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Abstract 

Bitches Brew (Columbia, 1969) was possibly Miles Davis’s most provocative change of musical direction. 

Existing literature heralds the album as spearheading fusion, an idiom mostly disparaged by academia as a 

commercially driven sub-style of jazz offering no creative merit. 

Neo-classicists have persistently endorsed an ideology positioning Davis and his followers as destroying hallowed 

jazz traditions with bastardised artless commodity. Damaging terms such as imitation and appropriation permeate 

their aesthetic hypotheses of fusion’s numerous kaleidoscopic models.   

This paper follows a recent trend to re-address the music of fusion, by acknowledging works of those associated 

with the movement as creative experiments in hybridity. Focussing on testimony by Davis, an analysis of his 

fusion of jazz and flamenco in ‘Spanish Key’, and an adoption of thinking tool philosophies from Per Linell and 

Mikhail Bakhtin, a blueprint for artistic hybridization offers a new perspective on the jazz trendsetter’s 

experimentalism and for those that followed his lead. 

Keywords: fusion, jazz, flamenco, rethinking aesthetic, Miles Davis, artistic hybridity.  

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17494060.2023.2233888


2 
 

 

 

 

Fusion, a multifaceted musical idiom that emerged in North America during the late 1960s 

and early 1970s as young musicians blended elements of jazz, rock, and funk with a variety 

of folk, classical, and other divergent music styles, holds a troubled position in music 

literature. John Lincoln Collier accounts for its inception following a decline in young 

consumer interest with the increasingly “abstract, thick-textured” and “arrhythmic” sound of 

free-jazz (1994: 602), towards the more popular sounds of rock music. In an effort to 

recapture audiences, the ensuing trend for the merging of contrasting elements by 

predominantly jazz-trained musicians divided purists and critics yet energised the music 

buying public. Conservatives cried foul at jazzmen bastardizing the American classical 

tradition, accusing protagonists of ‘selling out’ with music that supposedly diminished the 

intellectual advances of their heroic predecessors and halting the artistic potential of the jazz 

tradition. Much has been written on Wynton Marsalis and Stanley Crouch’s historical 

contempt for the music of fusion and its inability to evidence a “deep study and 

contemplation”, “melodic and harmonic complexity”, an “attention to fine detail”, or a 

“pursuit of quality” (Marsalis, 1988). In brief summation, their accusations centred on a 

belief that the collective fusion aesthetic and compositional designs of its music makers 

lacked any tenets of artistic innovation or creativity. The movement was the “death toll for 

jazz musicians”, where musicianship ultimately floundered and “non-musicians could be 

elevated” (Milkowski, 2000). The fusion phenomenon in their shared view had set in train a 

host of stylistic imitators. Keen, in their view, to plunder the superficial aspects of a broad 

range of divergent musical material at the expense of creating sophisticated content, the 
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music of fusion was more generally viewed as a kaleidoscope of artless manifestations, 

motivated by the commercially driven nature of its existence. Aside from the scathing 

neoclassic view, historiographical permutations of an aesthetic narrative claiming levels of 

appropriation, stylistic imitation, simplicity of form, and a languid reduction of musical 

intellect, also exists within a wide range of important jazz literature. From Collier’s 

suggestion that jazz history would have benefitted from a respite from the commercial 

activities of fusion (1978: 498), to Scott DeVeaux and Gary Giddons’ conjecturing of 

fusion’s “meretricious pandering” placing simplicity in the spotlight (2009: 439), to Stuart 

Nicholson’s explicit summation of the idiom’s development from art (jazz) into artefact 

(fusion), and the musicians’ tendency to negate creativity in favour of imitation (2002: 227-

231), each writer placed an effecting uncertainty onto whether the music and artists of fusion 

warrant serious exploration. 

A move to re-address the contributions of fusion within jazz scholarship, and consider the 

permeating climate of innovation-through-hybridity many of its protagonists professed to, has 

largely been spearheaded by Kevin Fellezs’ book Birds of Fire: Jazz, Rock, Funk, and the 

Creation of Fusion (Duke University Press, 2011). One of the first challenges in fusion 

scholarship Fellezs attempts to resolve with regards to its tempered existence (or complete 

non-existence) in critical studies on jazz, is the multitude of labels the music of the 

phenomenon is burdened with. From jazz-rock, to jazz-rock fusion, jazz-fusion, jazz-

crossover or jazz-funk, each iteration has been offered with an attempt to capture one or two 

salient characteristics of the music under review or examination. Creating both a strategic and 

musical point of reference for the writer, journalist, musician or fan responsible for a label’s 

perpetuation, the hierarchal positioning of jazz in most instances and the specificity of their 

hyphenated counterparts, confuse the phenomenon’s often-ambiguous pluralist existence. 

Following Fabian Holt’s assertion that “strings of hyphenated terms are often clumsy and fail 
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to provide sufficient definitional clarity” (2007: 100), Fellezs positions fusion as the more 

appropriate term to delineate the entirety of music associated with the period. Ultimately 

contending that hybridity underlined fusion’s aesthetic uniqueness, Fellezs claims many of its 

protagonists were consistently “motivated by the idea of innovative mixture” (2011: 17) 

using a plethora of divergent musical ingredients as a working template. From Miles Davis’s 

iconic blend of jazz, rock, and Spanish tinges in the record acknowledged as the movement’s 

aesthetic genesis Bitches Brew (Columbia, 1969), to the evocative mixtures of Hindustani and 

Carnatic music of ‘Shakti’, the bluegrass and Appalachian folk music infusions of ‘Dixie 

Dregs’, and the Afro-Cuban/Latin American folkloric mergings of ‘Return to Forever’, 

‘Caldera’ and ‘The Brecker Brothers’, the ambiguous hybridity of each incarnation (and 

many others) assures the applicability of fusion’s equally ambiguous titling for future 

research.  

In an effort to approach the music of fusion with fresh aural attention as Fellezs and Holt 

advocate, unsettled questions of how these protagonists of innovative mixture creatively 

hybridized the variety of musical ingredients at their disposal, permeates the academic 

compendium. Within this trend for the readdressing of fusion aesthetics, a lack of multiple 

ingredient-focussed compositional or improvisational score analysis is notably scarce. I plan 

to elucidate (in relation to a fusion musician under investigation) their ability to: 1.) engage 

with the intricacies of a specific musical form or structure outside of the ‘big three’ jazz, rock 

or funk; 2.) identify the formulaic elements that characterise their unique cultural or folkloric 

affiliation; and 3.) recontextualize these within the context of a hybrid musical environment 

without losing each design’s distinctive sonoric denotations. Through this, I aim to move 

audiences in support of a more effective and afresh appreciation of fusion through an 

analytically guided listening. 

The ‘curse’ of Miles Davis 
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Jazz historiography firmly places the perennial jazz trendsetter at the genesis of the fusion 

phenomenon with his milestone 1970 Columbia release Bitches Brew. Following explorative 

mergings of jazz and rock sensibilities on his previous work In a Silent Way (Columbia, 

1969), Bitches Brew resounded a breakthrough hybrid aesthetic for Davis. The album’s rapid 

success ensured, as Stuart Nicholson points out, that “wherever [Davis] led others followed” 

(2002: 224). His protégés during the creation of both albums were in fact future fusion 

protagonists in Herbie Hancock (‘Headhunters’), Chick Corea (‘Return to Forever’), John 

McLaughlin (‘Mahavishnu Orchestra’ and ‘Shakti’), Tony Williams (‘Lifetime’), and Josef 

Zawinul and Wayne Shorter ( both ‘Weather Report’).  

With no shortage of writing on the influential jazzman who (in his own words) “changed 

music five or six times” (Davis, in Palmer 1991), there are those which praise and vilify in 

equal measure. For many supporters, Davis’s move into fusion was a natural step in his 

artistic ideology, mirroring a multi-faceted temperament which drove each creative choice 

that preceded it. Articles elucidating on his aesthetics, alongside interviews given by Davis, 

his contemporaries, collaborators, admirers and friends, suggests that any claims he produced 

popularist musical blends lacking artistic credence were ill-informed assumptions.  From 

external musings of Davis “being too vain to create music that [was not] first rate” (Nisenson 

1997: 195), to protégés regarding him as the “pivot point to the second half of the 20th 

Century […] constantly trying out new ways to communicate his music” (Corea 2012), much 

of the discourse explored channels of jazz protocol whereby the influential legacy of a 

‘master’ (Davis) was respected. Even Dan Morgenstern, editor in chief of Down Beat felt 

compelled to mitigate the ridicule with his assessment of Davis’s move into fusion. Imploring 

readers to digest fusion objectively, Morgenstern offered Davis a gentility which would 

eventually escape the jazzman’s harshest observers later in the decade: 
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In jazz today [1970] there are many seekers of new ways. Often, the searching 

seems forced, and the results not natural. Miles Davis, however, has that rare gift 

of being able to give birth and life to new things which, no matter how startling, 

always seem natural and logical, and open up new roads for others to travel after 

he has moved on. (Morgenstern 1970: 7) 

Predictably, Davis’s own testimony on the issue of his aesthetic principles reflect these 

affirming external appraisals. Their shared sentiments bolster the veracity of his fusion 

perspective which he firmly states had nothing to do with a commercialist reasoning. Success 

was incidental to Davis, as he maintained:  

[Having] seen the way to the future of my music, I was going for it [enacting 

fusion] like I had always done. Not for Columbia and their record sales, and not 

for some young white record buyers. I was going for it myself, for what I wanted 

and needed in my music. I wanted to change course (Davis and Troupe 1989: 

288) 

The success of Bitches Brew has evidently “come to symbolise the underlying aesthetic 

qualities of his music” (Whyton 2010: 134) despite personal and external cogitations on the 

attributes of his innovatory premise and artistic principles. Expanding on the above 

assessment is the filtration of this popularist sentiment throughout the reception of the idiom 

that permeated, especially considering Bitches Brew’s regarded position as aesthetical 

blueprint and stylistic genesis. With a specific focus placed on his treatment of folkloric 

musical designs associated with Spanish culture, the following analysis will impress a notion 

that fragments of his compositional and improvisational expressions on Bitches Brew 

demonstrated facets of an innovative hybridized aesthetic. Showing evidence of deep study 

and an acute attention to detail, the harmonic complexity evident in the recontextualization 
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and synthesis of Spanish and jazz related ingredients on ‘Spanish Key’ will accentuate his 

aesthetic sophistication. Rather than perpetuate a train of ‘hollow’ stylistic imitators (Crouch, 

1990), ‘Spanish Key’ presented a fusion template for those that followed, ultimately revealing 

how divergent musical elements could be creatively hybridized within a composed or 

improvised blend of musical work. 

Analyzing ‘Spanish Key’ 

Davis professes to a deep knowledge of the Spanish form in his autobiography with Quincy 

Troupe. His understanding of the idiom reacts in direct opposition to the permeating aesthetic 

narrative of the fusion musician, particularly in discussions concerning their handling of 

divergent ingredients. ‘Spanish Key’ was in fact the culmination of a number of separate 

musical experiments by Davis exploring the malleable qualities between jazz and Spanish 

folk music formulae. Davis had first exercised the idea of merging jazz and Spanish music as 

far back as 1959, ten years before the recording of the Bitches Brew sessions. During this 

period he had been buoyed by the third stream movement, Gunther Schuller’s term for the 

then recent initiatives demonstrated by himself and other artists and composers 

experimenting with the blending of western classical music and jazz. Initially, the solo guitar 

with orchestra recordings of Joaquin Rodrigo’s Concerto de Aranjuez1 proved instrumental in 

shaping Davis’s first foray into the treatment of Spanish idioms. Authentic field recordings of 

traditional folk song performances conducted in differing regions of Spain by 

ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax and released as Spanish Folk Recordings (Columbia, 1957) 

 
1 Although not giving credit to the solo guitarist performing, Gil Evans (Davis’s longtime collaborator) claims the 
record used was “the only album in existence” in Crease, S., 2003. Gil Evans: Out of the Cool: His Life and Music, 
Chicago Review Press, p. 207. From this statement a conjecture could be made for the recordings as either being 
from Spanish guitarists Narciso Yepes or Renata Tarrago. Concerto de Aranjuez Narciso Yepes Orquesta Nacional 
de España, Ataúlfo Argenta, (London International) was released in 1954, and Concerto de Aranjuez, Renata 
Tarragó, Orquesta de Concierto de Madrid, Odón Alonso, (Columbia) was released 1959/60. 
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has been noted as another influence2. The effect of these immersions into Spanish culture by 

Davis led to a meeting with composer and arranger Gil Evans and the subsequent Columbia 

1960 recording Sketches of Spain was their collaborative third stream offering. Davis’s 

autobiography reveals much about his musical intellect and creative mind-set at the time of 

its recording, and the different compositional processes he shared with Evans in the 

construction of Spanish melodies, including their handling of the idiom’s folkloric formulae. 

Initially transfixed by the melodic content of Rodrigo’s work3, Evans noted to Davis that 

other pieces would also be required to fill out the projected length of the album. What 

resulted was a perusal of folkloric tunes of Spanish and Latin American design, as well as 

other flamenco palos garnered from Lomax’s recordings.  

We got a folklore record of Peruvian Indian music, and took a vamp from that. 

This was ‘The Pan Piper’ on the album. Then we took the Spanish march ’Saeta’, 

which they do in Spain on Fridays when they march and testify by singing. The 

trumpet players played the march on ‘Saeta’ like it was done in Spain. (Davis 

1989: 231) 

This specific passage from the Miles autobiography is perhaps the most revelatory account of 

compositional design in regards to divergent musical treatment by Davis. He is in fact quite 

unguarded about the levels of appropriation (imitation) he and Evans enacted in their 

handling of Spanish material, particularly from a melodic perspective. Continued reading 

however suggests a developing cultural erudition and a more sophisticated musical intellect 

was also being cultivated. Demonstrating an astute knowledge of Spanish history, Davis 

addresses the African influence in Spanish music and in the architecture of the Andalusian 

 
2 See: Crease, Gil Evans, 207. 
3 In his autobiography, Davis explains in detail the moment Evans played him the record of Concerto De Aranjuez 
and his initial response to it as “Goddamn, these melodies are strong. I knew I had to record it.” See: Davis, 
Miles, with Troupe, Quincy, 1989. Miles: The Autobiography, London: Macmillan, 231. 



9 
 

region, opining on what he saw as the assimilation of Black African culture4. In implicitly 

suggesting a comparative affinity with the music and culture as an African American himself, 

Davis speaks with an assuredness as he recounts the historic tradition of cante jondo (deep 

song) and the religiously imbued song form known as ‘Saeta’. As he recounts the 

performance tradition of ‘Saeta’ as a solo female vocal line sung from the pulpit of a balcony 

to a religious procession as it marches during a traditional Passion of the Christ ceremony, 

Davis alludes to his recontextualization of the vocal motif into an instrumental line for 

trumpet. “I was supposed to be her voice on trumpet” he states, “my voice had to be both 

joyous and sad in this song, and that was very hard.5” (Davis 1989: 232) 

In explaining further the difficulty he experienced in re-imagining cante jondo, Davis’s 

revelation speaks more to that of an assimilative intellect in his practical treatment of Spanish 

idioms. Most notably, in his description of the spontaneous creative moments performed 

within the Sketches of Spain’s recording process, a deeper knowledge of harmonic formulae 

is expressed: 

The difficulty came when I tried to [ad-lib] parts that were in between the words 

and stuff when the singer is singing. Because you’ve got all those Arabic musical 

scales up in there […] that you can hear. And they modulate and bend and twist 

and snake and move around. (ibid) 

Cementing the notion that Davis’s aesthetic was proportionately focussed on fusing divergent 

elements within improvisatory settings is his understanding of the similar association of the 

flamenco tradition with real-time invention. Specifically, the often referred to performance 

 
4 Davis iterates what he observed as “a lot of African blood in the people” in the region of Andalucia. ibid. 231. 
5 Davis also mentions the rudiments of another traditional palo; the ‘solea’, which is reimagined in a track on 
Sketches of the same title. “Solea is a basic form of flamenco. It’s a song about loneliness, about longing and 
lament. It’s close to the American black feeling in the blues. It comes from Andalucía, so it’s African based.” Ibid. 
232.  
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stasis of aire flamenca, for which flamencologists6 will cite as the embodiment of cognitive 

authenticity, is an intellectual authority allowing for a unique expression enabled through 

intensive aural study rather than a superficial knowledge of theoretical forms and structures. 

Feeling, as opposed to simply playing the music of flamenco, he implies, requires a musical 

imagination informed by an assimilated knowledge of harmonic formulae to improvise 

successfully within a hybrid jazz environment (ibid 233). Rather than repeat the rudimentary 

characteristics of these flamenco imbued jazz expressions during solo moments of Sketches, 

the veracity behind his hybrid articulations and an acknowledgement of tradition is expressed 

by Davis’s acculturated intellect:    

What really made it so hard to do [modulating between Flamenco, Arabic and jazz 

blues scales in an improvisatory setting] was that I could only do it once or twice. 

If you do a song like that three or four times you lose that feeling. (Davis 1997: 

232) 

It is reasonable to suggest that in acknowledging Davis’s autobiographical cogitations in 

isolation, the aesthetic handling of the Spanish ingredient on Sketches demonstrates attributes 

that might help authenticate an aesthetic validity years later on Bitches Brew. A model 

recording of the third stream genre and a precursor to his imminent revisit with the Spanish 

idiom amongst the fusion geneses of 1969, recognition towards many of the code of practice 

styled conventions decreed by Marsalis are implied in Davis’s detailing of Sketches of Spain’s 

creative realisation, despite the earlier confessions to a plundering of musical ideas7. 

 
6 Title given to individuals associated with the academic study of flamenco arts known as flamencology. 
7 Critical reactions to the fusions of Sketches were tempered in comparison to the derision reserved for those 
of Bitches. The synthesizing of western classical music with jazz that came to define third stream, despite being 
viewed as efforts in over-refinement, were still considered by some critical circles to be functional of a jazz 
tradition. Third stream’s blending with western classical music was seen to provide viable avenues for the 
continued development of jazz, offering a complexity and sophistication believed to be completely void in 
fusion’s blending of jazz with rock, pop, funk, et al. See Schuller, G., 1994, ‘Third Stream’ in ed. Kernfeld, B, The 
New Grove Dictionary of Jazz, 1199. London: Macmillan Press. 
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Evidently, Davis articulated his aesthetic not solely as an appropriation of Spanish traditions, 

or as a reconstituting of formulaic clichés to create a ‘Spanishness’, but was also 

comparatively thinking artistically about how to blend the divergent elements with each other 

to inflect creative moments of hybridity.  

On an active listening, ‘Spanish Key’ is an interesting case. In comparison to the immediate 

exotic milieu of Sketches, the isolation of specific sonic identifiers eliciting Spanishness is 

considerably harder to ascertain in the Bitches recording.  The lack of folkloric rhythmic 

embellishments and other surface generalities prohibits any immediate association to 

flamenco or Spain, as does the authority of a continuing shuffle rhythm (boogie) on drums, 

the timbral mixtures of varying electronic instrumentation, and the studio production effects 

which only seem to amplify the harsh textures of Davis’s trumpet. However, on a closer 

analysis of transcriptions I made direct from digital re-released recordings of the track, there 

is evidence of a subtle Spanish infusion. In beginning my methodology for analysis on the 

work’s main theme, the harmonic profile of ‘Spanish Key’ demonstrates a structural trend 

shared with many of the works on Bitches Brew. Engaging with a minimalist method to 

harmonic progression, the main melodic theme (Fig.1.1) accompanies a driving E7#9 chordal 

design for the first eleven bars of the motif, followed by a brief transposition to D7#9 before a 

return to E7#9 precedes the form of a classic V7-i cadence. When I dissected and analysed the 

tonal environment of ‘Spanish Key’s’ melodic theme, the evidence of Davis’s Spanish 

treatment was ultimately revealed. In four repetitions of the same motif, Davis rearticulates a 

melodic ascent, which traverses the formulaic design consistent with the first four scale 

degrees of Flamenco mode in E. Davis refrains from any innovative reimagining of its salient 

association with Spanishness, retaining its sonic identity and exploiting the folkloric-charged 

minor second and augmented second qualities of its form. However, when the entire melodic 
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phrase is examined in its relationship with the jazz harmonic background, I find the tenets of 

Davis’s sophisticated hybridisation can be best demonstrated.    

(Insert Fig 1.1 here) 

 

In his exploitation of shared acquiescent8 and malleable harmonic intricacies associated with 

Spanish and jazz harmony, the tonal setting of the beginning E7 chord (further embellished by 

its #9 tension) creates the accommodating environment for which Davis is able to nest the E 

Flamenco mode sinuously within the main motivic theme. Allowing the formulaic 

characteristics of the mode to resonate without alteration throughout the first 12 bars of the 

motif, Davis’s organized system illuminates Spanishness within the realms of a jazz harmonic 

background.  When the remaining harmonic environment of the entire motif is considered, the 

role of E7#9 is exposed as inhabiting a dominant functioning. A quick transposition to D7#9 

at bar 13 precedes a formulaic jazz cadence V7-i, formally establishing a dominant E7#9 to 

tonic A minor harmonic structure. At this juncture, Davis’s melody no longer retains the 

original elements of E Flamenco Mode, although the original motif’s rhythmic structure keeps 

the suggestion in mind. Now transposed to an E Altered Scale setting, this harmonic shift 

briefly strips away the Spanish infusion, and moves into recognizable jazz harmonic territory.  

In his emphasis of the E7#9 chord, Davis capitalizes on its strong capacity to accommodate 

two divergent modes – and with them, two different cultural settings. A developing phrase of 

recontextualization is epitomised by the chord’s immediate decontextualization from a solidly 

jazz context; to harmonize the E Flamenco Mode, to its re-articulation as pure dominant 

function (with melodic phrase modulation to E Altered Scale), before ultimately enacting a 

strong cadence towards A minor.  

 
8 The adjectives ‘acquiescent’ and ‘malleable’ are used often within my methodology to elucidate the levels of 
compliant behaviour I view between the intricate jazz and Spanish harmonic fusions exposed.  
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On this evidence, the creative hybrid of ‘Spanish Key’s’ main motif is essentially established 

in the sinuous amalgamation of Spanish and jazz harmony which permeates its opening bars. 

Although the Flamenco mode melodic element has undergone no significant alteration and 

exists more as a systematic quotation, the addition of a #9 harmony tension to accommodate 

its infusion implies a musical intellect shaped by an assimilation and comprehension of each 

ingredient’s formulaic intricacies. That the first four iterations of the motif exacerbate his 

process promotes Davis’s achievement in aligning the sonic identities of two divergent 

traditions, ultimately demonstrated by their mutual and intricately delineated cohabitation 

with each other.  

For Davis’s improvisational contributions to ‘Spanish Key’, a similar manipulation of 

acquiescent and malleable harmonic formulae is expressed. Aided by the climate of 

spontaneous creativity, Davis continues in emphasising all the hallmarks of an artistic 

composition (defined by the neo-classicist) with his handling of both jazz and flamenco 

formulae. Demonstrating tenets of a deep study and contemplation, attention to detail, and a 

mastery of melodic and harmonic complexity, Davis revisits his recontextualization methods 

demonstrated in the main melody and rearticulates the approach to enable further exploration 

of his Spanish and jazz intellect. In the first transcription of his solo captured at 01:55 

(minutes: seconds see: Fig.1.2), Davis engages his hybrid intellect by infusing a complete 

melodic phrase identifiable as belonging to the formulaic Andalusian cadence.  

(Insert Fig. 1.2 here) 

 

Traditionally, this most sonically characteristic element of flamenco music is sustained with 

the support of a corresponding chordal progression built on the Phrygian mode. Davis 

however tempers its aural potency and subsequently recontextualizes its formulaic properties 

by nesting the cadential melodic-only phrasing IV-III-II-I of a D Flamenco Mode, into the 
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jazz imbued D7#9 of the accompanying harmonic environment. Again, as in the composed 

main theme, the #9 embellishment of the traditional jazz chord becomes the systematic tool 

Davis exploits to allow the divergent elements of flamenco and jazz their co-existence. In the 

improvisational phrase which continues, Davis not only exploits the harmonic complexity of 

the D7#9 environment to additionally comply with a D Phrygian mode variant, but he can 

also be viewed treating another formulaic element of flamenco in his repetition and 

elaboration of stated melodic gestures. At bar 5 of the transcript Davis expresses a melodic 

fragment in D Phrygian with particular accentuation on the chromatic minor second 

functioning to tonic. Emphasized by the rhythmic syncopation he impresses on the minor 

second element, Davis immediately rearticulates the gesture an octave higher in contrast and 

without rhythmic embellishment. Both gestures are defined by the subtlety of their 

immersion, demonstrated in the way Davis moderates the sonic identity of D Phrygian mode 

by concluding each phrase on its second scale degree as opposed to tonic. The reimagining of 

the Phrygian cadence in these repeated gestures works to decontextualize the finality of its 

formulaic construct, yet the mode’s systematic presence within the realms of a jazz harmonic 

background additionally enacts its recontextualization as a melodic component within the 

resulting hybrid. Although the Spanish treatment identified is an extension of the procedures 

employed amongst the opening composed themes, the sophistication of its achievement is 

buoyed by Davis’s realisation of the fusion within an improvisational setting. 

(Insert Fig. 1.3 here) 

 

Another example of recontextualized Spanishness is located at 02:20 on the digital recording. 

On this occasion, Davis impresses a broader modal understanding to his improvisational 

intellect and hybrid sensibility. Alternating between modes that are at one point distinctly 

Phrygian (with all the formulaic Spanish nuances at his command) into tonal environments 
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which are defined as a more conventional jazz setting, Davis demonstrates an astuteness to the 

creating of analogous Phrygian sonorities within diverse modal peripheries.  Example 1.3 

reveals how he manages to accomplish this feat. The transcription begins with an extension of 

Davis’s D Phrygian mode improvisational template that defined the tonal environment of the 

previous solo transcript. What follows is a clear modulation into a D Locrian mode run, 

defined by the addition of A♭, yet ambiguously nested through its acquiescent harmonic 

structure to compliment the Andalusian (D Phrygian) cadence. The finality of the phrase from 

minor second to tonic D emphasizes the subtleness of this D Locrian implementation, yet its 

ultimate purpose as a bridging phrase is exemplified in the analysis of the following bars. As 

the enduring D7#9 environment continues its last moments, Davis’s D Locrian expression 

alternates to A Phrygian mode in what Enrico Merlin might identify as a coded signal9 

technique. In Davis’s indication of impending modulation (which occurs in the chord change 

back to E7#9) the Spanishness of A Phrygian mode is accentuated as short, sharp bursts of 

each tone with particular emphasis again  on the minor second to tonic attribute.  The A 

Phrygian mode, although solely expressed within the confines of Davis’s melodic expression, 

undergoes a process of recontextualization to impress a dominant harmonic functioning 

towards the new tonic chord E7#9, resulting in a reimagined version of the jazz V-I cadence. 

Moreover, in the seamless nesting of A Phrygian mode over D7#9, the dominant element of 

the traditional jazz cadence undergoes a process of its own transfer and transformation of 

harmonic formulae. In this ensuing act of multiple ingredient blending, Davis reveals the 

schematic of his hybrid cadence.  As a creative moment additionally strengthened and defined 

by its improvisational context, sonic identifiers attributed to both jazz and flamenco uniformly 

resonate in an analogous act of mutual recontextualization.  The transcription’s ultimate 

 
9 See: Merlin, E., 1996. ‘Code MD: Coded Phrases in the First "Electric Period"’, Miles Davis and American Culture 
II. St Louis, Washington, 10-11 May. The coded signal technique refers to the leader’s (Davis) harmonic 
modulation as a musical ‘cue’ to the ensemble, in order to shift the tonal centre of an improvisational phrase. 
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regard as an example of artistic hybridity is then not only highlighted by the musical intellect 

required to comprehend and exploit the intricacies of dual harmonic formulae, but in Davis’s 

achievement at spontaneously crafting a system which aligns the sonic attributes of both 

ingredients within the confines of his single expression.  

Comprehending artistic hybridity in ‘Spanish Key’ 

Whilst my investigation here has highlighted Davis’s organized system to bring jazz and 

flamenco in contact with each other, and illuminate both within their stylised musical realms, 

it also further illustrates Fellezs’ notion of the ‘broken middle’. As a “space of possibilities, of 

in-between-ness, of restructuring”, (Fellezs, 2009: 9), the evidence of divergent modal 

interactions relative to melodic and harmonic recontextualization offers a gateway to his view 

on the aesthetic potential of fusion’s protagonists. Moreover, the methodology and hypotheses 

offered within this study of Davis and ‘Spanish Key’ might additionally be bolstered by 

adopting the thinking tool philosophies of both Mikhail Bakhtin and Per Linell. In her study 

of hybridity in Robert Wilson’s I La Galigo, Sarah Weiss adopts Bakhtin’s model of the 

artistic hybrid to re-inforce her argument for a critical rethinking of Wilson’s treatment of 

Indonesian music elements. Calling for researchers to ‘think about the process as much as the 

result’ (Weiss, 2008: 234) she contends for the future study of hybridity in music to accept 

Bakhtin’s equating notion of ‘intentional artistically oriented hybridisation’ (Bakhtin. 1981: 

360) by way of:  

[Thinking] about getting to the historical nodes [stylistic identifiers] as much as 

about the nodes themselves and, in particular, to interpret the attitudes and goals 

of the hybridisers themselves. (Weiss, 2008: 234) 
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In Bakhtin’s identification and understanding of what constitutes an artistic hybrid 

specifically, he describes the blending process of divergent materials (and in a manner linked 

with creative intentions) as: 

An artistically organised system for bringing different languages in contact with 

one another, a system having as its goal the illumination of one language [within 

the realms] of another (Bakhtin, 1981: 361) 

Adding to Bakhtin’s notion of artistic hybridity and the implicit analytical methodology he 

counters, is Linell’s elaboration of recontextualization and its capacity as a related concept of 

intertextual theory. Complimenting Bakhtin’s artistic hybrid philosophy, intertextuality is 

similarly concerned with the shaping of a text’s meaning (or language) by the incorporation 

(or fusion) with another text. As an anticipated quality of the intertextual process, Linell 

describes recontextualization as the ‘dynamic transfer and transformation of something from 

one discourse/text-in-context [decontextualization] to another’ (Linell, 1998: 154). The 

behaviour of recontextualization can be regarded in fusion as occurring in two differing 

manners thanks to Linell’s model. Firstly, it could be viewed as a relatively explicit technique 

of operation akin with a process of appropriation utilising little or no alteration, or as an 

imitative gesture/direct quotation of the superficial characteristics of a musical ingredient or 

technical expression. Adversely, it could also be understood as a more intricate and implicit 

process of reimagining and transformation, such as in the assimilation of a melodic, harmonic 

or rhythmic formulaic element and its re-articulation across different musical texts, resulting 

in an exploitation of shared acquiescent qualities amongst all the ingredients within the 

resulting hybridization. From the dual harmonic functioning of the E7#9 chord of the opening 

motif to the similar improvisatory articulations of both the D Flamenco and Phrygian modes 

over D7#9, and finally to the revelatory modulation to D Locrian, A Phrygian, and the 

reimagined version of the jazz cadence with sonic attributes reflective of flamenco harmony, 
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the resulting attempts of artistic hybridity (especially in the case of the improvisatory 

moments) can be observed. Amongst each example of melodic and harmonic cohabitation, an 

exploitation of both the malleable qualities and innate similarities of form and structure are 

sophisticatedly positioned in a manner equating to that of mutual recontextualization. 

Relatively implicit and thus exploiting the sinuous hybridization of their co-existence, both 

sixties-era jazz modalism and Spanish flamenco enact a ‘dynamic transfer and transformation’ 

of formulaic intricacies between each other. The subsequent artistic hybrids of ‘Spanish Key’ 

then are emphasised not just by the musical intellect required to assimilate, comprehend, and 

exploit the intricacies of the ingredients being handled in realtime, but in the way the sonic 

identities of divergent elements are creatively aligned with each other so that each speaks 

within the confines of a single expression. 

Viewed within the framework of compositional and improvisational analysis and aided by 

Linell and Bakhtin’s theories on hybridity, Davis’s treatment of flamenco demonstrates an 

aesthetic informed not by any manner that could be conjectured as either ‘hollow’ or of 

‘meretricious pandering’. ‘Spanish Key’ on the contrary suggests that Davis, unlike his initial 

treatments of Spanish material on the main themes of Sketches, was thinking much more 

creatively about the harmonic intricacies of flamenco formulae. Supporting his 

autobiographical cogitations proclaiming an ethos of creativity with the pushing of genre-

defined boundaries and of artful exploration, the tenets of his aesthetic validation are assured 

in the instances of ‘Spanish Key’s’ achievements in artistic hybridity.  

Furthermore, in recognising ‘Spanish Key’s’ creative treatments with flamenco, my analysis 

suggests that methods of divergent music infiltration in fusion may not be defined as solely 

exploring what Nicholson describes as a “continuing dialogue” (2002: 227) of appropriation. 

Davis’s achievements in creative hybridity suggest a more intricate process of folkloric 

reimagining and transformation conducive to an assimilation of divergent formulae. That 
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these demonstrated jazz and flamenco hybrids were additionally expressed within 

improvisational moments of the work, also suggests that accusations of imitation, 

appropriation, and subsequent claims that fusionists “could not claim to master” (Fellezs 

2011: 9) the divergent material at hand, becomes an impractical summation to bestow on the 

entire blending phenomenon considering the influence Bitches Brew had on the generation of 

fusionists that followed. In an alternative rethinking of the fusion aesthetic incorporating both 

an appropriative and assimilative handling of variable ingredients (with the more innovative 

moments of blending resulting in achievements in artistic hybridization), critical attention to 

the idiom can continue unabated. Clearly proving that Davis’s creative efforts on ‘Spanish 

Key’ were neither an abandonment of aesthetic objectives, nor that his handling of the 

flamenco ingredient added an artistic hollowness which prohibited opportunities for deep 

creation, the illogicality of purist scorn is given added credence as a result of my analysis. The 

real jazz tradition of a constant flux and change in convergence with the contemporary was 

initiated by Davis on the evidence of ‘Spanish Key’s’ artistic hybrids. Moreover, the success 

of its experimentalism prompted a new impetus for jazz in the transition from entertainment 

to art and the establishment of a creative balance between both.   

For future fusion scholarship, Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew ‘Spanish Key’ template and its 

recognized influence on those who followed, presents an exciting opportunity for similar 

analyses of other artists to progress. Additional examples of artistic hybrids within the 

multifarious pot-pourri of examples the movement has to offer, suggests many fascinating 

avenues exist for additional examinations. Rather than ‘set in motion a host of imitators who 

copied the superficial aspects of a divergent style’ (to paraphrase Nicholson’s 

historiographical narrative of music post-Brew), the creative fusion experiments by Chick 

Corea, Josef Zawinul, John McLaughlin or Herbie Hancock, might be evidenced as a 

continuing exploration of the aesthetic potential established by Bitches Brew and ‘Spanish 
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Key’s’ fusion template. Such investigations should strengthen the climate for a rethinking of 

the fusion aesthetic, by demonstrating that much of the music of the phenomenon artistically 

offered more than could be described by Stanley Crouch’s ‘four-letter word’. 
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