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Music Historian Ashley Khan: The State of Jazz Today
Interview by Grant Mabie for iRockJazz.com

Ashley Khan is a journalist, music historian, producer, and adjunct professor at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts.
In addition to contributions to the New York Times, Rolling Stone, Down Beat, Jazz Times, and Mojo, Khan has authored Kind of
Blue: The Making of the Miles Davis Masterpiece (2001), A Love Supreme: The Story of John Coltrane’s Signature Album
(2002), and The House That Trane Built: The Story of Impulse Records (2006). He has also served as road manager for Henry
Threadgill, Cassandra Wilson, Paul Simon, Peter Gabriel, Hugh Masekela, Ladysmith Black Mambazo, Britney Spears, and
others. Khan has also worked as a deejay, video producer, music editor, and concert promoter.
In this exclusive recent conversation with iRock Jazz, Khan shares some of his insights on Davis and Coltrane. He also uses his
studies on these pioneers as the foundation for a far-reaching discussion of the state of jazz today.
iRJ: Having done both books, one on Miles and one on Coltrane, how would you now define jazz, based off of those and what
you know of the industry at large?
AK: That’s a big question. Jazz is one of those things that defines itself. If a performer, a composer, a bandleader, a record label,
anyone wants to define themselves as jazz, usually it’s jazz, because it’s not something that people are running towards. It’s a
special kind of music. Of course, it’s defined in a big part by the tradition and legacy that gave birth to it: very serious AfricanAmerican roots, the blues, the role of improvisation. But I think, for me, the big three are the ideals that you could say are kind of
the self-defining ideals of jazz, and that is a balance of tradition, innovation, and individual voice.
And if you think about other musical styles, the balance—especially tradition versus innovation—is different. When you think
about music like hip-hop, there’s some amazing music that I grew up with that I just absolutely adored. But, except for RunDMC, that’s not a style of music that cares too much about who was doing music in the Eighties, whereas classical music is all
about tradition and very little about the innovation. So if you’re a 20th-century or 21st-century composer in classical music, good
luck trying to go up against Mozart, Beethoven and Bach.
So that’s a very long answer to your short question, but I think that’s a way of defining jazz. When I teach it at NYU, I definitely
push this idea of the ideals of jazz and how it helps define what the music is.
iRJ: In doing your research on John Coltrane, what were some of the most unique finds that you were surprised about?
AK: I wouldn’t say “surprised” so much as kind of “heartened” to realize that there really is a kind of cultish reverence for John
Coltrane, and I think people would admit it themselves. His sound is so compelling that you can still hear the echoes and
resonance of the Coltrane approach to saxophone today on any given night at any club. His story of the dedicated—I mean
supremely dedicated—artistic individual, tied in with the spiritual aspect—a very deep, deep sense of universality: All of this adds
up to a sort of messianic [chuckle] kind of cult figure.
To realize that he was a guy who had his feet on the ground, who was putting food on the table for his family, who was
negotiating business deals, who realized the value of his name, that he was getting popular, that he could renegotiate a contract
with a record company, all of a sudden he sounds like jazz cats that I know now and get to talk with all of the time. He was a
regular individual who realized his value and was trying to do what was best. He was actually thinking about starting a studio in
his home out in Dix Hills [N.Y.], and he actually began that process. He was beginning the process of launching his own record
company and having his own record label: Coltrane Records. All the same kind of motivators, the stuff that’s happening today.
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So he was very much a visionary, yet going through the same paces that today’s jazz musicians are going through. That was a
surprise, just getting to kind of respect and revere the guy as a three-dimensional human.
iRJ: With regard to Miles, how close was he related personality-wise and drive-wise to Coltrane, and how different were they?
AK: Well, they were different people, different individuals who had a very different approach to how they did music and how they
felt about their career. You just have to open up Miles’s book [Autobiography] to see the way he describes Coltrane. He says
Coltrane was 100 percent music, that a woman could walk past him with no clothes on while he was practicing and he would not
be distracted. And that’s pretty dead on. There was almost an OCD quality in how Coltrane was with music. And Miles was Mr.
Super-Cool about it. Showing enthusiasm was kind of the opposite of the cool aesthetic, and even when Miles was doing fusion
or rock or funk-influenced music he was still a very cool customer.
iRJ: Hip-hop guys have been able to monetize in a way in which jazz musicians have not. They’re able to succeed in business,
they’re in movies. So what happened to the jazz musicians, because it all started with them?
AK: First of all, if you take the long view, the historical view, the hip-hoppers did not invent the idea of monetizing one’s ability to
use music, especially popular music. It just happens that we live in a very hip-hop, hard-rocking era right now, and that’s the kind
of music that’s getting the attention and getting the funding. But that’s always the case. Styles change, and where the money
flows in the music world changes.
But think about the business ventures that African-American musicians have been able to create and monetize their own
careers. You know, go back to the Seventies and think about Isaac Hayes. There was a time that he was looked upon as having
created this incredible empire of money-making. Before that, Berry Gordy; before that, Ray Charles—Ray Charles owning his
own masters—and James Brown. And then you look back further, in what we would call jazz, and you’ve got bandleaders like
Lionel Hampton and Cab Calloway who are pretty much recording themselves and running their own businesses. The way that
they ran their bands, there was a lot of monetizing going on way back then too. And there was a lot of economic independence
and control that was being asserted.
So what we’re describing here is the number of zeros more so than the idea of why can’t jazz do this. If there was that much
money coming in, we’d be praising jazz guys the way we talk about Jay-Z. But, when you think about it, what I just described
about Coltrane’s efforts at creating a sort of economic independence for himself, creating a nest egg for his family, et cetera, it’s
the same motivation, the same issue of “what else can I do to change the system to make it work better for myself as an artist
and the kind of economic support that I need to create my music?”
iRJ: I talked with Robert Glasper some time ago, and he said that in making new music today he felt as though he was always
competing with some past great. So when he makes new music, he’s always bumped off the top of the charts when they reissue
another John Coltrane or Miles set, and this groove only happens in jazz . Do you think it’s fair that new musicians
compositions compete with reissues from these past greats?
AK: Well, listen, if Robert Glasper says it’s there, it’s there. And if you open up Billboard and you believe the numbers that are in
Billboard, and you see that Kind of Blue is still selling 2,000 physical units a week or whatever it does, then I can’t argue with
that. And if you go to jazz festivals and you see that a Miles tribute draws a packed house whereas a new set of artists—
Christian Scott, Ambrose Akinmusire, et cetera—is having trouble with the same venue just playing their own music, I would say,
“Absolutely.”
But, like I said earlier, jazz is a music that is trying to work out a balance—and, at its best, it does work out that balance—
between tradition and innovation. When an artist gets up there and suddenly pulls out a Duke Ellington ballad and there’s that
spark of familiarity, there’s a sense of connection to the jazz history, to its legacy, that cannot be denied. And I think this is all
part and parcel of the same kind of impetus within jazz to look back and celebrate the history. It’s like driving forward while
keeping at least one eye on the rearview mirror. It’s something that you’ve got to work out.
Is it there? Absolutely! But do we want innovation? Do we want to be celebrating new heroes as well? Look at someone like
Esperanza Spalding—or Robert Glasper, getting the Grammy for R&B album of the year. There is this idea that there is a new
generation all the time, taking it forward. Does it create competition for new artists, where they’re not only competing with their
colleagues and other people who are out there but also the sense of history? Absolutely! But it ain’t like classical music. There’s
a lot more room for new in jazz than in some other musical styles.
iRJ: A lot of people refer to jazz as American classical music. Do you think this title has hurt or helped jazz?
AK: That’s a good question. You can’t help but reach out for a parallel with jazz to try to explain it to the rest of the world. And
that’s why I think that term—America’s classical music—is used, because the rest of the world understands the sort of status or
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idea of unquestioned entrenchment, for lack of a better term, that classical music enjoys: government funding, private funding,
and societal comfort with it. It starts with “Mommy and Daddy are going to the opera.” That’s the highest cultural thing that
people can do. It’s very middle class, in a way.
So does jazz want to be compared with that? I don’t know, to be quite honest. There are good things and bad things about it. But
I think, once again, this push for respect, for acceptance, for jazz wherever it goes—what it’s been and the incredible legacy and
historical weight that it’s carrying—should raise it up to that level of awareness and appreciation. But do we in the jazz scene
want to be compared with that sense of almost static movement within the classical world where, as I mentioned before, no
modern artist is going to be compared to Mozart or Beethoven? I’m not sure. That’s where I think the comparison kind of falls
short.
iRJ: Jazz today isn’t as popular with the younger generation. Do you that’s because the music isn’t necessarily danceable?
AK: Alice Coltrane once told me that when you lose a regular beat or a regular pulse in the rhythm, which is usually associated
with dancing, and get into irregular rhythms, which is what John Coltrane was doing, that’s when the audience starts leaving. It
really becomes more like art music.
I would say that dance is a very important social function of music. If you’re creating the music that everyone is dancing to,
you’re creating the music that men and women are meeting each other to, that is sort of the soundtrack to important social
interaction—Friday night get-togethers, Saturday night parties—there’s no higher reach than being able to create music that hits
that function. So if you can create jazz, like Jimmy Smith did in the Fifties, where suddenly you’re creating music that is on juke
boxes, that people are drinking to and partying to, it starts to reach at a whole other level.
Should jazz do that? Jazz should be whatever it wants to be, whatever the jazz player, composer, or bandleader wants it to be.
And if they want to include that kind of function in it, I’m not gonna be looking down on that. So if Lou Donaldson still wants to get
up there and hit “Alligator Boogaloo,” or Robert Glasper’s gonna bring Chris Dave into the band and they’re gonna use hip-hop
rhythms and hip-hop beats as part of their music, I say, “God bless.” I think that’s great. Jazz has always been connected to all
sorts of other music, whether or not people like that.
iRJ: Where do you see the music industry going today?
AK: [Chuckles] If I knew the answer to that question, I’d probably be sitting behind some desk in some office somewhere getting
paid a big weekly salary. But I don’t know where the music industry’s going. There will always be a music business, but even
more than that there will always be music. The need to create music—the need to play, compose, lead bands, perform—is
timeless. It’ll always be there. But how all of that gets monetized, to borrow your term—it’ll figure itself out. The music industry
was a very small part of the general economic landscape up until the Seventies, and then it just exploded and it kept on
exploding. And to this day it’s sort of interwoven with the entertainment industry in such a big way that you have someone like
Jay-Z owning [a share of] the Barclays Center. [Ed. note: Jay-Z sold his share in September 2013 for $1.5 million.]
For me, the question is where is creative music going? Will there always be space and support and an environment that
encourages creative music? And jazz is a huge part of that. The idea of getting up there with instrumental music and
improvising: as I said before, these are sort of like the defining elements of jazz, and will there be a place for that? And I think in
the future there will be. One of the effects of the Internet and of digital music—downloads and sharing of music—which has
taken away so much economic clout from the industry is also creating the freedom for individuals to create their own websites, to
create their own labels, to create their own situations.
The thing is that jazz has always been a live music, a form of music that relies on live performance, on the meeting of the
performer and the audience. Will there always be jazz clubs? Will there always be clubs dedicated to supporting this kind of
music? I damn well hope so. I’m not totally convinced, but at least here in New York City we have the advantage of many clubs
where, any night of the week, you still have choices of where you can go to hear some great jazz. And that, I hope, will always
be there.
About iRockJazz.com: iRock Jazz is a music and culture site covering today’s modern music scene through original content,
photography, exclusive interviews, music and concert reviews, and video storytelling from the artists themselves. In addition to
our site, we connect fans and artists through social media and various digital platforms. We’re considered being one of the best
diverse global online community, united by a common love for music, art, culture, technology and ideas.
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PANELIST BIOS

JOHN BURK
John Burk is one of the founding partners and the Chief Creative Officer of the Concord Music Group. An accomplished guitarist
with a degree in music composition, John began his career as a musician, as well as an independent engineer and producer.
John was recruited and mentored by Concord Records’ founder, Carl Jefferson, to be a staff producer, General Manager and
ultimately to lead the label’s creative efforts. Under John’s creative direction since 1995, Concord has diversified its artist roster
and grown substantially to become one of the largest independent music companies in the world. In addition to building a deep
and rich catalog of masters and publishing rights, Concord Music Group has an active and diverse roster of some of the world’s
most respected and talented artists including Paul McCartney, James Taylor, Carole King, Ben Harper, Booker T. Jones, Chick
Corea, Boney James, Alison Krauss, Gregg Allman, Idina Menzel, Valerie June and Paul Simon. In addition to his role as a
music executive, John has been a prolific and Grammy Award winning producer, working with a wide range of artists including
George Benson, Al Jarreau, Ray Charles, Paul McCartney, Lalah Hathaway, Tito Puente, Poncho Sanchez, Ozomatli, Gladys
Knight, Norah Jones, and many more. A four time Grammy winner himself, John has produced well over 100 albums that have
earned a total of 23 Grammy nominations and 12 Grammy Awards. One of his productions, Ray Charles’ Genius Loves
Company, won 8 Grammy Awards including Album Of The Year and Record Of The Year. John was also responsible for
discovering and developing the career of Esperanza Spalding, who won the Grammy Award for Best New Artist in 2011. John
currently serves on the National Board of Trustees for NARAS and on the MusiCares Foundation Board of Directors.
IVORY DANIEL
Ivory Daniel is Co-Founder / Owner of The Regime Management; home to over 20 cutting edge clients that include multiplatinum artists and producers from diverse genres of music (i.e. EVERLAST, Poncho Sanchez, Christian Scott, DJ MUGGS
(CYPRESS HILL), Vista Chino, Dilated Peoples, Red Light King, Unwritten Law, Black Uhuru, Swollen Members, Mickey Avalon,
ORGONE, Glasses Malone, Mad Child, EVIDENCE, Allison Iraheta, Etc.) Ivory is also co-owner of several independent record
labels including Battle Axe Records and Regime Records. Ivory began his music career as a DJ in Los Angeles nightclubs at 16
years old and is an accomplished Latin Percussionist.
KENT LIU
Kent is Vice President of Business Affairs at Rhino Entertainment. Kent recently joined Rhino Entertainment, a Warner Music
Group company, and prior to that he was with the Concord Music Group for thirteen years. He oversees the recorded music
business affairs department for Rhino and supervises all artist and production deals, acquisitions, joint venture and finished
goods agreements as well as audio and video licenses and related litigation and trademark issues. Prior to joining Concord,
Kent was in private practice concentrating in the areas of music, copyright, trademark, general business, and intellectual
property and business litigation. Kent is a contributing author to the Visual Artist’s Business and Legal Guide and is an
occasional speaker at law schools and MCLE seminars. Kent holds a B.A. degree from UCLA in Economics and Sociology and
a J.D. degree from the McGeorge School of Law, University of the Pacific.

ERIC PALMQUIST
An industry veteran of nearly twenty years, jazz trumpeter and songwriter Eric Palmquist has an extensive background in all
facets of music administration, and has held executive positions with Warner/Chappell Music, Disney Music Group, and Quincy
Jones Music Publishing. He currently is Vice President, Audit & Income Tracking BMG Chrysalis. He has served as President of
the California Copyright Conference, and was Jazz Program Director at KUOP FM. He received NARIP’s Best In The Biz award
in 2009 & 2011 for audit/income tracking, and is a frequent guest lecturer at UCLA, CSUN and Musician’s Institute, as well as
ASCAP’s Expo and SESAC’s Songwriter’s Bootcamp.
PONCHO SANCHEZ
If music were about pictures, percussionist Poncho Sanchez’s music would best be described as a kaleidoscopic swirl of some
of the hottest colors and brightest lights to emerge from either side of the border. At any given show, on any given record,
fragments of Latin jazz, swing, bebop, salsa and other infectious grooves collide and churn in a fiery swirl, with results that are
no less than dazzling.
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Although born in Laredo, Texas, in 1951 to a large Mexican-American family, Poncho Sanchez grew up in a suburb of L.A.,
where he was raised on an unusual cross section of sounds that included straightahead jazz, Latin jazz and American soul. By
his teen years, his musical consciousness had been solidified by the likes of John Coltrane, Miles Davis, Cal Tjader, Mongo
Santamaria, Wilson Pickett and James Brown. Along the way, he taught himself to play guitar, flute, drums and timbales, but
eventually settled on the congas.
At 24, after working his way around the local club scene for several years, he landed a permanent spot in Cal Tjader’s band in
1975. “I learned a great deal from Cal,” says Sanchez, “but it wasn’t as though he sat me down and taught me lessons like a
schoolteacher. Mostly it was just a matter of being around such a great guy. It was the way he conducted himself, the way he
talked to people, the way he presented himself onstage. He was very elegant, very dignified, and when he played, he played
beautifully. The touch that he had on the vibes – nobody has that sound. To me, he was – and is, and always will be – the
world’s greatest vibe player.”
Sanchez remained with Tjader until the bandleader’s death in 1982. That same year, he signed with Concord for the release of
Sonando!, an album that marked the beginning of a prolific musical partnership that spans 30 years and, with the October 30,
2012 release of Live in Hollywood, 26 albums! (A special digital version released on September 25, 2012.
Whether it’s salsa, straightahead jazz, Latin jazz, or even elements of soul and blues, the mesmerizing array of sounds and
colors from Poncho Sanchez’s youth have telegraphed across the decades and continue to inform his creative sensibilities to
this day. “There’s room for a lot of different sounds in our music,” he says. “I think people have come to know that that’s what
Poncho Sanchez is all about. We put it all together in a pot, boil it together and come out with a big stew. This isn’t some
marketing strategy to sell records. These are the sounds I grew up with. So when I play this music, I’m not telling a lie. I’m telling
my story. This is the real thing.”
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