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A STUDY OF IMPROVISATION TECHNIQUES OF SONNY ROLLINS
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M.Mus. Stud., Mus.M., Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

This analysis of Sonny Rollins’s improvisation techniques aims to study the
characteristics of Sonny Rollins’s saxophone performance skill including its strength
particularly as seen in his “Saxophone Colossus” album.

The results of the study revealed that Sonny Rollins used thematic
improvisation and real variation technique. He improvised simple melodic ideas and
then developed them into melodic motif. Sonny Rollins was also the first musician
that played in a trio ensemble without a piano. He also mixed the calypso rhythm into
jazz.

In this graduate saxophone recital, the researcher selected five compositions
from the “Saxophone Colossus” album and two compositions which Sonny Rollins
performed in his authentic style, piano-less trio, and re-composition. The program
consisted of 7 pieces. 1.Moritat 2.You don’t know what love is 3.Strode rode 4.St.

Thomas 5.Blue Seven 6.Valse Hot 7.Don’t stop the carnival.

KEY WORDS: IMPROVISATION TECHNIQUES / SONNY ROLLINS/
PRAYAT SUPAJITA / SAXOPHONE COLOSSUS
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Aanaia numjunuenanaa ianiuiulszauilymiaudeoadisumsiiiainu
(Davis, 1986, #11 121)
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Tue1491) A.9.1965-1966 9 ladudugiwnain duil 1saaud nereudumniuas
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ainassanuanielng q idunsensudnads tnlddredenann  Bluebird W15mIUAD
dania Impulse HAZIWBNIITUIQNINWNANIUYGA “On Impulse,”  “Alfie,” “East Broadway
o 1 [ { a d o o o o w
Rundown” @uiliounud duil Tsaaud masdudulusuinievesauoanionaesdun
1N 1na 9 1199819 UYA “East Broadway Rundown” 111] 7.7.1966 N1 Freddie Hubbard
(Trumpet), Jimmy Garrison (Bass), Elvin Jones (Drums) ﬁg ‘]JLL‘]J‘U’NmﬁfJWIgﬂ “Our Man in Jazz”
aou Ul A.7.1963 3 Don Cherry (trumpet), Bob Cranshaw (g Henry Grims (Bass), Bily
. . : 3 a 7
Higgins (drums) Faguiiouitlumsnensnauaiusosglin e Quartet Y990031UA TAaIUY
g A . v = a o
(Ornette Coleman) 119H819911BIU19INANNAAAUTA1B ATU 171391118 11910294150 nATS
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nasumlasluga 70 Fuil Tsadudialvgousunuiauaious 0d19auA3300 (rock) 101l
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Edge,” “Easy Living,” “Don't Stop the Carnival,” “Milestone Jazzstar in Concert,” “Don't Ask,”
“Love At First Sight” mﬁqqﬂ ‘80 ﬁ/‘Uﬂwp"ﬂ “Sonny Days Starry Night,” “G Man,” “Dancing
in The Dark,” “Falling in Love with Jazz” w'mqﬂ 90 ﬁ’mmﬂ;ﬂ “Here's To The People,” “Old
Y
Flames,” “+3,” “Global Warming” 1agfaggn a.e. 2000 9auauilegiiudl daudinuiag
= (] o RS & o aa 9 1 ]
ponULanIauas lutestin uandadudurialuinauasiaunsoddhnszuausians
4 I [l
alasuuiladl@itiued19d (Davis, 1986, M1 126)
A~ o A a  Ja A . [

101 A.6.2001 Uil Tsadud INaIUFOYA “Without a Song” ITUNANUMTUTAIAA
arga naenga “G-Man” 14l 0.#.1986 1911459 Clifton  Anderson (Trombone), Bob
Cranshaw (Bass), Perry Wilson (drums), Stephen Scott (piano), Kimati Dinzulu (Percussions) 414
dy = 1 i o { a X
11'lAsaLd i Boston's Berkley Performing Arts Center Wodui 15 NHAINTYU 7.7.2001 Failu

] o d1 A { ad <3 4 [l o 1 PN
FIUIANHMAIVINHANIAUNDIUIANT VN IMIAAANTAFUADT U111 TurI9NALe
v A a 4 Y o 1 4 o (] = @ ya Y = A Aa A 1
dudl Tsaaud lawnegluemsamud lugufeany Inagavua ldoudounIosiuiduriu
Y 1 1 Y 9 o T a3 P A o
waz lamiuemsaanaenIden Ll Ui ndumramsaifnaz o ue 15Ul ve 101N
tg’ csyd ) 9 =R A 3 A 9 o a
panUFUHa nnenuianneluiilumioums Nerdeuazdasu Touanimialoves
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Angapdelumamsainsain (luwsy gadn, 2550, nih 14)
a o { a 4 1 a (L] o
a%a n3senwed Fuil Isaaud Al453agsmwnuuiuiui 481 1dvinldlwdou
a Y Y Y o v A a Jd I [l I 091’
WOAINGU A.7.2004 93 19ANUAT1 AN 1W0D Uil Tsaaud iuedrann asservouandumnis
F
A3auazdinmidiual msdadulinedana Doxy Record vounsiusnanaulivosnn
z 4 o 3 < o { %
11INNTTOIVOUVT UBNINTUFDTATY “Sonny Please” N 1AN19INAI1YANNTTO1VBUUNTNIZYA

nuategaleny (Insy naila, 2550, v 15)

(Y] g.’l U Y a q
2.2 daUNNANUVDITUH 15a81d (Discography)

1 UN/MHANY

1951 - Sonny Rollins Quarter / Prestige
- Sonny and the Stars / Prestige
- Sonny Rollins with The Modern Jazz Quartet / Prestige

- Mambo Jazz / Prestige

1954 - Moving Out / Prestige

- Sonny Rollins Plays Jazz Classics / Prestige

- Sonny Rollins Quintet / Prestige
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1955

- Taking Care of Business / Prestige

- Work Time / Prestige

1956

- Saxophone Colossus Prestige

- Sonny Rollins Plus Four Prestige
- Three Giants Prestige

- Tenor Madness Prestige

- Rollins Plays for Bird Prestige

- Sonny Boy Prestige

- Tour de Force Prestige

- Sonny Rollins, Vol.1 Blue Note

1957

- Alternate Takes / Contemporary

- Way Out West / Contemporary

- Sony Rollins, Vol.2 / Blue Note

- Wail March / Blue Note

- Sonny’s Time / Jazzland

- The Sound of Sonny / Riverside

- Newk’s Time / Blue Note

- A Night at the Village Vanguard / Blue Note

- A Night at The Village Vanguard Vol.1 / Blue Note
- A Night at The Village Vanguard Vol.2 / Blue Note
- A Night at The Village Vanguard Vol.3 / Blue Note
- More From the Vanguard / Blue Note

-Sonny Rollins Plays/Jimmy Cleveland Plays Period

- Sonny Rollins / Everest

- European Concerts Bandstand
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1958

- Freedom Suite / Riverside

- Shadow Waltz / Jazzland

- Sonny Rollins and the Big Brass / Verve

- Brass & Trio / Verve

- Quartet / Verve

- Sonny Rollins at Music Inn Metrojazz

- Sonny Rollins and the Contemporary Leaders / Contemporary

- Brass Trio / Verve

1959

- In Stockholm (1959) Live Dragon
- Aix-En-Provence (Live) Royal Jazz

- Saxes in Stereo / Riverside

1962

- The Bridge Bluebird / RCA

- The Quartets Featuring Jim Hall Bluebird
- What’s New? Bluebird / RCA
-Alternatives Bluebird

- On The Outside Bluebird

- Our Man In Jazz (Live) RCA Victor

1963

- Sonny Rollins /Prestige

- Sonny Meets Hawk /RCA

- All The Things You Are Bluebird / RCA
- Stuttgart (1963) /Jazz Anthology

- Live in Paris (1963)/ Magnetic
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i Sathumaa

1964 - Now’s The Time RCA Victor
- Sonny Rollins & Co. 1964 Bluebird / RCA
- Three in Jazz /RCA
- The Standard Sonny Rollins / RCA

1965 - There Will Never Be Another You Impulse
- Live in Europe (1965) Magnetic

1966 - Alfie Impulse
- East Broadway Rundown Impulse

1972 - Next Album Milestone

1973 - Horn Culture Milestone

1978 - Don't Stop the Carnival

1985 - The Solo Album

1986 - G-Man

1996 -+3

2000 - This Is What I Do

2001 - Without a Song : The 9/11 Concert

2006 - Sonny Please
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2.3 51802108AY839aN “Saxophone Colossus”

winin daiu “Saxophone Colossus”

PHONE COLOSSUS

Av Y v v U =) = d'u =X d'
VIHNAUTINA /IU (ADU i NUHNH/a!IUN
9

- 3@ vhu inames @9@ To (Rudy Van Gelder Studio)

=KX A

- fufinides e dui 22 Iguieu 1956

- 111091190% (New Jersey) / 1eosn (New York)

swhetinauas

1. Sonny Rollins (Tenor Saxophone)
2. Tommy Flanagan (Piano)

3. Doug Watkins (Acoustic Bass)

4. Max Roach (Drums)
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Fomas / fulszitus

1. St. Thomas / Sonny Rollins

2. You Don't Know What Love Is / Raye Depaul

3. Strode Rode / Sonny Rollins

4. Moritat / Brecht-Weill - Lyric Mack the Knife by Kurt Weill

5. Blue Seven / Sonny Rollins

AENNag

Original Jazz Classics / Prestige

Y K =
AUHNNEES
=)

- YoYU NUaAdA  (Bob Weinstock) / Original recordings produced

3 ;s,ﬁ W namey (Rudy Van Gelder) / Original recordings engineered

s1wazReauAazuMINasluoatu “Saxophone Colossus”
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1 1 2
uaz 1¥%09 St Thomas 939 9 WA UAUININUNWAINUTIY
HOUAUNUAILY"
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St.Thomas  foanwiiauledldinduui lminazdszauanudusalums

1 Y [ a .
NAUNAIUTEHD A D9vdzaall Ta (Eric, 2000)

You Don't Know What Love Is

A g @ A
You Don't Know What Love Is ﬂﬂlﬂulWﬁﬁMMﬁﬂWH (Standard)iugﬂgguuuaawm N
' @ 1 o { a g 1A 1 3 @
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Strode Rode
< a . . o A A <
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Moritat
o o & % < AYew o A .
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A STUDY OF IMPROVISATION TECHNIQUES OF SONNY ROLLINS

PRAYAT SUPAJITA 4737517 MSMS/M

M.A. (MUSIC)

GRADUATE RECITAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE : SUGREE CHAROENSOOK,
B.Ed., M.M.E., D.A. SOMCHAI TRAKANRUNG, ARCT (Hons), B.A.,, MA.,

M.Mus.Stud., Mus.M., Ph.D.

EXTENDED SUMMARY

Preface

Sonny Rollins was among the most popular tenor saxophonists of the 1950s.
Though he is known today for his originality, Rollins was among the first group of
musicians to adopt Charlie Parker’s alto sax style for use on tenor. His name is often
mentioned along with Charlie Parker, Sonny Stitt, and John Coltrane when
saxophonists themselves list their favorites.

Sonny Rollins was widely admired for the way he improvised simple melodic
ideas and then developed them, producing solos that possessed integrity and
continuity. His clarity of mind allowed him to transcend cliché figures, even at the
high speeds, which ordinarily push saxophonists to use easily, fingered patterns
instead of original melodic ideas.

Sonny Rollins timbre was hard, rough, and dry. It was not as deep or richly
textured as Coltrane’s. Some listeners called it “brittle.” His vibrato was slow and
very deliberate. Rollins differed from the majority of bop tenor saxophonists by using
staccato phrasing instead of the almost exclusively legato style favored by them. He
could manage a blunt attack, move to legato and back again to staccato. His phrases

were delivered without ornamentation or any other kind of softening. The overall
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effect of his playing was abrupt and, though aggressive, it was not necessarily
explosive of blistering

Sonny Rollins is a giant in the history of improvisation. He mastered the
rhythmic devices necessary to swing, and he swung whenever he wished.
Nevertheless, he also purposely deviated from the tempo at times, as if he were inside
the beat one moment and ignoring it the next. Rollins treated a piece as though its
tempo, chord progressions, and melody were mere toys to be played with. He
instantaneously redesigned them from moment to moment without reverence for their
original flavor.

Sonny Rollins not only have a great talent of musician, but he also natural
ability to composition, three of his best-well known jazz tunes, Oleo, Doxy, and
Airegin in which will be a standard tunes of jazz.

On June 22, 1956, Sonny Rollins recorded “Saxophone Colossus”, his fourth
album and many consider it was Sonny’s masterpiece. A tour de force, it presents
Sonny in a variety of moods. Sonny, however does not think of “Saxophone Colossus”
as an especially important album. “I don’t have any special memories about making
it.” “Saxophone Colossus,” despite, would permanently establish Sonny on the first
tier of great jazzman and as one of the greatest of all tenor saxophonists.

It included his best-know composition St. Thomas, a Caribbean calypso based
on a tune sung it him by his mother in his childhood, as well as the fast bebop number
Strode Rode and Moritat, also known as Mack the Knife.

Way Out West 1957, Sonny Rollins’s first album using a trio of saxophone,
double bass, and drums, offered a solution to his longstanding difficulties with
incompatible pianists, and exemplified his witty ability to improvise on hackneyed
material.

Thus, from characteristics and identity of Sonny Rollins and his popular
album, therefore, | would like to study the Sonny Rollins’s album “Saxophone
Colossus”. The objectives are to study Sonny Rollins’s improvisation techniques,
bring the knowledge to develop performer’s performance skills and anyone who want

to know and learn more about improvisation techniques.
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Research question
What are the characteristics of Sonny Rollins’s techniques of improvisation in
“Saxophone Colossus” album, which makes him to be as one of the greatest of all

tenor saxophonists?

Purpose of research

The objectives of a study of Sonny Rollins’s improvisation techniques were to
study the characteristic and identity of Sonny Rollins’s saxophone performance skill
from the “Saxophone Colossus” album, bring the knowledge to develop performer’s

performance skills and learn how to organize a saxophone recital.

Research limitation
This research concentrates only “Saxophone Colossus” album. Topics are as
follows:
Biography of Sonny Rollins.
Detail of each piece of “Saxophone Colossus” album.

Improvisation technique of “Saxophone Colossus” album.

Commitment
The pieces in the recital were selected from “Saxophone Colossus”
namely: St.thomas, You Don’t Know What Love is, Strode Rode, Moritat
and Blue Seven. This performance will reinterpret the original melody,
used new variation techniques.
In the part of improvisation techniques analysis were selected as having
different performance technical skill for tenor saxophone namely: Blue

Seven St.thomas, and Moritat.
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Detail of each piece of “Saxophone Colossus™ album.

St.Thomas
The first tune on the album is the calypso St.Thomas, Sonny’s single most
famous and popular piece. Although he is given writing credit, it is as Sonny recalls,

actually one of the first tunes he can remember hearing as a child.

St.Thomas is a song that my mother used to sing. It’s a
traditional tune. Its etymology is very interesting. |
called it St.Thomas because it was just a tune that |
knew and since my mother was from St.Thomas | call it
that. In Virgin Islands, it had different names. The
Virgin Islands were Danish. And there was a Danish
song | heard sung by Lauritz Melchior in an old
Hollywood movie. So | just arranged that tune gave it
the title St Thomas. It actually originated as a
Scandinavian folk song.

St. Thomas is a remarkably refreshing and successful fusion of jazz and

calypso.

You Don't Know What Love Is

This piece is the second of the “Saxophone Colossus album”. It is a classic
ballad and a particularly powerful performance. His playing here is at least as good as
on the more celebrated piece on the album. Sonny’s sense of drama here is so strong
that he is able to create genuine suspense, tension, and release, riveting the listener as
if he is telling one of the great mysteries. The most striking aspect of Sonny’s playing
on You Don’t Know What Love is its emotional depth. He plays as if bleeding every

note.
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Strode Rode

This piece is the third of the “Saxophone Colossus” album. A fast- tempo
Rollins composition that would become one of his more widely played tunes. There is
a sense of tension and suspense in Sonny’s solo, particularly in his first improvised
chorus. Such stark accompaniment is particularly challenging at such a rest swift
tempo; listening to it for the first time, one holds his breath until the rest of the group
enters and tension is released. Sonny’s eloquence at this tempo gives the listener the

illusion that he is able to manipulate time itself, bending and twisting it at will.

Moritat

Moritat (Brecht Weill composition also known as the German title for Mack
the Knife) this is the fourth of the “Saxophone Colossus” album. He played at a
swinging medium tempo. For many, this is as important a piece as the famous one
that it. Sonny obviously loves the melody, which is never totally discarded during his
improvisation. He seems to take such delight in taking this melody apart, then
reassembling it in new and inventive ways that the word “play” takes on a double

meaning; this is surely the mind of a genius musician at play.

Blue Seven

Blue Seven has been called both a masterpiece by some and highly overrated
by others. This piece is a basic blues line that has an intriguing harmonic ambiguity.
Sonny take this slight melody and deconstructs it, turning it around, inside and out,
creating a series of new and ingenious patterns with the same melodic thread. It is a
classic example of thematic improvising and real variation technique. That is, instead
of simply ignoring the melody and creating an improvisation based on the harmonic
structure, the musician improvisation with the melody itself as well with the harmony.
Improvisation in which the melody of the piece is ignored and which is based totally
of the harmonic structure. Blue Seven became the subject of one of the most

influential and controversial piece of musical interpretation in all of jazz.
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Concluding

The results of the study revealed that Sonny Rollins used thematic
improvisation and real variation technique. He improvised simple melodic ideas and
then developed them into melodic motif. He improvises by employing repetition,
thematic variation, diminution, motif elision, and other compositional devices that
lend great structural cohesiveness to the improvisation. Therefore, Sonny Rollins
brings thematic and structural unity into improvisation. Sonny Rollins’s great
contribution to jazz is his ability to create unifying form throughout his
improvisation.

Moreover, Sonny Rollins was a specialist of rhythmic displacement technique
— the rhythm of a previous motif is repeated but starting on a different beat than the
previous motif and rhythmic sequence technique — the repetition of certain musical
elements for the purpose of creating continuity, which create the entire improvisation
more interested. He was the first group of musician that played a piano-less trio
ensemble — saxophone double bass, and drums - and mixed the calypso rhythm into

jazz music.
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Blue Seven

Sonny Rolling
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St.Thomas

Sonny Rollins
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Moritat

" Mack The Kinfe " _
J=164 Brecht-Weill
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