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Somehow jazz, with its freedom and infinite nuances, has forever been a magnet for polemics. The music is constantly being declared dead, or as something very separate from other music, or as a dialogue on race far removed from chord changes, rhythms and modal solos.

All of these come wrapped up in The Cry of Jazz, an unusual, film-noir essay shot in 1959 Chicago and newly available on DVD. Its message, after extolling jazz, particularly black be-bop as opposed to white "cool" jazz, is that jazz must die in order for black America to grow. What is most striking in this coarse, 35-minute film, which was never commercially released, is how little much of the rhetoric surrounding jazz has changed.

With the air of a high-school educational film -- complete with long, narcoleptic sections of smooth-voiced narration -- it begins with a stiffly acted get-together in someone's apartment, ostensibly a fifties-era jazz society meeting. There are no Greenwich Village beat poets or confident, road-hardened jazzmen here. This is a group of awkward, African-American debaters trying to impart a conscience on a handful of white American rubes who don't get it.

But bookending these gab sessions are long, hypnotic lectures, with montages of incredible jazz photography, as well as apparently the only known footage of avant-garde pianist Sun Ra and his Arkestra, including saxophonist John Gilmore, in their Chicago be-bop days.

The final argument by filmmaker Edward O. Bland, also a composer and arranger, is that jazz has to die because of the confines that the music, with its repeated patterns and tight chord structures, places on blacks performers, if not black life in general. It's a compelling idea, given the soul-searching that jazz has put itself through since the heyday of be-bop. Yet, it's delivered in this cult film as a fever dream, like viewing Reefer Madness through the engaging, Russian cinéma-vérité photography of The Man with a Movie Camera. 

It's in utter contrast to another new DVD coming out this month, Nat King Cole: Soundies and Telescriptions, a collection of performances intended as shorts for cinemas and television. With his ultrasuave voice and piano brilliance, Cole seems to both tear down and support the arguments in The Cry of Jazz. Unadorned and merely a collection of 27 staged performances, with Cole singing to the camera, the disc will likely only appeal to die-hard fans, which is a shame.
