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Abstract

Pianist and composer Herbie Hancock’s Norton lecture at Harvard University, entitled “The
Ethics of Jazz,” features the “wisdom of Miles Davis,” marking the current tendency in the
United States to go back to the past of the often idolized avant-garde musician. It also highlights
the difficulties of presenting a whole vision of the history of the genre at a time when the mu-
sic is played in such a variety of forms that it cannot be categorized as a musical genre. Miles
represents the authority of the past, particularly of the 1950s to 70s, when the searches for freer
styles of music by Miles himself and the practitioners of “free jazz” deconstructed the traditional
definition of jazz. Hancock’s version of Miles Davis does not refer to the past of jazz as a solid
genre but to the possibilities inherent in the resilience of the music played by him. Jazz and its
past could be still misinterpreted and misrepresented, particularly after the 1980s when conser-
vative visions of jazz and its history, sometimes associated with trumpeter Wynton Marsalis,
could reemerge among more diversified ones. Hancock’s version of Miles Davis’s mythology,
however, stresses the possibilities in the liberating power of the improvisational music that has

transformed the cultures of the United States and will go on doing so.
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