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Allmusic Guide To Jazz

Navigating the Rich History of Jazz with the
Allmusic Guide to Jazz

Jazz is a musical language built on improvisation, rhythm, and soul-
deep expression. For newcomers, the sheer volume of recordings,
subgenres, and legendary performers can feel overwhelming. Where
do you start? How do you separate the essential from the obscure?
For decades, one resource has stood as a trusted companion for
both seasoned listeners and curious beginners: the Allmusic Guide
to  Jazz.  While  the  internet  offers  endless  playlists  and  algorithm-
driven  recommendations,  the  comprehensive,  human-curated
insight found in this guide remains an invaluable tool for anyone
serious about exploring the art form. This article serves as your own
detailed walkthrough, explaining why this guide is so important and
how you can use it to deepen your appreciation of jazz.

What Makes the Allmusic Guide to Jazz So Special?

Unlike  a  simple  list  of  songs,  the  Allmusic  Guide  to  Jazz  offers
context. It does not just tell you that Miles Davis's Kind of Blue is a
classic;  it  explains  why  it  matters,  how  it  fits  into  the  broader
narrative of modal jazz, and which other albums share its DNA. The
guide is built on a foundation of rigorous scholarship and passionate
fandom. It was originally published as a hefty printed book—often
called  the  "bible"  of  jazz  discography—before  evolving  into  the
comprehensive online database that millions use today.

The core strength of the guide lies in its authorship. It is written and
maintained by a  team of  music  historians and critics  who bring
decades of combined listening experience. They categorize music
not just by artist name, but by mood, style, historical period, and
musical  significance.  This  creates  a  web of  connections  that  allows
you to discover artists organically. If you enjoy the hard-swinging
piano of Art Tatum, the guide can lead you to Mary Lou Williams or
Oscar  Peterson.  If  you  are  fascinated  by  the  avant-garde
explorations of Ornette Coleman, you are just a few clicks away from
John Coltrane's late-period work or the AACM (Association for the
Advancement of Creative Musicians) scene in Chicago.

Understanding the Rating System: Beyond the Star
Rating

The  Allmusic  Guide  to  Jazz  is  famous  for  its  five-star  rating
system. However, a wise listener knows that a five-star album by a
lesser-known artist can be a more valuable discovery than a five-star
album by a household name. The system is not a simple score; it is a
judgment of historical importance, artistic excellence, and lasting
influence.

Five Stars: These are listed as "essential" listening. They
represent the absolute pinnacle of the genre. Albums like John
Coltrane's A Love Supreme or Charles Mingus's The Black Saint
and the Sinner Lady live here. You cannot call yourself a jazz
fan without understanding these records.
Four Stars: These are highly recommended albums that are
excellent but may not have broken the same amount of new
ground. Many of the later works by masters fall into this
category—Brilliant, but perhaps not quite as revolutionary as
their peak work.
Three Stars: This category is for well-played, satisfying
albums. They are solid entries in an artist's catalog or
interesting niche records. For a deep dive into a specific era,
like 1960s West Coast cool jazz, three-star albums often
contain hidden gems.

One or Two Stars: While rare in the guide, these ratings help
listeners avoid commercial cash-grabs or poorly recorded
sessions. They serve as a filter, saving you from wasting
money on low-effort releases.

Beyond the stars, the guide utilizes the coveted "Album Pick" tag.
This is the guide's way of saying, "If you only buy one album by this
artist, make it this one." It is a powerful shortcut for building a core
library. Similarly, the "AMG Track Pick" highlights the single best
performance  on  a  given  record,  perfect  for  creating  playlists  or
sampling an artist's style before committing to a full album.

A Journey Through Jazz History: From New Orleans
to the Avant-Garde

One of the most useful features of the Allmusic Guide to Jazz is its
ability to structure chaos. Jazz history is not a straight line; it is a
tree  with  many branches.  The  guide  organizes  this  into  distinct
stylistic periods, making it easy to study chronologically or jump into
a specific movement.

Early Jazz and Swing (1900s - 1940s)

This section covers the roots. It dives into the early recordings of
King  Oliver,  Jelly  Roll  Morton,  and  Louis  Armstrong.  The  guide
explains  how  Armstrong's  virtuosic  solos  shifted  the  focus  from
collective ensemble playing to individual genius. When you move
into  the  Swing  Era,  the  guide  profiles  the  big  bands  of  Duke
Ellington, Count Basie, and Benny Goodman. The Allmusic Guide
to  Jazz  is  particularly  good  at  explaining  the  differences  between
the "hot" jazz of Chicago and the more polished "sweet" jazz of the
New York dance halls.

Bebop and Hard Bop (1940s - 1960s)

This is often considered the "golden age" of modern jazz. The guide
meticulously details the harmonic revolutions of Charlie Parker and
Dizzy  Gillespie.  It  then follows the thread into  Hard Bop,  where
artists like Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers fused bebop with
blues and gospel. The guide does not just list albums; it explains the
cultural  context,  such as how the Civil  Rights Movement influenced
the passionate,  soulful  playing of  players  like  Sonny Rollins  and
Horace Silver.

Modal, Free, and Fusion (1960s - 1970s)

This is where the guide excels at separating complex subgenres.
Kind of Blue  (1959) kicked off the Modal Jazz era, simplifying chord
changes  to  allow  for  longer  solos.  The  guide  then  tracks  the
explosion  of  Free  Jazz  with  Ornette  Coleman  and  the  spiritual,
cosmic jazz of Pharoah Sanders. Finally, it tackles the controversial
but  essential  genre of  Fusion.  It  helps the listener decide which
electric-era Miles  Davis  albums to prioritize (In  a  Silent  Way  vs.
Bitches Brew) and how to navigate the funky, rock-infused works of
Herbie Hancock's Headhunters band.

How to Use the Allmusic Guide to Jazz for Discovery

The best way to use the Allmusic Guide to Jazz is as a tool for
active listening, not passive consumption. Here is a proven strategy
to maximize your experience.

Start with a Master: Pick a well-known artist like Thelonious1.
Monk. Look up the "Album Pick" (often Brilliant Corners or
Monk's Dream). Listen to that album while reading the guide's
review.



Follow the "Similar Artists" Links: At the bottom of every2.
artist page, Allmusic provides a list of similar artists. If you dig
Monk, you will likely enjoy Bud Powell and Herbie Nichols. This
is the most organic way to build your knowledge.
Explore by Style: Use the "Styles" list. Maybe you like the3.
sound of a Hammond B3 organ. Search the guide for "Soul
Jazz" or "Organ Jazz." You will find artists like Jimmy Smith,
Brother Jack McDuff, and Shirley Scott.
Use the "Album Rating" as a Filter: When exploring a new4.
artist like Eric Dolphy, start with his five-star albums (Out to
Lunch!). Once you have absorbed those, move to the four-star
records (Outward Bound) to see his development.
Check the Liner Notes: The guide often summarizes the5.
original liner notes of the albums. This provides essential
historical flavor, such as knowing that a particular session was
recorded in a single night or with a replacement musician who
saved the session.

The Digital Evolution: Allmusic.com

While  the  printed  version  of  the  Allmusic  Guide  to  Jazz  is  a
collector's item, the spirit lives on at AllMusic.com. The website has
expanded the guide's  capabilities.  You can now instantly  stream
albums and clips, link to purchase options, and access user reviews
alongside  the  professional  critique.  The  database  is  dynamic,
constantly updated with new releases and reissues.

The  website's  search  function  is  powerful.  You  can  search  by
musician, instrument, song title, or label. For instance, a search for
"Blue Note Records 1964" will  return a chronological  list  of  that
label's output for that year, revealing the incredible depth of that
period. The "Moods" feature is another unique tool. You can search
for "Aggressive," "Sophisticated," or "Relaxed" to find music that fits
your current listening mood.

Why Trust the Allmusic Guide?

In an age of streaming algorithms, you might wonder why a human-
curated guide matters. The answer is context. An algorithm knows

what you listened to last, but it does not understand history. The
Allmusic Guide to Jazz understands that Sonny Rollins's Way Out
West (1957) is significant because it was one of the first "standard"
jazz albums to feature only a saxophone, bass, and drums, breaking
the piano tradition. The guide explains these "firsts" and "bests" in a
way a computer cannot. It preserves the *story* of jazz.

Furthermore, the guide is ruthless in its honesty. It does not shy
away from calling out  lesser  works by great  artists.  This  critical
perspective is essential for a genre that saw many legends make
commercial compromises in the 1970s and 1980s. The guide helps
you  separate  the  wheat  from  the  chaff,  preserving  your  time  and
enthusiasm.

A Guide for All Levels

Whether you are a DJ looking for a deep cut to sample, a student
writing a paper on modal harmony, or a casual listener building a
weekend playlist, this guide accommodates you. For the beginner, it
provides a safe harbor. For the expert, it offers a checklist of obscure
sessions that might have slipped through the cracks. The Allmusic
Guide  to  Jazz  remains  the  single  most  effective  tool  for
transforming  a  casual  interest  into  a  profound  appreciation.

Conclusion: Start Your Journey Today

Jazz is a living history, and every great album is a chapter in that
story.  The  Allmusic  Guide  to  Jazz  is  your  key  to  the  library.  It
removes the intimidation factor and replaces it with a clear, well-lit
path through the genre's rich tapestry. By respecting the artists,
explaining the context, and providing honest ratings, the guide helps
you hear the music not just as sound, but as history and emotion.
Whether you are reaching for the dust jacket of a vinyl reissue or
clicking through a digital database, use this guide as your compass.
Let it lead you to the soulful wail of a Coltrane solo, the playful wit of
a Monk composition, or the smoky ambiance of a late-night Billie
Holiday recording. The journey is endless, but the Allmusic Guide
to Jazz ensures it is always rewarding.


