming up that morning after a weekend of torrential 
rains that pummeled the grounds and spirits of the fans. That Monday 
morning definitely felt like a bad hangover. The fraction of that massive 
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crowd that stayed for Jimi’s set had definitely seen their share of highs and 
lows that weekend, but Hendrix was worth the wait. He ripped through a 
two-hour-plus set with effortless ferocity. He made sure to get his stan-
dards in, but mostly stuck with long, dark blues jams. The jewel came about 
three quarters of the way through with his performance of the national 
anthem, a piece that would eventually define the spirit of the sixties and 
youth radicalism.

Nineteen sixty-nine was a tough year for being patriotic and being an 
American. Woodstock came off as a metaphor for all the country’s moral 
woes.14 Hendrix’s performance acknowledges these conditions and sums up 
the voices of all Americans having to come to terms with them. Similar to 
Picasso’s Guernica, his marred lyricism and brutal imagery suggests a coun-
try being torn apart. What did Hendrix imply by performing it at a function 
decrying the state of the union? “All I did was play it. I’m an American. I 
used to sing it in school,” he told Dick Cavett nonchalantly in an interview 
a year later. When Cavett warned Hendrix of the hate mail he would receive 
for his “unorthodox” performance, a befuddled and quite sincere Hendrix 
replied, “Nasty letters? It’s not unorthodox. I thought it was beautiful.”15

There has been an ongoing controversy about Hendrix’s cryptic perfor-
mance for over forty years. Was it a heartfelt, earnest nod to the place he 
called home or a lashing at the reality his country entrenched him in? Per-
haps it is all a moot point, for the writing was already on the wall. Hendrix’s 
rendition only confirms the brutality of war and the feeling of falling apart 
at the seams in an ultra-modern, ultra-violent world. Perhaps his naysayers 
were not ready for the reality of the human condition saturated in Jimi’s 
music. Of course, his admirers certainly outnumbered his critics.
 Hendrix was already looked upon with scorn by middle-America conser-
vatives still stuck in the Eisenhower fifties. Not everyone was young, liberal, 
and experimental, and there was still a great part of the population who 
had not caught up with desegregation laws, Martin Luther King, and affir-
mative action. Free love and the racket of rock and roll was not the mantra 
of the majority in the United States. Even at Woodstock, Jimi was one of 
only three African American artists playing to a sea of white youngsters 
with a speckle of black kids. Hendrix represented everything the establish-
ment was afraid of: a black, sexually charged male playing uncontrollably 
loud rock guitar.16

Two years earlier, Hendrix had caught the world’s attention at the Mon-
terey Pop Festival with his guitar “sacrifice.” “I’m gonna sacrifice something 
that I really love. Don’t think I’m silly for doing this. I don’t think I’m losing 
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my mind. This is for everybody. This is the only way to do it,” he whimsi-
cally warned his California crowd before the start of set closer “Wild Thing.” 
Decked out in a pink boa, skin-tight trousers, and other garb that can only 
be identified as sixties fashion, Jimi brimmed with sexuality and flamboy-
ancy. The weekend’s performers all took their seats to see what the fuss 
was. Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones made a special trip from London just 
to introduce him to the crowd.
 Nineteen sixty-seven was Hendrix’s breakthrough year. He had just 
released his debut album Are You Experienced? the month before Monterey 
with his trio the Jimi Hendrix Experience (Mitch Mitchell on drums, Noel 
Redding on bass) to great success, peaking at number two on the U.K. 
charts behind only the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Born 
in Seattle in 1942, Hendrix was a product of a broken home and a sexually 
abusive, poverty-stricken upbringing. As a result of domestic violence, alco-
holism, and general neglect, Jimi was a shy, withdrawn boy who eventually 
found an outlet in music. Around the time of his mother’s death when he 
was fifteen, a relative gave him a cheap acoustic guitar on which Jimi would 
start his tutelage. As he got older, he made his rounds through various R&B 
bands, with varying success. He finally caught a break in 1966 while gigging 
in New York. As his name started to catch on, he eventually hooked up with 
producer Chas Chandler, who flew him to England and helped him form 
the Jimi Hendrix Experience. Word about the wild young bluesman spread 
throughout all the British Invasion circles that were enthralled with Ameri-
can blues and R&B musicians. The record was cut and Hendrix became a 
worldwide legend.
 A few highlights aside, including an ironic cover of “Like a Rolling Stone,” 
Monterey was not a particularly inspired set for Jimi. His stage perfor-
mance was somewhat banal and focused too much on shtick as opposed to 
his raw, untamed musicianship. Jimi seemed a bit nervous, perhaps a little 
too easy to please, and maybe a tad too high that night. By the set closing, 
things got somewhat absurd. At the end of “Wild Thing,” Hendrix jammed 
the guitar against his amp, creating some ungodly feedback, then set fire 
to the instrument. He proceeded to repeatedly smash the guitar onstage 
and threw the remains to the crowd. In his documentary of the festival, 
filmmaker D. A. Pennebaker captured the shock and awe on the faces of the 
concertgoers. Clearly, not even all the youth were ready for Jimi.
 Behind the hazy, gentle, almost lackadaisical personality of Hendrix lay 
this wrecking ball of creativity and musicianship. He had ferocity like no 
other. “By the time we got him to play at Monterey, he was the hottest act 
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around,” recalled Monterey promoter and musician John Phillips. “A couple 
of years later, he was dead. He just went like a fireball.”17 Just about a year 
after Woodstock, the excesses of Jimi’s life caught up with him. He was 
both an architect and a casualty of his generation. The side effects of a life 
in the limelight and a prolonged LSD bender—paranoia, anxiety, pressure, 
and overall poor health—led to bad business, creative, and personal deci-
sions. Like so many other sixties icons, the drugs finally got the best of him. 
He died before he got old, aged twenty-seven.

The Prince of Darkness

Looming over the scene was the raspy-voiced, suave, mysterious, irascible 
Miles Davis. Those who knew him understood the many sides of the man. 
If he liked you, he could be the kindest, sweetest, most gentle person you 
would ever meet. He had a way of making special bonds with many of the 
people in his life that would last decades. He became a father figure to many 
of his young sidemen. But if you got on his bad side, watch out. Not only was 
he notorious for being difficult, but at times he was downright violent. He 
had a temper that rivaled James Brown’s. Miles was big on first impressions. 
“He can be cold on a motherfucker if you come off wrong,” explained Quincy 
Troupe when first meeting him. “First, he might just ignore you altogether. 
Two, he might turn loose those ray-gun eyes at you. Third, he might just curse 
you out and put you down verbally in such an unbelievably cruel manner.”18

Despite his privileged upbringing, the man had one hell of a sense of eti-
quette, and his attitude and lifestyle sometimes rubbed the wrong people 
the wrong way. His confrontations with the law gave him a rap sheet like a 
pimp’s. Outside of New York’s Birdland in 1959, he had his first major brush 
with authority. He had the hots for a pretty young blonde and decided 
to walk her to a cab during a set break. When a suspicious police officer 
told Davis to move on, he would not back down, leading to a nightstick 
to the head and a trip to jail for the bloody Davis. More arrests followed. 
Two months before recording Brew, Davis had a gig at the Blue Coronet 
in Brooklyn. Late that night, he was sitting in his Ferrari with girlfriend 
Marguerite Eskridge when gunshots blasted the car nearly killing the two. 
Davis was grazed by a bullet and later taken to the hospital. Accounts of 
the shooting vary. Some reports say that the shooting was from small-time 
gangsters looking to extort Davis.19 According to a conversation he had with 
the trumpeter, Brew cover artist Mati Klarwein said that the incident was 
a mafia hit because Davis refused to play at a mafia club.20 When the police 
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arrived, they searched the Ferrari and found marijuana, leading Miles to a 
trip downtown after his hospital visit. Five months later, sporting a new 
red Ferrari, Miles was in a no-parking zone with a young woman when a 
New York cop noticed that not only was he illegally parked, but he had no 
registration sticker. As Miles rummaged through the glove box, a pair of 
brass knuckles fell out, leading to another night in jail. “On the way to the 
station the cop keeps saying ‘I’ve got Miles Davis,’ like I was Jesse James.”21

There’s a great shot of Miles at Hendrix’s funeral pimpin’ with a woman 
on each arm. The girls, one of whom is Betty Mabry, are grieving intensely. 
Davis, looking aggravated, is sporting the trendiest regalia. “That funeral 
was such a drag that I said I would never go to another one after that—
and I haven’t,”22 he remarked. The flash, the women, the violence, the dark-
ness. Where did it all come from? Davis had a very strong sense of self, and 
despite a changing social climate, particularly in matters involving black 
identity, he knew that whoever he was or whatever he did had to be on his 
own terms. It all traced back to his charmed childhood. Being from an afflu-
ent black family was something quite rare, and there was always a deep sus-
picion and insecurity that at any moment these privileges could easily be 
taken away from him. White eyes would always be lurking and trying to nab 
whatever credit was due to him in order to destroy his social status. This 
belief would create a protective shield and outlook that would affect all the 
business and personal relationships he had throughout his life. His attitude 
can be traced to his father, Miles Senior, who was an avid follower of Mar-
cus Garvey, and would teach his son the values espoused by Garvey such as 
self-worth and self-reliance that he would carry with him throughout his 
life. Young Miles’s short-fused temper and contempt for whites can also be 
attributed to his father. Miles Senior had a take-no-shit attitude, especially 
when it came to whites. In his autobiography, Junior remembered a time 
when his father chased a white man with a shotgun for calling his son a 
nigger. He carried this attitude into his private life, although young Miles 
never recalled any physical harm from him. The sneering eye of discipline 
from a disappointed and aggravated authoritative figure was far worse pun-
ishment. “I would have almost preferred his whipping me to the way he 
used to look right through me like I was nothing,”23 recalled Miles. 
 His mother, Cleota, was a different story. She never saw eye to eye with 
most of her husband’s outlooks, and as a result, they constantly fought. 
She was less the radical and more of a William Pickens (NAACP) supporter. 
She was the physical disciplinarian, the one who would do the whipping. 
Although Miles admitted to having her fashion sense rub off on him, they 
were never as close as he was with his father. At thirteen, around the time 
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he received his first trumpet from his father (which caused a fight because 
Cleota wanted him to play violin), he and his mother developed problems 
communicating. Despite all the advantages, the family was split apart when 
his parents finally divorced and young Miles eventually moved on.

He also learned from his father that for a black man attaining power was 
not easy. “To realize you don’t have any power to make things different is 
a bitch,”24 wrote Davis. It was up to him alone to define his music and him-
self on his own terms—a leading characteristic of the up-and-coming black 
power movement. Gaining respect and free will came from empowerment. 
Davis was successful at attaining power because he maintained his identity 
while changing his music to reflect the times. Davis wanted to be free to 
experiment even in a world where experimentation for blacks was certainly 
constraining. He defied and challenged himself because he could. He had 
the autonomy and access to be able to ignore what everyone else said about 
who he was and what he was doing.25

Davis’s concern was not to capitalize on rock’s success, but to fill some of 
the voids left behind. First off, he needed to brush himself off and get back 
on top again. He had way too much ego and too lavish a lifestyle to let life 
pass him by. He was a connoisseur of fast women and Ferraris. Dwindling 
revenue was a no-no. In order to get back on top, he would have to change 
the course of music once again.

Like Bitches Brew, it is arguable that Hendrix, Woodstock, and all the 
other sixties highlights were right-place-at-the-right-time occurrences. The 
success of these artists and events came because there was an audience 
that was desperately waiting for something like this to happen. Tired of the 
mundane, the clichéd, and the “pure,” young audiences wanted to hear the 
strange, harsh, dark imagery because it was so much a part of their world. 
Like Hendrix, Brown, and their counterparts, Davis would also insist that 
Bitches Brew was his music for a younger generation regardless of how radi-
cal or progressive it sounded. Presley biographer Peter Guralnick felt that 
when Elvis changed the line from “you may have religion” to “you may drive 
a pink Cadillac” in “Baby, Let’s Play House,” “he defined something of his 
own, not to mention his generation’s aspirations.”26 Like Brew, it also may 
have defined an era. Although Davis wanted to reach a wider and younger 
African American audience, it was not for the goal of popularity. He wanted 
to reconnect this audience to the challenging and complex world in which 
they lived. It was a dark world, and he needed to play the sounds that were 
nowhere to be found. It was on his terms. It was honest.
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2. Development

Miles Davis: The fifteen year success story that happened overnight.

—Bitches Brew promo ad

A Fateful Break?

Nothing sounds like Bitches Brew. Not even anything that Miles Davis had 
released before. Davis’s cultural surroundings, new influences, and experi-
mentations made a heavy imprint on his new sound; however, Bitches Brew 
was not a revolution. Whether it is Davis, Beethoven, Schoenberg, Jimi 
Hendrix, or Picasso, something always comes from something. Bitches Brew 
came from a ten-year-plus development period and an abundance of Afri-
can American culture. Using electric instruments, new rhythmic textures, 
rock beats, novel approaches to composition and improvisation, and other 
off-the-cuff tinkerings, it appeared as a radical departure both from Davis’s 
previous efforts and more broadly from the aesthetics of jazz and African 
American art. But as shocking as the album may sound within his body 
of work, Bitches Brew also incorporated many elements already evident in 
his second “classic” quintet period (1965–68). There are even aspects of this 
record that go back to the fifties. The preceding February, Davis recorded 
In a Silent Way, which certainly flirted with modern music and felt like the 
final destination for this development period; but he needed to push the 
envelope further.

There is so much that defines Bitches Brew. The album explores modal 
improvisation, extended forms, new uses of timbre, polyrhythm, rhythmic 
interaction, collective improvisation, atypical instrumentation, etc. Yet 
there seems to be something eerily familiar about the record. In a sense, 
Bitches Brew illustrates both continuity and change. Many of the traits of 
this album show how existing elements can achieve a new synthesis that 
gives the illusion of the radically new, when there is actually a blend of the 
new and the familiar. Appreciating these continuities casts Bitches Brew in a 
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Bitches Brew Promo Ad. Courtesy of Sony Music Entertainment
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new light: as the realization of longstanding developments in Davis’s music 
merged with fresh insight, and not a fateful break or rupture in his art and 
career.

Birth of the Cool

Chords? We don’t play chords. We play sound.1

—Miles Davis, 1969

As early as 1950, Davis was moving away from elaborate chord changes as a 
basis of improvisation in favor of a stripped down, modal approach. Songs 
with dense chord progressions relied upon harmonic changes to define the 
tonal center, whereas modal pieces rely only on a pedal point or one tone in 
order to establish the key center. This style offers the soloist (as well as the 
entire ensemble) great liberty to explore melody without the restrictions 
imposed by the bebop-style chord progressions. It also allows the band 
greater latitude to communicate and shift directions, promoting more of 
a group sound and dynamic—a significant characteristic of Bitches Brew. 
With its vertically oriented structure, the bebop style confronts the musi-
cians harmonically, whereas modal improvisation challenges the musicians 
horizontally, or in other words, rhythmically and melodically. This can be 
traced back to the Birth of the Cool sessions in 1950 with the track “Boplic-
ity,” ushering in the cool jazz and modal jazz period that later included 
“Milestones,” “So What,” and “Flamenco Sketches” from Milestones and 
Kind of Blue respectively. Davis also incorporated a stripped-down approach 
in his collaborations with Gil Evans as in the arrangement of “I Loves You, 
Porgy” from Porgy and Bess, where Evans had him use only one scale.
 Davis loved the harmonic concepts of pianist Ahmad Jamal, who uti-
lized a great deal of space in his compositions and arrangements. Jamal was 
known for stripping jazz standards down to simple pedal points, such as his 
striking rendition of “Autumn Leaves,” where Jamal dismantles the entire 
harmonic progression and vamps over a single chord. Davis ran with this 
idea and used it on standards such as “’Round Midnight,” “I Fall in Love Too 
Easily,” and of course, “Autumn Leaves.” By the mid-sixties, more and more 
modal pieces, such as “Agitation” and Wayne Shorter’s “Masqualero,” were 
finding their way into his live sets. By the end of the decade, modes became 
the exclusive approach in his bands. With the right rhythmic ideas, he could 
run with this idea all he wanted. Funk was the perfect fit.
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