
       

 

I awake to the icy edge of a late 
December morning. The bedroom 
window seems a distance as I gin-
gerly move toward it, my timid 
whine becoming an appropriate 
accompaniment to the toe dance I 
undertake to avoid the frigid floor. 
The window frames a grey white 
landscape pressed against the 
frosted glass by the winter wind. 
With a menacing howl, the cutting 
chill of the hawk invades the im-
mediate proximity of the window 
and the enveloping cold sends me 
into a whimpering retreat, des-
perate and grasping for warmth 
and protection.

As I pull on that second sweater, I 
notice that children are playing 
outside. I watch, with curious fas-
cination, as they create games 
with the snow and the visible air 
they exhale. They run and they 
laugh. Their energy is flowing and 
the joy of adventure is alive in 
their play as they seek new ways 
to use these seasonal elements 
that I cower from. To get a closer 
look I brave the sting of the frozen 
air surrounding the glass and step 
to the window. One little kid has a 
familiar look and I almost press 
my nose against the pane to get a 
better view. There in the snow, 
laughing and wildly exuberant, is 
a familiar

face indeed….It is my face, and on it I 
see a vision of once upon a time, a 
time when I ran as one with the wind 
through the crystal days when winter 
was a friend and playmate.In the 
present, at least, I try not to be afraid 
to p lay mus ic in a wor ld where 
change is as inevitable as the seasons. 
I am still curious as to the possibilities 
and opportunities that exist for me in 
a world that seems to turn inside-out, 
upside-down, and away from what-
ever I have become comfortable with. 
I worry though, that some in the 
community of jazz, that teacher and 
peer of my youth, have lost the mu-
sic’s fundamental spirit of adventure 
and hide inside the walls of their own 
house, confused by and afraid of the 
ever changing cultural landscape out-
side.

You may or may not be familiar with a 
quote from the Hungarian guitarist 
Gabor Szabo that is quite significant 
to this train of thought. It is said that 
Gabor, with his Bela Lugosi accent on 
display, told a musician with whom  he 
was playing, “why don’t you play 
some deeferent sheet?” Alas, if one is 
to play “deeferent sheet” one must 
take in some of the same, and I would 
suggest that the best way to do that 
is to look for inspiration somewhere 
other than your current source.

Recently, I was in attendance at a 
clinic at which the clinician spoke and 
fielded questions relating to the art of

jazz improvisation for over an 
hour.  During all that time there 
was no mention of any music 
other than jazz as a source of 
inspiration and the only listen-
ing sources that were men-
tioned could be found in a 20 
to 30 year segment of jazz 
history. I have encountered 
many jazz musicians who have 
spoken to me of their apprecia-
tion for music that is not jazz. 
They have not whispered this 
to me in dark corners, as i f 
confessing to a love that dares 
not speak its name, but in a 
matter of fact manner without 
shame and without fear of 
prejudice. It is telling than, that 
when these musicians play, 
almost without exception, the 
persona of their expression is 
completely devoid of any influ-
ence of the “other music” that 
they have mentioned with 
great affection. I think that, if 
the truth be told, the musicians 
would explain that discrepancy 
by saying that the “other mu-
sic” was in fact just something 
that they ENJOYED. They would 
offer that it was simply an extra 
curricular diversion that was 
not to be taken seriously in 
relation to the higher calling of 
jazz. 

 I do not see jazz as a religion. I 
see it as an opportunity. I am 
called to jazz because of the 
opportunity to create music, to  
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improvise ideas in group and solo 
settings based on sounds and ex-
periences I have encountered in 
life. If something impacts my exis-
tence then I am compelled to find 
a way to share that impact. The 
trick of, of course is to be able to 
MAKE IT WORK. If I come away from 
a concer t of music by Mahler, 
blown away and in the throes of a 
life changing epiphany the issue 
then becomes the integration of 
that experience into a component 
of your musical persona that can 
be workable in a given situation. If 
you are a music lover as well as a 
practicing musician (not necessarily 
a given), then you may encounter 
the same situation checking out 
the Cream reunion concert, listen-
ing to a Benny Goodman Quartet 
recording, or being swept away by 
the expressive power of any of the 
world’s musical wonders both old 
and new. In leaving the details of 
the problem solving to you, I will 
only suggest that the inability to 
integrate, into the artistic persona, 
an idea that moves you because it’s 
a “rock thing” or a “retro thing” is an 
indication that the imagination is 
not being allowed to do its thing. 
    
Imagination is the essential tool of 
the creative artist. It can suggest 
how you might play your instru-
ment and what could be played on 
it. It will also help explain the rela-
tionship of diverse musical 

elements and how they might work 
in concert. Since what cannot be 
imagined cannot be, it is essential for 
the artist to nurture this gift. In cre-
ating the proper chemistry in your 
creative workshop, I think you will 
find that imagination will thrive in 
the company o f cur ios i t y, and 
achieve its best results working 
alongside the muscle of due dili-
gence. Bring reason late onto the 
team, as it is a most valuable con-
sultant, but do not have it present at 
the conception of an idea as it can 
be confused at times with imagina-
tion’s great enemy. The insidious 
presence of fear has many disguises, 
reason being only one of them. One 
can only imagine the great music 
that has not been played because 
this great evil whispered into an 
artist’s ear, using the voice of pru-
dence or humility.   

    
       

Though first among its great 
enemies, fear is running only 
slightly ahead of compla-
cency and the desire for vali-
dation. This dark trinity is 
companion to the old in 
spirit, and is the harbinger of 
artistic death. Like the pro-
verbial thief in the night, it 
will sneak in the door when 
you dwell too long on your 
accomplishments, ponder 
their glory and cling to the 
security of their memory. 
Your imagination then, with 
its purpose compromised, 
will quietly leave you alone 
in your room, wh i le the 
world changes outside your 
window and beyond your 
understanding.

  - Ernie Krivda
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