
Contrafacts in jazz: language, myth and homage

The practice of the sequence has some roots in the Byzantine period
(Seay, p49; Wellesz, p131-139). Although the trope and the sequence 
both come from the practice of troping, only the trope retains the 
meaning  or sentiment of the original text (Seay, p52). 

The best known and earliest contrafacts in jazz are the many 
versions of the blues.  

There are similarities to anti-languages in be-bop (Halliday, 1976; 
Vaughn, 2008); but for music it may be safer to focus less on the 
semiotic functions and more on the systematic, hence the use of 
anti-lexicogrammar.

Score 1, top line; and Score 2
The top line is the melody of the original song. Score 2 is a 
transcription of Benny Harris' trumpet solo, which will be relevant 
for the next slide as well. 
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Second line, Score 1; and bottom line, Score 2.
The first studio version of Ornithology was recorded after Byas' 
recording and hence Harris' solo of How High The Moon. You can 
read more about this at 
http://www.coreymwamba.co.uk/status/day/2013-11-12.
Parker's compositional and improvisational approach are strongly 
linked; he has any number of phrases which he would use in 
various combinations, which is similar to the books of 
ornamentations (passagi) used in 16th Century Europe.

Third line, Score 1.
The mutual admiration between Parker and Tristano is well-
documented (http://www.nepr.net/blog/lennie-bird-lennie-tristano-
and-charlie-parker gives an overview), so it should be no surprise 
that Tristano would create a contrafact of Ornithology.

Fourth line, Score 1
Coltrane uses the original melody to underpin the links to How 
High The Moon, and adds a four-bar tag to the end of the theme.
I think that Coltrane's super-impositions are not based on major-
third movements, but on alterations of seconds and fourths, which 
explains the use of the whole tone scale in the bass.
Melodically, Satellite, Countdown and Giant Steps are very similar.
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Fifth line, Score 1
This track is almost completely at odds with the rest of the album, 
which is made up of songs with complex time signatures, advanced 
harmony, and influenced by funk and contemporary music. But it 
sits on an album made at a time when neo-classicism in jazz had 
won – and that may reveal a reason why it was recorded.

Score 3.
Dave and Joshua did not have the score when we played it: I was 
working on an “associative” process, where I play a phrase that 
alludes to something and they pick up – accurately – what I mean. 
This has roots in ars nova, and developing an unwritten idiomatic 
practice.

Sampling older music and adding new words is exactly the process 
of rap in hip-hop; the samples selected are a form of homage.
Robin Thicke's Blurred Lines is a trope, with references to having a 
party (from Marvin Gaye's Got To Give It Up). Bearing in mind 
there's legal proceedings over this now, the contrafact in popular 
music could be threatened.
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Electronic versions of the scores 
How High The Moon + contrafacts:
http://musescore.com/coreymwamba/scores/1495578

Benny Harris' solo with Ornithology comparison:
http://musescore.com/coreymwamba/scores/1425256

Contrafact #1 (JPEG image):
http://www.coreymwamba.co.uk/mres/contrafacts/contrafact1_small.jpg
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