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INTRODUCTION

The impact of Charlie Christian's arrival on the jazz guitar world was indeed immense,
initiating a new era for the guitar in jazz.0f the many guitarists who felt the ripples of
this impact at firsthand,few seem to have launched such a highly individual style as Tal
Farlow.For this reason he was perhaps the first post Christian innovator in the world of jazz
guitar.At the least,he was one of the few,for after all,many players were never to re-cover
from Christian's influence,merely developing his 'words' rather than adding a vastly different

'grammar' to his musical language.

Whilst there has been a plethora of articles written about Farlow,little in depth analysis
appears to have surfaced,perhaps due to the fact that the results of rigorous analysis are
always highly subjective.Therefore,in assessing Farlow's influence,I have abstained from
enforcing speculation on such issues as,for instance,the exact theoretical nature of Tatum's
or Christian's musical influence on him.This is because such influences could perhaps con-
tain more general elements similar,for example,to Paganini's influence on Franz Liszt where,
amongst other things,the sheer command of one man's technique astonished another - sometimes
the very spirit of his music asserting influence rather than the notes employed.

I have concentrated for the most part on Farlow's work during the early fifties as this part
of his career seems to have established a great deal of his mature style and therefore seems
to be especially significant to this leading figure in the world of be-bop jazz guitar.

Shane Hill
July 1987
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Farlow's conversion to Christian's playing
at that time 1is further outlined by his
advice to his pupils now:-

"It sounds like larceny in a way,
but I just stole the things right off
of Charlie Christian's records. I don't
play them, but it got me to understand
how he did it and why he played a certain
phrase at a certain point in the harmony."

(December 1982 pp 24)

His ambient enthusiasm for Christian's
style substantiates the belief that the
passion for jazz guitar arrived at this
stage of his life. Farlow's ear for chords
helped him to come to the conclusion
that Christian was basically playing
out of chord positions and embellishing
with some diatonic and chromatic extensions.
Farlow had played these sounds as chord
forms, 6ths, 9ths and 13ths, but Christian
was basing his lines on the arpeggios
of these extended chords. His hunger
to learn at this point drove him to the
awesome task of learning all Christian's
recorded solos up to that date. He became
aware also of the fact that a great att-
raction of Christian's playing was in
the actual tone quality produced by the
electric  guitar. He bought himself a
more suitable gquitar and proceeded to
build a magnetic pick-up, wusing a pair
of his father's radio headphones. Finally,
he acquired an amplifier for $20.00,
so as to approximate the Christian sound.

Farlow's pre-occupation with single-line
jazz improvising was joined by another
fascinating area of study when he heard
the great jazz pianist Art Tatum on the
radio.

"] was immediately fascinated by
his virtuosity and harmonic  approach.
To this day he has remained one of my
biggest influences and idols".

(1978 pp 95)

He was particularly drawn to Tatum's
music because the tunes he was playing
were the pop tunes of the day - the work
of Cole Porter and George Gershwin to
mention but two. Farlow knew their har-
monic content very well and Tatum's changes,

although totally different from the printed
sheet, were absolutely appropriate to
his ears.

"I  just heard so much more music
when he did it, and that really got me
into listening to harmonies".

(1982 pp 24)

He noticed that the pianist would sometimes
make quite radical changes to the harmony.
These harmonic tensions seemed not just
to be accompanying the single-line impro-
visations, but giving 'birth' to them.
This fired Farlow's interest in harmonic
substitution and re-structuring. However,
perhaps most important of all, he realised
that in a lot of cases, Tatum was playing
two chords in juxta-position, and so he
continued to investigate his early bi-
tonal concept. It was perhaps only really
at this stage that Farlow's physical approach
was crying out to be applied to his new
found musical discoveries, and some of
the characteristic facets of his style
started to evolve. In his words:-

"] started thinking in those ternms.
Like you can play a phrase against either
one of the two chords and it fits. It
sort of simplifies analysing things I
think".

(December 1981 pp 24)

So it would seem that Christian and Tatum
were the biggest influences in Tal's early
experience of jazz. Moreover, he becanme
interested in which players had influenced
Christian. Perhaps  hearing  these  jazz
players could give him some fresh, non-
guitaristic approach to improvising. He
had a friend in Greensboro who played
clarinet, and who was also very interested
in jazz. He was particularly fond of Lester
Young's style and played Farlow some old
Basie albums. It was immediately clear
that Christian owed much to the great
saxophonist. Farlow started studying and
learning Young's solos and realised that
his style was pretty easily adapted to
the guitar. As he said:-

"It sort of fell into place".
(December 1963 pp 18)







Tommy Potter and Al Haig amongst then.
The effect of hearing Parker frequently
and at closr range was to prove decisive
for Farlow, and his work began to incor-
porate aspects of Bird's harmonic richness
and rhythmic freedom. He noticed that
chromaticism was playing a large part
in the integral make-up of the music,
and was drawn to this smooth, harmonic
language which gave root position chord
movement a new attraction.

"All my musical interests  were
channelled into understanding and learning
to play be-bop".

(1978 pp 96)

It was to be some years however before
Farlow's be-bop guitar playing was to
adorn the world of jazz gquitar, partly
due to what was expected of him to comply
with  the commercial interests of Dar-
danelle's trio. Dardanelle seemed to
have patterned her trio on that of Nat
'King' Cole, at that time one of the
most  popular outfits in jazz. Cole's
guitarist was Oscar Moore, whose abilities
were excellent in terms of drive, sen-
sitivity, 1invention and technique. Rhythm-
ically, his style exercised less of the
fragmentation of Christian and the be-
boppers (especially Parker). Farlow's
use of the guitar in the Dardanelle group
is strongly reminiscent of Moore's in
Cole's trio. It is perhaps also true
to say that this outfit was important
to Farlow from the point of view of de-
veloping into a full and complete guitarist,
the trio situation making great demands
on him, and tailoring his abilities in
a medium in which he was to work a great
deal in the future. The album 'Gold Braid'
(Audiophile AP-32) that he recorded with
Dardanelle in 1945, demonstrates his
early swing-trio playing. His rhythm
playing 1is rather characteristic of the
30's gquitar style highlighting the Freddie
Green or Carl Kress type vamp, as opposed
to comping. His single-line improvising
shows a Christian influence in 1its basic
construction, but little sign of  his
own special musical fingerprint, which
needed a different music containing greater
harmonic and rhythmic freedom to thrive
successfully. The recording of 'C Jam

Blues' on this album shows the slight
'hillbilly' flavour in Tal's blues playing,
as well as the chord of the dominant 9th
being greatly exploited in punchy rhythmical
figures. The album gives wus the evidence
that Farlow's technique was of. fairly humble
means at that time, and that certainly
there were a number of jazz guitarists, Arvin
Garrison, Chuck Wayne, Remo Palmeiri,
Barney Kessel and Bill de Arango for
instance, who were more accomplished both
technically and stylistically.

Farlow moved back to Philadelphia and
worked at clarinettist Billy Krechmer's
club in a trio that included the owner
and pianist Freddie Thompson. The outfit
had no bass player, and Tal would play
a bass line on the guitar. A drummer would
sit in on snare-drums and the sound was
reasonably complete. Playing bass lines
was an invaluable experience for Tal's
guitar style, which was to incorporate
much bass activity in his solo playing.
This musical situation did not last long
and after a few months Farlow, Jimmy Lyons
and Lenny ~de Franco (clarinettist Buddy
de Franco's brother) set off for New York.
The three musicians intended to get their
local 802 cards and form a trio. During
the first three months of waiting out
his 802 membership, the applicant musician
is permitted to work only one-night engage-
ments. Lyons and De Franco could do this
but not Farlow. The demand for a guitarist
who could not read music or, worst still,
could not sing, was non-existent, and
so Tal's musical aims were somewhat hindered.

Once again therefore, the guitarist returned
to the signwriting business and did all
the display work for a large department
store. In fact, because of the work-permit
rule, the trio never did get the chance
to play together professionally. Tal did
however do some freelance guitar playing
and for a while worked at a holiday resort
in  Southampton, Long Island. It was a
trio without drums, and so Farlow's rhythm
playing was once again heavily drawn upon.
They mostly played show tunes and, because
it was for dancing, they required a very
audible beat. Tal's feelings about this
rather commercial job were the following:-

"It was a valuable experience as

A




































Single line improvisation on the chord progression of Move



Single line improvisation on the
chord progression of Spellbound



Single line improvisation on the
chord progression of How am | to Know
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Harmonic improvisation on the
chord progression of Autumn in New York






Single line improvisation on the
chord progression of Autumn in New York



rhythm, creates tension and then releases
effectively. In contrast,
the album also contains a
'Cherokee! - a worthy display of Tal's
stamina at fast tempos.

it  just as
version of

The album 'The Interpretations of Tal

Farlow' (Norgran MGV 1027) combines Farlow
with Red Mitchell (bass), Claude Williamson
(piano) and Stan Levey (drums). This
session was recorded in Los Angeles in
1955. Farlow plays an excellent arrangement
of 'Autumn Leaves', showing many of his
transient twists. Such use of
rapid modulations was frequently used
by Art Tatum. Farlow also has a habit
of combining the inverted pedal with
such transient harmonic movement. This
album also included the standard 'I Remember
You', and the solo on this track is going
to be used as an example of Tal's medium
swing playing. His ‘'country' influence
shows 1its presence in the way he executes,
during his second chorus, the one instance
of string bending. Much <can be learned
from this transcription of his treatment
of the melody. His first improvised chorus
really 1illustrates his use of the long
line to build tension. From an analytical
standpoint, there are some musical ideas
of particular interest. Once again, motifs
are often stated and re-modified. The
phrase starting at bar 27 is similar
to the idea at bar 63. An almost exact
repetition of the 1idea in bars 51 and
52 is to be found in bars 66 and 67.
The fragment starting 1in the last two
beats of bar 35 1is modified at the end
of bar 57, and yet variation
occurs in bars 35 and 36. These then,
are particularly good examples of Tal
getting a good deal of mileage out of
certain ideas throughout the solo.

harmonic

another

Farlow, Eddie Costa (piano) and Vinnie
Burke (bass) formed the regular Tal Farlow
Trio which played at the Composer Club
in New York for four years until it closed
in 1958. The trio recorded two albums
for Norman Granz. These albums have a
tendency to exploit Tal's heavier touch

which he uses to cut through Costa's
quite forceful comping. His lines are
perhaps even more strongly related to

harmonic  concepts than previously. The
powerful swing of this band is well denm-
onstrated by 'Yardbird Suite' and 'Meteor!'

on the album 'The Swinging Guitar of Tal
Farlow' (Verve MGV 8201). There are occasions
when Tal's brilliant ideas at high speed
surpass even his technique, and his time-
keeping suffers slightly as a result, but
that would be my only criticism.

The album also contains a less exhilarating
version of 'Like Someone in Love'. Indeed,
Farlow's improvisation at less breakneck
speeds 1is particularly satisfying because
it grants the listener time to digest his
more elaborate 1ideas. It serves well there-
fore, to study his treatment of the tune,
as well as first 1improvised chorus. Tal's
paraphrasing of the melody is craftsmanship
at its best, and the small interpolated
phrases employed to decorate the melody
also inject a good deal of 1impetus. The
ideas to be found on the last two beats
of bars 3 and 4 are fine examples of this.
I feel that Farlow is, above all else,
acutely aware of just what constitutes
great music. He has never forgotten the
importance of such ancient compositional
techniques as repetition and
or at times stating the simple but effective
idea. Bearing such points in mind can help
us appreciate why he has had such an appeal
over the years, despite this individuality.

contrast,

Some points of interest concerning this
solo include the following. The last four
notes of bar 16 are re-stated to start
the phrase beginning at bar 31, and then
finally recur at bar 55. It would perhaps
be foolish to imagine that the lesser trained
musical ear would 1immediately detect such
repetition, although it may well register
at a less concious level. At bar 33, Tal's
chorus starts with a four note motif which
is exploited with imitation before he finally
abandons the 1idea by breaking the pattern
with a flowing quaver line. The string
bending during bars 25-26 is typical of
that 'hillbilly' overspill that is still
today discernable in his style. The 1idea
used in bar 17 to decorate the melody is
modified and continued in bar 18. Such
repetition of notes and rhythms gives the
listener something to sink his teeth into.
This so¢lo then, like so many of Tal's solos,
is cunningly and intelligently constructed
without forgetting the most simple formulae
employed by so .many of the great improvisers.
It is the fact that Tal's highly developed
musical language retains such colloquialisms
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Single line
improvisation on the
chord progression of
Like Someone in Love






Single line improvisation on the
chord progression of | Remember You















Peter Ind and Tal Falow at the Tenor Clef March 1993 Photograph by Berit Bolt
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