
second great quintet

second great quintet refers to a legendary jazz ensemble led by the innovative
saxophonist John Coltrane during the mid-1960s. Renowned for its groundbreaking
approach to jazz, this group pushed the boundaries of harmony, rhythm, and
improvisation, influencing generations of musicians. The second great quintet is
celebrated for its unique lineup, which included some of the most talented and forward-
thinking artists of the era. Its contributions to modal jazz and post-bop styles remain
highly influential in the jazz canon. This article explores the formation, members, musical
style, key recordings, and lasting impact of the second great quintet. Through detailed
examination, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why this group is
considered one of the most important in jazz history. The following sections provide a
structured overview of the quintet’s significance and legacy.

Formation and Members of the Second Great Quintet

Musical Style and Innovations

Key Recordings and Albums

Impact and Legacy in Jazz History

Formation and Members of the Second Great
Quintet

The second great quintet was formed in the early 1960s, marking a new chapter in John
Coltrane’s illustrious career. After the dissolution of his first renowned quintet, Coltrane
sought to explore more avant-garde and experimental approaches to jazz. The group’s
lineup consisted of highly skilled musicians who were instrumental in shaping its distinct
sound. The quintet included John Coltrane on tenor saxophone, McCoy Tyner on piano,
Elvin Jones on drums, Jimmy Garrison on double bass, and the addition of saxophonist
Wayne Shorter, who replaced the previous quintet’s alto saxophonist. This configuration
allowed for unprecedented interplay and improvisational freedom.

John Coltrane

John Coltrane, the leader and tenor saxophonist, was already an established jazz icon by
the time the second great quintet was formed. His evolving style emphasized intense
improvisation and complex harmonic structures. Coltrane’s visionary approach was
central to the group’s identity.



Wayne Shorter

Wayne Shorter joined the quintet as a tenor saxophonist, bringing a fresh compositional
voice and a more abstract, exploratory approach to improvisation. His contributions
significantly influenced the group’s musical direction.

McCoy Tyner

As the pianist, McCoy Tyner provided a robust harmonic foundation characterized by his
distinctive quartal voicings and rhythmic drive. His playing was both supportive and
adventurous, complementing Coltrane’s improvisations.

Elvin Jones

Elvin Jones, the drummer, was known for his polyrhythmic and dynamic style. His
energetic and complex rhythms propelled the quintet’s sound, offering a compelling
rhythmic framework for the soloists.

Jimmy Garrison

The bassist Jimmy Garrison anchored the group with his steady and melodic bass lines.
His ability to balance rhythmic pulse with harmonic depth was essential in maintaining the
quintet’s cohesive sound.

Musical Style and Innovations

The second great quintet is widely recognized for its innovative musical style that
challenged traditional jazz norms. The group’s sound was characterized by a blend of
modal jazz, post-bop, and early free jazz elements, creating a revolutionary approach to
group improvisation and composition.

Modal Jazz Exploration

Building on the modal jazz concepts popularized in the late 1950s, the quintet expanded
modal frameworks to allow for freer harmonic movement. This approach enabled extended
improvisations that ventured beyond conventional chord changes.



Rhythmic Complexity and Freedom

The rhythm section, particularly Elvin Jones and Jimmy Garrison, introduced complex
polyrhythms and syncopations that provided a fluid, dynamic foundation. This rhythmic
freedom allowed the soloists to explore time and phrasing in novel ways.

Collective Improvisation

The second great quintet emphasized collective improvisation, where all members
contributed spontaneously to the evolving musical texture. This approach broke away from
the traditional soloist-accompanist model, creating interactive and unpredictable
performances.

Use of Unconventional Structures

The group often employed unconventional song structures, including open forms and
shifting meters. These compositional innovations challenged listeners and musicians alike
to rethink the possibilities of jazz form and expression.

Key Recordings and Albums

The legacy of the second great quintet is best captured through its landmark recordings.
These albums showcase the ensemble’s groundbreaking sound and artistic evolution
during its relatively brief but prolific existence.

A Love Supreme (1965)

Perhaps the most iconic album associated with John Coltrane and his quintet, A Love
Supreme is a spiritual suite that combines modal jazz with deeply expressive
improvisation. The album solidified the group’s place in jazz history and remains a critical
and popular milestone.

Live at the Village Vanguard (1962)

This live recording captures the quintet’s early performances, highlighting their
exploratory improvisations and dynamic interplay. It is a vital document of the group’s
evolving sound and live energy.



John Coltrane and Johnny Hartman (1963)

While primarily a collaboration with vocalist Johnny Hartman, this album features
members of the second great quintet, demonstrating their versatility and ability to support
a ballad-driven, lyrical approach.

Other Notable Albums

Coltrane (1962) – Showcasing the quintet’s developing style.

Impressions (1963) – Featuring live and studio recordings with modal and avant-
garde elements.

Live at Birdland (1964) – A testament to the group’s live improvisational prowess.

Impact and Legacy in Jazz History

The second great quintet’s influence on jazz is profound and enduring. Its innovations in
harmony, rhythm, and group dynamics reshaped modern jazz and inspired countless
artists and ensembles.

Influence on Post-Bop and Free Jazz

The quintet played a pivotal role in the transition from hard bop to post-bop and early free
jazz. Their explorations opened new pathways for melodic and harmonic freedom,
encouraging subsequent musicians to experiment with jazz form and structure.

Contribution to Jazz Education

The music of the second great quintet is frequently studied in jazz education programs
worldwide. Their approach to improvisation, composition, and ensemble interaction serves
as a model for advanced jazz performance and theory.

Enduring Popularity and Critical Acclaim

Decades after their active years, the recordings of the second great quintet continue to



receive critical acclaim and remain popular among jazz enthusiasts. Their work is
celebrated in reissues, tributes, and scholarly analysis, cementing their status as jazz
legends.

Summary of Key Contributions

Revolutionized group improvisation and ensemble interaction.

Expanded modal jazz into freer harmonic territories.

Introduced complex rhythmic structures and polyrhythms.

Blended composition with spontaneous creativity.

Influenced generations of jazz musicians and composers.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Second Great Quintet in jazz history?
The Second Great Quintet refers to the legendary jazz group led by Miles Davis during the
mid-1960s, featuring Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, and Tony Williams.

Who were the members of the Second Great Quintet?
The members were Miles Davis on trumpet, Wayne Shorter on tenor saxophone, Herbie
Hancock on piano, Ron Carter on bass, and Tony Williams on drums.

When was the Second Great Quintet active?
The Second Great Quintet was primarily active between 1964 and 1968.

What makes the Second Great Quintet significant in
jazz?
The Second Great Quintet is significant for its innovative approach to post-bop jazz,
pushing boundaries with complex rhythms, harmonic freedom, and interactive group
improvisation.

Which albums are essential listening from the Second



Great Quintet?
Key albums include 'E.S.P.' (1965), 'Miles Smiles' (1967), 'Nefertiti' (1967), and 'Sorcerer'
(1967).

How did the Second Great Quintet influence modern
jazz?
They influenced modern jazz by introducing more abstract structures, modal
improvisation, and a conversational style of playing that inspired countless musicians.

What role did Tony Williams play in the Second Great
Quintet?
Tony Williams was the drummer and contributed groundbreaking rhythmic complexity and
energy that helped redefine jazz drumming in that era.

How did Wayne Shorter's compositions impact the
Second Great Quintet?
Wayne Shorter's compositions brought a unique harmonic and melodic sophistication that
challenged and inspired the group’s dynamic interplay and improvisation.

Additional Resources
1. The Second Great Quintet: Miles Davis and the Evolution of Jazz
This book explores the groundbreaking work of Miles Davis's Second Great Quintet,
highlighting their innovative approach to jazz during the mid-1960s. It delves into the
group's unique interplay, improvisational style, and the way they pushed the boundaries of
traditional jazz forms. Detailed analysis of key recordings and performances offers insight
into their lasting impact on modern jazz.

2. Inside the Second Great Quintet: Profiles of Davis, Hancock, Carter, Shorter, and
Williams
Focusing on the individual members of the Second Great Quintet, this volume provides in-
depth biographies and examines each musician's contributions to the group's dynamic
sound. It sheds light on their collaborative chemistry and how their distinct voices
combined to create a revolutionary jazz ensemble.

3. Beyond the Sound: The Improvisational Genius of the Second Great Quintet
This book analyzes the improvisational techniques and experimental approaches that
defined the Second Great Quintet's performances. It discusses how the group challenged
conventional jazz structures through spontaneous composition and interaction, influencing
generations of musicians.

4. Miles Davis's Second Great Quintet: A Musical Revolution
A comprehensive study of the Second Great Quintet's role in transforming jazz during the



1960s. The author examines the social and cultural context surrounding the group, their
groundbreaking albums, and their innovative contributions to modal jazz and post-bop
styles.

5. The Legacy of the Second Great Quintet in Contemporary Jazz
This book traces the influence of the Second Great Quintet on contemporary jazz artists
and ensembles. Through interviews and case studies, it reveals how the quintet's
adventurous spirit and musical innovations continue to inspire jazz musicians today.

6. Soundscapes of Innovation: The Second Great Quintet's Studio Sessions
An intimate look at the recording sessions of the Second Great Quintet, this book uncovers
the creative processes behind some of their most iconic albums. It includes session notes,
producer insights, and discussions about the technical aspects that shaped their unique
sound.

7. Exploring the Rhythms and Harmonies of the Second Great Quintet
This academic text delves into the complex rhythms, harmonies, and modal explorations
characteristic of the Second Great Quintet's music. It provides musical transcriptions and
theoretical analysis aimed at musicians and scholars interested in jazz theory and
composition.

8. The Second Great Quintet and the Expansion of Jazz Improvisation
Focusing on the quintet's role in expanding the vocabulary of jazz improvisation, this book
examines their experimental techniques and group dynamics. It discusses how their
approach paved the way for freer, more abstract forms of jazz expression.

9. From Miles to Modernity: The Second Great Quintet's Enduring Influence
This title traces the historical significance of the Second Great Quintet, linking their
innovations to developments in modern jazz and beyond. It highlights how the group's
work continues to resonate within various musical genres and cultural movements
worldwide.
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