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This is the second of my short papers on Miles Davis’s electric works. The first, “It’s Best Done 

With Scissors” seeks to explain Miles’ new direction in music in the context of his own interests 

and history. It was very much improved by the comments of Eric Siegel, Patrick Brown, and Steve 

Asseta. This paper is based on another email I sent to the list in which I compared On The Corner 

to a work by John Adams that I heard the composer conduct with the Philadelphia Orchestra. The 

email listed five ways in which these two pieces of music by Miles and Adams were not only 

similar but in which they both exemplified a post-modern aesthetic. I haven’t been able to find that 

email but I do remember Eric Siegel appreciating it–including my little joke of saying, twice, that 

one point of similarity between the two works was repetition. Some years later I recognized a 

connection between ideas in that email and some philosophical work on the defining feature of 

modern thought and made some notes on post-modernism in the arts that identified features found 

in music widely considered post-modern, including On The Corner as well as works of visual art 

and fiction that might also be considered post-modern. I’ve always wanted to explore those ideas 

further, thus this paper. 

In writing the paper I realized that some of what I wrote in the first piece is not quite right. I 

realized that On The Corner actually breaks with some of the techniques I described in the earlier 

piece and that it was a step in a new direction for Miles that was bigger than I had realized. What 

I now see as the dramatic shift in Miles’ approach between Bitches Brew and On The Corner partly 

explains both why the initial reception of On The Corner was so much more critical than the 

reception to Bitches Brew. And it also explains why On The Corner is now widely regarded as one 

of the most radical and influential of Miles’s works, although mostly not by the community of jazz 

musicians who mostly ignored it—Ornette Coleman being the most notable exception. (Someday 

someone should try to explain why it’s mostly ignored in the jazz community. Or even better, more 

jazz musicians besides those who are drawing directly from it, like the Yo Miles group or Jon 

Hassell should pick up the challenge posed by On The Corner and make music that draws from it.  

Before I launch into the paper, let me make some final remarks about my background—if only to 

explain why I might be all wrong. I’m not a trained musician or musicologist. Two years ago I 

started playing the trumpet again after 50 years but while I’ve made some progress, I won’t be 

very good until two years after I quit my day job. I’m do have some training in philosophy and 

political philosophy. But I stopped work as an academic twenty years ago. I say this both to explain 

why I’m not making reference to any of the literature on Miles’ work or academic debates on post-

modernism. I do think my work in philosophy and my long time appreciation and study of Mile’s 

music may enable me to say something of interest about this album I loved from the first day I 

heard it a few days after its release.  

On The Corner and Post-Modernism  

Invoking the idea of post-modernism in discussion On The Corner can be problematic in a few 

ways. First, there is no agreement in the academy or anywhere else about what post-modernism 

means. There is not even an agreement on what counts as post-modern works of art or thought. 

(My own views about where post-modern painting begins, for example, is quite different from the 

view among the majority though not all art historians.) People in different intellectual and artistic 

fields have very different views of the distinguishing features of post-modernism, of when it began, 

https://marcstier.com/blog2/?p=9728
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and of what its importance is. So if the concept is going to be useful at all in talking about On The 

Corner, I’m going to have to spend some time explaining what I mean by it.  

Second there is a great danger of over-intellectualizing Miles’s music. Now that’s not to say that 

Miles approach to music is not deeply and seriously intellectual. Twenty years after his death, I 

think we’ve all come to understand that the common idea that Miles was an intuitive musician who 

communicated his ideas to his bands with cryptic zen-like remarks, while part of the story, is by 

no means the whole truth.  

We’ve heard Miles giving detailed musical guidance to the members of the second quintet on the 

Freedom Jazz Dance album. We’ve read stories of his fellow young musician coming to Miles, 

the Julliard student, in the forties for instruction and advice about harmony. And we are aware that 

the tendency to talk about the intuition of Black musicians and the studies of white musicians is 

product mainly of white supremacist assumptions not reality.  

There can be no doubt that Miles was intuitive about music, that he welcome experimentation and 

that he, no less that Duke, encouraged his incredible band members to experiment as a way of 

pushing forward to new ways of making music. But there can also be no doubt that Miles was 

about as serious a thinker about music that one can imagine. If he relied, like all bandleaders do, 

on his sideman to come up with ideas and sometimes tunes, he like Duke deserves enormous credit 

for encouraging them. And perhaps even more than Duke, he then edited their contributions—

Zawinul has said in effect that he ruthlessly edited them—based on his own idea of the direction 

he wanted his music to go.  

Yet, having said that, Miles was not a philosopher and I know of absolutely no evidence that was 

conversant with the philosophical issues I’m going to talk about under the topic of post-

modernism. But what I would call a post-modern approach to thought and art was in the air in the 

avant-garde circles in which Miles traveled for most of his adult life. His circle of acquaintances 

and the variety of works in theater, dance, and fiction that he knew was, from what the biographies 

already tells us, incredibly impressive, and it is something that should be studied more. We know 

he became intensely interested in painting, under the tutelage of Jo Gelbard, and his paintings 

reflect a wide range of influences and are in what I would categorize the post-modern vein. (If I 

had more space and more expertise in the visual arts I would say a lot more about the parallels 

between his music and painting.) It’s clear that his intense curiosity was extraordinarily broad and 

that his fame and wealth gave him access to circles far beyond that open to most jazz musicians. 

We know he had enormous ears that took in a huge variety of musical influence. I’m suggesting 

that Miles’s genius and talent for seeing and building on new directions went far beyond his 

attention to music.  

At the early height of his career, what I, though perhaps not others would call post-modern 

approaches were dominant in the visual arts–in the work of Matisse and Chagall, the synthetic 

cubism of Picasso and the work of the abstract artists like Pollack and artists like Jasper Johns and 

Rauschenberg who combined pop and abstract approaches. It was influential in the music of 

Stockhausen, which we know Miles was listening to before he made On The Corner. It was 

becoming influential in experimental fiction. And all of this work was influenced by a new found 

interest in non-Western art in the Western world. African art influenced Matisse, Picasso and other 

European artists. Western musicians were listening to non-Western music. And Heidegger at least 
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showed some, fairly amateurish interest in non-Western philosophy. There are a number of ways 

in which non-Western thought and art questioned Western assumptions but many of them found a 

place in the Post-modern challenge to modern thought.  

So my claim is not that Miles was influenced directly by post-modern ideas in the arts. Nor am I 

saying that the post-modernity philosophy I’m going to discuss in a moment influenced post-

modernism in the art. Rather my argument is based on three claims. 

First, that post-modern philosophy, art, music and literature were all developing radical approaches 

that shared some common features—mostly because they were all revolting against the dominant 

ideas of modern thought and artistic practice.  

Second, Miles was well aware of these post-modern currents in Western intellectual and artistic 

life and that they influenced him by the 1970s, and perhaps as early as the 1950s where there is 

perhaps some influence on his turn to modal music. 

And third, that we can fruitfully explain the key elements of those post-modern currents by starting 

with some philosophical ideas. 

So with this long preface let me get on to making the case for my third point. I’m going to have to 

spend a few minutes talking in philosophical terms. But if I do this right, I hope you see that when 

I talk about key features of post-modernism in the arts, I’ll be talking about key features of On The 

Corner  

Modern Thought and Art 

From my philosophical point of view, modernity begins with Descartes, Hobbes and Locke and 

reaches its high point in Kant. It comes to influence the arts not so much in its detailed doctrines–

although a number of philosophers offered usually unhelpful aesthetic advice—but in some 

general assumptions about the nature of human thought that were widely influential throughout 

the modern period.  

Generalizing from the various versions of modern philosophy—which mostly are unsuccessful 

attempts to deal with conundrums created by its fundamental assumptions—we find common 

elements. On the modern perspective all thought involves representation, that is the arrangement 

of basic elements—simple ideas, sounds, colors and shapes—that are re-presented in ways that tell 

us something about the world around us. And creative arts involve devising works that combine 

these elements in original ways. To use the phrase Richard Rorty made popular, art, like 

philosophy is a mirror of nature.   

For moderns, effective representation of the world or creation of something new always involves 

some kinds of high-level structure or form. And thus understanding the world around us, or a 

creative work of involves grasping the structure and form it embodies. 

One element of the structure of representation whether in fact or fiction or music or art is a narrative 

with a beginning, middle or end. In fiction the narrative is most evident. And it is structured by a 
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set of conflicts that deepen, reach a climax, and then resolve. The reader is guided in reading fiction 

by attending to the narrative structure.  

The parallel to narrative structure in music that may involve themes, variations, and then 

recapitulations. And within each of those sections there may be harmonic development that moves 

away and then returns to a tonal center. Again the listener is guided through a piece of music by 

these structures.  

And in modern painting (which remember, on my take,  precedes  much of what is called 20th 

century modern art) the structure is often the use of perspective that not only is a formal technique 

but one that that guides the viewer in reading a painting in order to recognize its meaning. 

Typically in all these modern structures one finds a foreground and background. In music there is 

melody and accompaniment.  

In novels there are major characters, minor characters and familial or institutional settings in which 

they live.  

In paintings there are prominent figures set in a portrayal of a space that may include a number of 

meaningful or symbolic elements.  

And one more feature of modern thought—the master narrative of change as evolution. So the 

history of 17th to 20th century music—which is the modern period—usually is told as the story of 

the development of new forms, and more complex harmonic structures. The same story is told in 

the development of 20th century jazz, which is still portrayed in history as a path of development 

from simpler to more complex structures and forms. 

Obviously modern ways of understanding thought and art play out in different ways in different 

fields and genres. But I hope you see that there are some broad similarities in modern approaches 

to narrative, painting, and music.1  

Post-Modernism and the Arts 

Central to post-modernism as I want to explain it is the recognition, which is initially found 

philosophically in different ways in the work of Dewey, Heidegger and the later Wittgenstein, that 

the human capacity for structured representation rests on a set of human activities that are prior to 

and independent of any structures or forms.  

On this understanding of human action, basic human capacities for both goal oriented and 

expressive action, are developed mostly through training and practice take precedence over the 

more abstract thought that is part and parcel of modern representation in all its forms, both 

theoretical and aesthetic.  

 

1 If I had more space, I would extend this discussion to architecture and other arts.  
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And thus post-modern practices seek to go back behind those structured representations and 

identify the human capacities that make them possible, and that also are constrained by the effort 

to create structured representations. 

A new emphasis on primary human action and expression in post-modern art leads these 

approaches to transcend or ignore modern structure and form and embraces the primacy aesthetic 

activities of both making music individually and collectively, which of course requires collective 

listening and engagement as well as improvisation.  

That they aim to free this primary activity from the dominance of structure representation is why 

post-modern movements in music,  among which I would include much of Ornette Coleman’s 

music—including the free jazz he made in the early 60s and that music he made with Prime Time—

the soul music of James Brown, Miles work from On The Corner until his retirement in the 70s, 

the music of Jon Hassell is often experienced and described as a search for freedom.  

Because the search for freedom is so central to post-modern music and art, this work is is often 

defined negatively as a rejection of modern structures. In jazz that has meant freedom from, among 

other things, song form and chord changes and also the cycle of modes that characterizes modal 

jazz.2  

While it is easiest to talk about post-modern art in terms of what it rejects, I think I can also say 

something about what it embraces.  

First, like all art, post-modern art creates larger elements from an accretion of smaller ones. But 

those smaller ones related to each other not by being part of a larger structure—for example as 

certain phrases relating to the large piece because it fits with the harmony of the tune. Rather there 

is a highly individuated pattern of connection—of repetition or variation or opposition in one or 

another dimension (e.g. shape or color, timbre, tone, or rhythm, representation element juxtaposed 

to others).  

Post-modern visual Art is made not by creating structured representations but by many elements–

some repeated, others perhaps more randomly arranged, some abstract, and perhaps others with 

some representation content—set against simple backgrounds that eschew pictorialism and 

perspective. The arrangement of the elements in the work not a product of theory or structure or 

overall plan but the momentary activity of the artist or the result of connection created by similarity 

and contrast in particular form, colors or shapes.  

 

2 I do want to stop for a moment and caution that this freedom rhetoric can be overdone. As I pointed out in the first 

paper, the arts are almost always about creating within some constraints and artists have to choose to which one’s they 

will accept. Post-modern music and art do not give us freedom from all constraints—Jamming in Eb for four hours as 

Dave Liebman put it is, after all a kind of constraint, as is improvising against ostinatos which Branford Marsalis once 

put down by calling it vamp music. But post-modern music is an effort to free musicians us from the particular 

constraints of those modern representational structures—song form, chord changes, functional harmony and the like. 
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Post-modern fiction is often made by telling a variety of stories that don’t necessarily connect with 

one another in one long narrative —although sometimes they do— but in the way they form a 

larger meaning in the way they parallel or contrast with one another.  

And post-modern music is also made by a series of smaller elements that that add or subtract layers 

of sound and that compliment or contrast with one another. 

When post-modern art, such as music or fiction, takes place in time, post-modern works do not 

develop according to structure or plan, through the dramatic arc of conflicts developed and 

resolved or through a set of theme and variations. Rather it tends to develop through the slow 

accretion of changes in its many elements which are usually put in relatively simple and repetitive 

setting–a basic pulse or rhythm or bass line. The accumulation of change may create music that 

sounds very different over the course of a piece or album, although there is often no clear point at 

which the music shifts dramatically from set of sounds to another. Change is not imposed by 

structure by is created by musicians responding to the initiatives each take to play something just 

a little different. Sometimes the leader of the group is the one who sets those directions, as Miles 

did with the coded phrases Enrico Merlin has done so much to explain to us. But every musician 

can contribute to this evolution by the way they change what they are playing. And certainly, in 

On The Corner, Miles, with his huge ears, often picks up some new direction from something that 

is happening in the rhythm section or by another soloist.  

Elements that change in post-modern music can change at different paces. So, for example a 

rhythm or bass line may continue with fewer changes for a long time while other elements of the 

music–such other rhythm instruments or solo voices–change more often. Or changes in some 

elements, such as particular rhythms or bass lines– may be more limited or restrained.   

Or often the reverse happens, because, poost-modern art avoids foreground and background. All 

elements on the canvass plane, all sounds, or all texts are on the same level as others or can each 

be seen as sometimes standing out front or behind the rest.  

The metaphor that comes to mind when I listen to On The Corner is the music not having a 

foreground and background but a number of planes that can rise to the top or fall back or that can 

combine and then divide. 

And one of the fascinating things about post-modern music and especially On The Corner is 

listeners often are free to decide where they want to approach the music. I’m sure I’m not the only 

one who has listened to On The Corner five times in a row, focusing the first time on the rhythmic 

pulse, the second time on the rhythmic variation, the third time on the bass, the fourth time on one 

of the keyboards, the fifth trumpet and saxes and handclapping. And by the time I was done, I was 

far less certain which was the foreground and which was the background because that depended 

more on how I was listening than what the musicians were doing.3  

Third, post-modern art is uncontained and open-ended. While it may stop and start in discrete 

spaces or times or pages, there is no true beginning or ending to each work of art but the initial 

 

3 I should admit that when I first heard Miles Smiles in 1968 with only my dads fifties swing albums as background I 

did exactly the same thing. But that was because I was fundamentally lost! 
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moment or view or sound suggests that what one is seeing or hearing or reading is the continuation 

of a process that begins before one first encounters it and continues long after. As Miles said, “I 

never end songs: they just keep going on.”4 

Fourth, while post-modern art, avoid the structures and forms use to represent the world it can 

contain what I would call representational elements—individual gestures or sounds or drawings 

that are meant to stand for something in the world or connect to some earlier tradition of thought 

or ideas.  

We often find in the paintings of Jasper Johns a number of pictures of some object of importance 

to us–most notably an American flag as well as many other elements that refer to other paintings, 

to objects in the world (a spoon or can of Ballentine beer, for example). But rather than being set 

in a painting that is itself structure in traditional painterly ways, these representation elements are 

juxtaposed to one another on the canvas in ways that force us to find their connections.  

Similarly post-modern architecture adopts elements found in pre-modern architecture but tears 

them apart from the forms and structures in which they were originally found.  

And while music is the least representational of arts—classical and jazz tone poems aside—post-

modern music often refers back to modern forms by using elements from them.  There is no blues 

tune in On The Corner or in Ornette’s Prime Time works. But all of this music work is drenched 

in the blues not least because the Miles and Ornette played blues-influenced phrases. (And I want 

to add that if you don’t see Miles’s use of the wah-wah pedal as drawing in part from the plunger 

work of Bubber Miley, Rex Stewart, Cootie Williams, you are missing something important. There 

is no question in my mind that Miles was echoing that tradition of trumpet playing.)5    

Fifth, post-modern art does not provide a portrayal of the world but an experience of a world. Post-

modern works of art are not meant to give us a pictures, not even of something imaginary. 

Photography took on that job early in the 20th century and the invention of photography, I believe, 

hastened the attempt of visual artists to find a very different path. (That’s why I would say pot-

modern art begins with painting in the first third of the twentieth century.) Post-modern works are 

not pictures at all but shapes, colors, sounds we are meant to experience One doesn’t so much look 

at or listen to read post-modern works of art but take them in and let them wash over us. One 

doesn’t observe them but see a new world through them. Post-modern paintings invite us not to 

look at them but to lose ourselves in them, to walk around in them and see what is there. And much 

the same is true with post-modern music like On The Corner. On The Corner, or Dancing in You 

 

4 Miles, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989, p. 329 
5 It’s often said that Miles plugged in his trumpet and started playing with a wah-wah pedal to sound like a rock n roll 

electric guitar. This, I believe, is nonsense. For one thing, Miles’s amplified, sound processed trumpet didn’t sound 

like an electric guitar at all. Yet I know that it could have. During the pandemic I started playing the trumpet again 

after 50 years. And soon after I found a piezo-electric mic for a mouthpiece that I purchased to see what I could do 

with it. I plugged into my daughter’s guitar amplifier which has a wah-wah circuit and, of course, started to play 

Sunshine of Your Love. Turning a few settings and I sounded like an electric guitar. It was pretty easy. But, frankly, 

vapid. It didn’t really work for the trumpet or give me any kind of sound I wanted. There were however a number of 

ways to find a sound that suited this instrument and that connected what I was doing to the history of trumpet playing. 

I’m pretty sure that this is exactly what Miles did.  
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Head, or the music of Jon Hassel is not really performance. It is an experience in which one feels 

one can walk through.  

Another way to put this point is that post-modern music aims more to create a mood or put us in a 

new space rather than to make a point or statement. Post-modern music doesn’t immediately thrill 

us with dramatic invention in either melody, harmony, rhythm or their unique connections. There 

are no small triumphs like those found in the tunes that both Duke or Parker called Ko-Ko. The 

impact of post-modern music comes from the effect that immersion in it has on our bodies as much 

as our minds.  

That’s why post-modern music has a great deal of repetition as well as long duration. The 

experiential feature of this music—it’s ability to draw us in, sometimes to create a trance-like 

state–are central to experience. And they play an important role in the popular music that On. The 

Corner influenced.  

And one of the reasons that the experience post-modern art takes this shape is that one can’t come 

to these works of art with the expectation of finding some structure or form. One is forced to 

experience these works with fewer expectations. And that means the listener actually improvises 

along with the performer.    

Sixth, post-modern art breaks with the moderns’ master narrative of evolution and development. 

Miles more than once implied his disagreement with this whole idea of development in music. He 

pursued change and variety in music without calling it improvement. He talked about his 

appreciation for the music of Louis Armstrong and Harry James. That he didn’t play the music 

they did was not because he didn’t love it. It was just that he wanted to do something new. And, 

as I mentioned above, that something new often drew on some older ideas, especially with regard 

to how he played his trumpet.6  

As I pointed out above, Miles’s embrace of modal harmony was one of his first challenges that 

whole idea. Post-modern music welcome variety and pluralism rather embracing a hierarchy of 

value based on development and complexity of form.  

 

6 And this is something true of Miles whole career, not just the part I’m discussing here. One rarely sees 

acknowledgement of how, for example, Miles use of the Harmon mute was influenced by Roy Eldridge. Or how for 

a brief period in the late 50s through about 62, Miles subtly began to use a little vibrato and used techniques like 

smears and drops more frequently. He dropped most of that when the second quintet took off and embraced higher 

velocity music. And at that point we see Miles expand his range and the speed with which he played. This was not, I 

don’t think just a matter of his technique improving but rather a deliberate choice. If you listen to Miles’s work in the 

first three or so years of the 1950s, especially the live music out on bootlegs, you can hear that he can play fast and 

high. He was never a high note player but he regularly plays in that time up to concert D. Through most of the 1950s, 

however, he slowed down and did not play as high. While that initially might have had something to do with his health 

/ drug issues, he kept in that path after quitting heroin. To my mind, that shows that he was making a choice not 

responding to technical limitations. And one thing that confirms this to my mind is that, as an amateur trumpet player 

I can tell you that playing high is just not as difficult as it is often assumed to be. Playing high with the kind of sound 

Miles loved is, however, very hard and that’s more due to the technical limitations of the trumpet not the player. I 

can’t think of any high not trumpet player who can play with the sound or tone of Miles. Maynard Ferguson was the 

best but the gap between his tone and Miles’s is still striking.  
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Seventh, post-modern art allows for cross-cultural art. Because it eschews structure and forms–

and not just Western ones but eastern ones as well, it allows musicians from different cultures to 

find a way to use their skills and talents to connect to one another. On The Corner is one of the 

two most impressive exercises in cross-cultural music making I know. The other is a piece by John 

Cage, Etcetera, in which I performed on a cardboard box, at Wesleyan University in the early 

1970s. Like Miles, Cage created a setting so different than any traditional one that it made cross-

cultural music making possible.  

And, eighth, post-modern art is necessarily improvisational. Without representational structures or 

forms artists don’t start with a plan on which to hang all the elements of their work. That’s true 

both for collective and individual art. It’s certainly true for On The Corner and other post-modern 

music. But read about the artistic practices of Jackson Pollack or Jasper Johns and you will see 

that after making some fundamental choices–to start with these colors and this size of a canvass, 

and in Johns’ case, with this initial image–there is a long process of artistic improvisation that is 

not planned in advance. Pollack pours paint here or there, responding to previous pours as he goes, 

borrowing and repeating certain gestures and then making new ones that build on or contrast with 

them. Johns makes subtle changes and refinements in painting after painting or even more often 

in print after print. And his aesthetic statement is contained not just or primarily in any one painting 

but in the connected series of work.  

The centrality of improvisation takes us back to the beginning of my account of post-modernism. 

You will recall I said that post-modernism rests on the fundamental capacity of human beings to 

do say and create things long before we invent structures and forms. We learn to talk before we 

know anything about grammar. We can sing without knowing about scales and chords.  We can 

play instruments without knowing them. We can make drawings without perspective.  

So to sum up, a post-modern work of art:  

• creates larger element from smaller ones that change and interact over time;   

• avoids foreground and background; 

• is unconstrained and open-ended with no fixed beginning or end; 

• contains a variety of elements that related on one another in multitudes of ways, some of 

which may echo historical works of art; 

• gives us not something we can view or hear but something we can experience if we put 

aside our expectations of form and structure; 

• breaks free from the master narrative of artistic evolution and change and embraces 

plurality of approaches in art and thought.  

• allows for and encourages cross-cultural artistry; and 

• relies on collective improvisation. 
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I hope that by now it is fairly obvious that all these features of post-modern art characterize On 

The Corner as well as much of the music Miles made in the Cosey-Lucas-Henderson-Foster bands 

from 1973 to 1975. 

On The Corner was radical in a way that In a Silent Way and Bitches Brew were not. To just point 

to a few important ways that is true: The editing of the two earlier works was meant to create 

something like modern forms—with recurring themes and variation. And they have a foreground 

and background. They have solos playing against accompaniment. But none of those things are 

really true of On The Corner and are found to a much lesser extent in the music that came after it.  

Of course, if one wants to, you can bring your expectations of the past to On The Corner and hear 

the drums and bass are the background, hear the pianos accompanying the solo voices of trumpet 

and saxophone. But if you do that–if you do want pretty much any devotee of Jazz did when On 

The Corner came out—you will be terribly disappointed. Because the music is not really satisfying 

if you come to it with modern expectations. But if you come to it with a post-modern lack of 

expectations and are ready to hear solos in the rhythm section and the accompaniment in Miles’s 

trumpet lines and realize that these roles can and do change at any moment, you have a chance to 

grasp the wonder that is On The Corner as well as all the music that it has influenced in the last 

fifty years.  
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	From my philosophical point of view, modernity begins with Descartes, Hobbes and Locke and reaches its high point in Kant. It comes to influence the arts not so much in its detailed doctrines–although a number of philosophers offered usually unhelpful...
	Generalizing from the various versions of modern philosophy—which mostly are unsuccessful attempts to deal with conundrums created by its fundamental assumptions—we find common elements. On the modern perspective all thought involves representation, t...
	For moderns, effective representation of the world or creation of something new always involves some kinds of high-level structure or form. And thus understanding the world around us, or a creative work of involves grasping the structure and form it e...
	One element of the structure of representation whether in fact or fiction or music or art is a narrative with a beginning, middle or end. In fiction the narrative is most evident. And it is structured by a set of conflicts that deepen, reach a climax,...
	The parallel to narrative structure in music that may involve themes, variations, and then recapitulations. And within each of those sections there may be harmonic development that moves away and then returns to a tonal center. Again the listener is g...
	And in modern painting (which remember, on my take,  precedes  much of what is called 20th century modern art) the structure is often the use of perspective that not only is a formal technique but one that that guides the viewer in reading a painting ...
	And one more feature of modern thought—the master narrative of change as evolution. So the history of 17th to 20th century music—which is the modern period—usually is told as the story of the development of new forms, and more complex harmonic structu...

	Obviously modern ways of understanding thought and art play out in different ways in different fields and genres. But I hope you see that there are some broad similarities in modern approaches to narrative, painting, and music.
	Post-Modernism and the Arts



	Central to post-modernism as I want to explain it is the recognition, which is initially found philosophically in different ways in the work of Dewey, Heidegger and the later Wittgenstein, that the human capacity for structured representation rests on...
	On this understanding of human action, basic human capacities for both goal oriented and expressive action, are developed mostly through training and practice take precedence over the more abstract thought that is part and parcel of modern representat...
	And thus post-modern practices seek to go back behind those structured representations and identify the human capacities that make them possible, and that also are constrained by the effort to create structured representations.
	A new emphasis on primary human action and expression in post-modern art leads these approaches to transcend or ignore modern structure and form and embraces the primacy aesthetic activities of both making music individually and collectively, which of...
	That they aim to free this primary activity from the dominance of structure representation is why post-modern movements in music,  among which I would include much of Ornette Coleman’s music—including the free jazz he made in the early 60s and that mu...
	Because the search for freedom is so central to post-modern music and art, this work is is often defined negatively as a rejection of modern structures. In jazz that has meant freedom from, among other things, song form and chord changes and also the ...

	While it is easiest to talk about post-modern art in terms of what it rejects, I think I can also say something about what it embraces.
	First, like all art, post-modern art creates larger elements from an accretion of smaller ones. But those smaller ones related to each other not by being part of a larger structure—for example as certain phrases relating to the large piece because it ...
	Post-modern visual Art is made not by creating structured representations but by many elements–some repeated, others perhaps more randomly arranged, some abstract, and perhaps others with some representation content—set against simple backgrounds that...
	Post-modern fiction is often made by telling a variety of stories that don’t necessarily connect with one another in one long narrative —although sometimes they do— but in the way they form a larger meaning in the way they parallel or contrast with on...
	And post-modern music is also made by a series of smaller elements that that add or subtract layers of sound and that compliment or contrast with one another.
	When post-modern art, such as music or fiction, takes place in time, post-modern works do not develop according to structure or plan, through the dramatic arc of conflicts developed and resolved or through a set of theme and variations. Rather it tend...
	Elements that change in post-modern music can change at different paces. So, for example a rhythm or bass line may continue with fewer changes for a long time while other elements of the music–such other rhythm instruments or solo voices–change more o...

	Or often the reverse happens, because, poost-modern art avoids foreground and background. All elements on the canvass plane, all sounds, or all texts are on the same level as others or can each be seen as sometimes standing out front or behind the rest.
	The metaphor that comes to mind when I listen to On The Corner is the music not having a foreground and background but a number of planes that can rise to the top or fall back or that can combine and then divide.
	And one of the fascinating things about post-modern music and especially On The Corner is listeners often are free to decide where they want to approach the music. I’m sure I’m not the only one who has listened to On The Corner five times in a row, fo...

	Third, post-modern art is uncontained and open-ended. While it may stop and start in discrete spaces or times or pages, there is no true beginning or ending to each work of art but the initial moment or view or sound suggests that what one is seeing o...
	Fourth, while post-modern art, avoid the structures and forms use to represent the world it can contain what I would call representational elements—individual gestures or sounds or drawings that are meant to stand for something in the world or connect...
	We often find in the paintings of Jasper Johns a number of pictures of some object of importance to us–most notably an American flag as well as many other elements that refer to other paintings, to objects in the world (a spoon or can of Ballentine be...
	Similarly post-modern architecture adopts elements found in pre-modern architecture but tears them apart from the forms and structures in which they were originally found.
	And while music is the least representational of arts—classical and jazz tone poems aside—post-modern music often refers back to modern forms by using elements from them.  There is no blues tune in On The Corner or in Ornette’s Prime Time works. But a...
	Fifth, post-modern art does not provide a portrayal of the world but an experience of a world. Post-modern works of art are not meant to give us a pictures, not even of something imaginary. Photography took on that job early in the 20th century and th...
	Another way to put this point is that post-modern music aims more to create a mood or put us in a new space rather than to make a point or statement. Post-modern music doesn’t immediately thrill us with dramatic invention in either melody, harmony, rh...
	That’s why post-modern music has a great deal of repetition as well as long duration. The experiential feature of this music—it’s ability to draw us in, sometimes to create a trance-like state–are central to experience. And they play an important role...
	And one of the reasons that the experience post-modern art takes this shape is that one can’t come to these works of art with the expectation of finding some structure or form. One is forced to experience these works with fewer expectations. And that ...
	Sixth, post-modern art breaks with the moderns’ master narrative of evolution and development. Miles more than once implied his disagreement with this whole idea of development in music. He pursued change and variety in music without calling it improv...
	As I pointed out above, Miles’s embrace of modal harmony was one of his first challenges that whole idea. Post-modern music welcome variety and pluralism rather embracing a hierarchy of value based on development and complexity of form.

	Seventh, post-modern art allows for cross-cultural art. Because it eschews structure and forms–and not just Western ones but eastern ones as well, it allows musicians from different cultures to find a way to use their skills and talents to connect to ...
	And, eighth, post-modern art is necessarily improvisational. Without representational structures or forms artists don’t start with a plan on which to hang all the elements of their work. That’s true both for collective and individual art. It’s certain...
	The centrality of improvisation takes us back to the beginning of my account of post-modernism. You will recall I said that post-modernism rests on the fundamental capacity of human beings to do say and create things long before we invent structures a...



	So to sum up, a post-modern work of art:
	 creates larger element from smaller ones that change and interact over time;
	 avoids foreground and background;
	 is unconstrained and open-ended with no fixed beginning or end;
	 contains a variety of elements that related on one another in multitudes of ways, some of which may echo historical works of art;
	 gives us not something we can view or hear but something we can experience if we put aside our expectations of form and structure;
	 breaks free from the master narrative of artistic evolution and change and embraces plurality of approaches in art and thought.
	 allows for and encourages cross-cultural artistry; and
	 relies on collective improvisation.

	I hope that by now it is fairly obvious that all these features of post-modern art characterize On The Corner as well as much of the music Miles made in the Cosey-Lucas-Henderson-Foster bands from 1973 to 1975.
	On The Corner was radical in a way that In a Silent Way and Bitches Brew were not. To just point to a few important ways that is true: The editing of the two earlier works was meant to create something like modern forms—with recurring themes and varia...
	Of course, if one wants to, you can bring your expectations of the past to On The Corner and hear the drums and bass are the background, hear the pianos accompanying the solo voices of trumpet and saxophone. But if you do that–if you do want pretty mu...


