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Lennie Tristano was born in Illinois, Chicago in 1919 “almost
blind in the bosom of a family originally from southern Italy,
he began his piano studies with his mother, an opera singer
and pianist. At the age of ten he enters a school in Chicago
where he studies music theory, alto and tenor saxophones,
clarinet and violoncello, and at the same time directs the

school orchestra”.
According to the text that accompanies the aforementioned
album, at this time Lennie Tristano also played trumpet,
guitar and drums. He later starts higher music studies and
gets a ‘Bachelor of Music’ in just two years. It is after his
studies when he begins to be interested in Jazz and musical
improvisation in general.
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His influences, apart from classical music (especially Bach),
can be summed up with the following names: Art Tatum, Bud
Powell, Earl Hines Lester Young and Charlie Parker. In 1943,
he combined his career as a musician with teaching, for which
he should also be considered an important ‘Jazz Educator’
(Jazz teacher).
Later he even founded his “New School Of Music” in New York.
At that time he coincides with Lee Konitz, alto saxophonist,
also originally from Chicago, with a unique style that will
play a very important role in his future formations. In 1945,
he collaborated with the formation of Earl Swope (trombonist)
and Woody Herman (clarinetist, band-leader and singer), moving
to New York in 1946.

From his circle of students and colleagues an extraordinary
sextet crystallized in 1948: Lee Konitz (alto sax), Warne
Marsh (tenor sax), Billy Bauer (guitar), Lennie Tristano
(piano), Arnold Fishkin/Harold Granowsky (bass) and Denzil
Best (drums).
The group worked closely together for a year, something
unusual, until recording Crosscurrent for the Capitol label in
March and May 1949 in New York.
What is special about Lennie Tristano’s style is a very linear
approach to his improvisations. Until now, melodic
improvisation in Jazz was mainly based on playing what the
harmonic base pre-established (the vertical part of the
music). In other words: melodic instruments played piano or
guitar chords in the form of successive notes (arpeggios) to
create melodic lines.
Tristano tries to give the melodic line itself more
importance, so that it could also exist without harmony. His
goal is to avoid the repetition of ideas and to improvise ‘for
real’ without the use of ‘licks’ (pre-established and prerehearsed melodic fragments). Later, on his album “Lennie
Tristano” from 1955, he includes two songs in which he
practically does not play any chords, only a great melodic
line, a particular thing for a pianist, considering that the

strong point of the piano tends to be precisely the chords. .
The last consequence, as paradoxical as it may seem, is the
complete annulment of the harmonic instrument in some Cool
Jazz formations, such as the Gerry Mulligan Quartet with Chet
Baker from 52/53, with the formation: sax, bass trumpet and
drums.
Apart from the plain melodic line, he experimented with
counterpoint, that is, the simultaneous combination of two or
more independent melodic voices. He is in fact considered a
pioneer in counterpoint improvisation. Another peculiarity was
a total independence of melody and compass.
That is to say: he played asymmetrical phrases that did not
correspond to the beats, they went beyond the bar line and the
structures of the general form of the musical piece, to such
an extent that he had difficulty finding a drummer capable of
accompanying him adequately.
The latter obviously also exists in Bebop, for example, but
not in such an outlined and intentional way.
When it comes to recording his music, he is probably the first
Jazz musician to experiment with the possibility of recording
by tracks. This is impressively documented in his ’55 Turkish
Mambo track, in which he records three melodic lines on top of
each other. Each changing independently of measure during the
piece. The result is a delirious combination of voices,
counterpoints and polyrhythms.
Despite his special interest in melody also his chords and
harmonic links were complex and innovative. To all this we
must add another novelty that he introduces in his groups, and
that is perhaps the most revolutionary.
At the end of their concerts, Lennie Tristano and his
musicians would often play a free piece. The only thing that
was remembered before performing was the order of entry of the

instruments. That same thing, by the way, he also used to do
with his students.
He dedicated his entire life to a single goal: to achieve
total mastery of his instrument and the music for it. In this
way, he wanted to reach a total state of control and freedom
at the same time. In this way he wanted to give way to the
essence of Jazz: feeling and emotion, the work that all Jazz
musicians do deep down. Lennie Tristano, in a conversation
with the critic Barry Ulanov points out: “I can never think
and play at the same time […]. It’s emotionally impossible.
[Adds Ulanov:] Thought is an anticipation of acting. The
studio precedes a recording like this week after week, month
after month, year after year.”
His album Crosscurrent (‘Capitol Sessions’) / Intuition was
released in parts from 1949 to 1954, as the record company
apparently did not dare to release the material at all
(probably fearing financial failure, then ignoring its
historical importance). Until it was finally published in its
entirety in 1972. In 2012, it was included in the ‘Grammy Hall
of Fame’ of recordings.
Today more than before the influence of the ‘Tristano School’
continues to have late indirect disciples such as Mark Turner,
Kurt Rosenwinkel, Jorge Rossy to name a few.
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Collection
The Complete Atlantic Recordings of Lennie Tristano, Lee
Konitz & Warne Marsh (1955-58) – (Mosaic – 1997) – 10 LPs oder
6 CDs – Lennie Tristano p mit Lee Konitz, Gene Ramey, Art
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