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Miles Ahead once said. jilf the mistakes aren't there, too, it 
ain't none of you." 

''(kt o f  Notes: Signification, Il~terpretation, and tlie 
Problein o f  Miles Davis" b y  Robert Walser, in U7e Ml~sicol Davis deliberately took risks in his playing. 
Q~[flrtcrly (Su~nrner 1993), Oxford Univ. Press, J o ~ ~ n i a l s  At one point in his 1964 recording of "My FUIUI~ 
Dept., 200 Madisoii Ave., New York, N.Y. 10016. valentine," for example, he plays an A-flat in the 

normal way, wit11 the first valve of the trumpet 
Trumpeter Miles Davis (1926-91) helped create depressed, but then he slides down to a G with- 
the "cool" sound in jazz during the late 1940s, out changingvalves. "Tlus is a teclmique t11at~ on 
and later in 11is career he was a pioneer of jazz- the trumpet, is difficult, risky, and relatively 
rock "fusion" and other jazz idioms. Most crit- rare," Walser observes. "Acoustically, the trum- 
ics acknowledge Davis's importance as a cre- pet sl~ould not be able to play any notes between 
ative force in jazz, but in assessing him as a per- A-flat and E-flat wit11 only the first valve de- 
former they are made uneasy by the "mis- pressed; Davis must bend the note with lus lips 
takesJ'-the cracked and missed notes-that 11e witl~out letting it crack down to t11e next 11ar- 
made. "Davis has long been infamous for miss- monic. T11e result is a fuzzy sound, not quite in 
ing more notes t11an any other major trumpet tune." Such a somd would have no place ~I I  clas- 
player," Walser, a professor of music at sical trumpet playing, yet in Davis's solo, "it is 
Dartmoutl~ College, observes. the audible sign of [lus] effort and risk, articulat- 

Some critics have apologized for, or tried to ing a moment of strain that contributes to the 
explain away, Davis's fluffs. Bill Cole, for in- effect of lus interpretation." In that instancef he 
stance, says the musician built a style out of his managed to hold t11e note; elsewhere in the solo, 
"mechanical problems" and 
turned "liis mistakes into a 
positive result." Is this the best 
that can be said of Davis: t11at 11e 
was an important uu~ovator but 
a bad trumpet player? Walser 
tl~inks not. From Tlze Birth of the 
Cool (1949) to Ki~zd of Blue (1959) 
and Bitclzes Brau (1970), Davis's 
performances had great 
power-and l~ is  mistakes were 
just the price he paid for that 
power. 

Davis l-imself, Walser points 
out, did not k ~ d  l d e l f  about l* 
errors. "He 11ad absorbed a dislike 
of tecl~nical failings fro111 many 
sources, including his first 
trumpet hero, Harry James, 
who was famous for 11is stylisl~ 
pl~rasing and flawless tech- 
nique." At the same time, how- 
ever, Davis looked upon jazz, at 
least his sort of leading-edge 
jazz, as necessarily entailing 
high risks. "Wl~en they make 
records wit11 all the mistakes UI, 
as well as the rest, then tl~ey'll 
really make jazz records," 11e 
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he loses some of his "wagers." 
"Ideally," Walser writes, "11e wo~11d always 

play 011 the edge and never miss; in practice, 11e 
played closer to the edge t11a11 anyone else and 
siinply accepted the inevitable missteps, never 
retreating to a safer, more consistei~t performing 
style." His audiences were @veil not a polisl~ed 
"prod~~ct," but s o m e t l ~ ~ g  that was, i i ~  lus case, 
inore impressive: "a dramatic process of creatioi~." 

Retouching History 
"Tlie Farm Security Ad~~~i~iistratioii  File: 111 and Out of 
Focus" by F. Jack H~~r ley ,  in History of P/lotogrn;di!y 
( A ~ l t ~ ~ n i n  1993), Taylor & Francis Ltd., 4 Jolin St., 
London WClN ZET, United Kingdoin. 

Dorotl~ea Lange's "Migrant Motl~er" and 
Arthur Rot11stei11's "Dust Storm" are amoilg 

the most powerful images of American life 
during the Great Depressioi~. Those pl~otos 
were among more t11an272,OOO taken by the 
small pl~otograpl~ic section of the U.S. 
goveri~inent's Resettlemei~t Admii~istration, 
establisl~ed i i ~  1935, and its successor, the Farm 
Sec~lrity Administratio11 (FSA). In recent de- 
cades, contends Hurley, a l~istoriai~ at Mem- 
phis State Ul~iversity, revisioi~ist scl~olars 
have prod~~ced grossly distorted accounts of 
this New Deal enterprise, portraying the pho- 
tographers as victims and the project itself as 
little inore than a propaganda macl~ine for the 
federal goveriImeilt or other sinister forces. 

In his muc11-praised Atnerican P/zotograp/zy: 
A Critical History, 1945 to the Presenf (1984), for 
example, Jonatl~ai~ Green quotes a 1940 letter 
from Roy Stryker, director of the photography 

section, to photograpl~er Jack 
Delai~o. Wit11 war approac11- 
ing, Stryker was getting calls 
for pl~otos that empl~asized 
the positive aspects of Ameri- 
can life. He asked Delano to 
get some pretty pictures of 
New England in autumil: "I 
know your damned 
pl~otographer's soul writhes 
but to hell wit11 it. Do you 
t l ~ i i ~ k  I give a dam11 about a 
pl~otograpl~er's soul with 
Hitler at our doorstep? You are 
notl~ii~g but camera fodder to 
me." Green, according to 
Hurley, solemnly viewed this 

Revisioizists level 
zir~fozmied c/zarges against 
t / ~ e  Nezu Deal's f a i ~ z o ~ ~ s  
p/zotograp/zers, says Hurley. 
They accuse Dorot/zea 
Lmzge of Izaving directed 
her "Migra~zt Mot/zerl' 
(left) to bring /zer  and to 
Izer face and claiitz that 
Artlz~ir Rot/zstei~~ staged 
"Dz~s t  Stori~z.'' T/zey also 
portray R o t / ~ s t e i ~ ~ ' s  
"Bleac/~ed Skz~ll of a Steer" 
as a complete fake. 
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