
MILES – THE PREGTIGE YEARS 

There’s a moment in Miles Davis’s life that I think of as the bridge 
between the bebop revolution and the modern jazz language that 
would dominate the late 1950s. 

To understand the Prestige years, we have to start just before them. 

Miles had come up inside the fire of bebop. He had stood beside 
Charlie Parker, one of the architects of this explosive new music: fast 
tempos, advanced harmony, long lines, fearless improvisation. But 
Miles was never simply a bebopper. Even then, you could hear that 
he was looking for something else. Bird was heat, velocity, 
combustion. Miles was already searching for space. For shape. For 
fewer notes that meant more. 

After bebop came the Birth of the Cool period — those remarkable 
nonet recordings around 1949 and 1950. That music softened the 
edges of bebop without weakening the intelligence of it. It used 
orchestration, restraint, unusual colors. But after that, Miles entered a 
difficult stretch. Personally and professionally, the early 1950s were 
unstable. The music business was changing, formats were changing, 
jazz was moving from 78s into LPs, and Miles was still trying to define 
who he was going to be after Bird. 

That’s where Prestige Records enters the story. 

Prestige was a young independent jazz label run by Bob Weinstock, 
who was still very young himself when he started the company. 
Weinstock didn’t run Prestige like a major label. He had a loose, 
almost documentary approach: get great musicians into a room, let 
them play, capture what happens. Little rehearsal. Not much polish. 
Not a lot of grand production. In a way, that was perfect for Miles at 
that moment, because Prestige gave him room to search. 

Miles began recording for Prestige in 1951. And those early Prestige 
recordings are fascinating because they don’t show Miles fully formed 
yet — they show him becoming. You hear him with Sonny Rollins, 
Jackie McLean, Art Blakey, Charles Mingus, Thelonious Monk, Milt 
Jackson, Horace Silver, Percy Heath, Max Roach, and other giants. 



Sometimes the sessions are uneven. Sometimes they’re brilliant. But 
what’s important is that Miles is moving away from being “the young 
trumpet player who played with Bird” and toward being a bandleader 
with an aesthetic. 

By 1954, something changes. 

Miles gets himself together. His sound becomes clearer. The 
Harmon-muted intimacy, the middle-register lyricism, the refusal to 
overplay — all of that begins to crystallize. The album Walkin’ 
becomes a major statement. That record is often pointed to as one of 
the key documents in the rise of hard bop. It’s bluesier, earthier, more 
direct than bebop, but still harmonically rich. It reconnects the modern 
jazz language to the street, to the church, to the body. 

And then in 1955, Miles takes the next huge step: he puts together 
his first great quintet. 

John Coltrane on tenor saxophone. Red Garland on piano. Paul 
Chambers on bass. Philly Joe Jones on drums. And Miles on 
trumpet. 

That band is one of the great miracles in jazz history. Not because 
everyone sounded the same — exactly the opposite. Miles had that 
spare, vocal, almost surgical way of playing. Coltrane was already 
searching vertically, pouring through harmony with enormous 
intensity. Red Garland had elegance and blues. Paul Chambers had 
youthful authority and a huge sound. Philly Joe Jones had that 
dancing, explosive, conversational swing. 

This band didn’t just play tunes. It created a way of being inside 
tunes. 

By this point, Miles’s reputation was growing fast. Major labels were 
paying attention. Columbia wanted him. But Miles still owed Prestige 
records. Bob Weinstock allowed Miles to sign with Columbia, but 
Miles had to fulfill the remaining Prestige contract first. 

So Miles did something that now feels almost mythological. 



In 1956, he took the quintet into Rudy Van Gelder’s studio in 
Hackensack, New Jersey, for two marathon recording sessions — 
one in May and one in October. The goal was practical: record 
enough material to satisfy the Prestige contract. But the result 
became legendary. 

Those sessions produced the material for four classic albums: 

Cookin’ with the Miles Davis Quintet. 

Relaxin’ with the Miles Davis Quintet. 

Workin’ with the Miles Davis Quintet. 

Steamin’ with the Miles Davis Quintet. 

The titles almost tell you the concept. This wasn’t supposed to be 
overly precious studio art. It was meant to feel like the band at work 
— like walking into a club and catching a killing set. They played 
standards, blues, bebop heads, ballads, show tunes. Much of it was 
done quickly, often in first takes. There’s a famous casualness to 
those records, but don’t mistake casual for easy. The reason they 
could record that way is because the band had already done the real 
work on the bandstand. 

Cookin’ feels like the band announcing, “Here’s what we do.” It opens 
with that sense of heat and authority. 

Relaxin’ shows the lyrical side — Miles the ballad player, Miles the 
master of understatement. The false starts and studio chatter left on 
some versions only add to the feeling that you’re standing inside the 
room with them. 

Workin’ has that balanced, working-band energy: standards, blues, 
originals, the sound of a group that knows its own machinery. 

Steamin’ has bite. It swings hard. It has that forward pressure that 
made this quintet such a devastating live band. 



And here’s the beautiful irony: Miles made those records partly to 
finish a contract. But in doing so, he left Prestige with some of the 
greatest small-group jazz ever recorded. 

Chronologically, the Prestige period is a hinge in Miles’s life. He 
enters it as the brilliant young trumpeter from the bebop world, still 
fighting to define himself. He leaves it as Miles Davis: bandleader, 
concept-builder, talent-scout, architect of modern jazz. 

And then, almost immediately, the Columbia era begins — Round 
About Midnight, Miles Ahead, Milestones, Kind of Blue, the Gil Evans 
collaborations, the next revolutions. 

But the Prestige years are where we hear the transformation happen 
in real time. 

It’s the sound of Miles stepping out of Bird’s shadow. 

It’s the sound of him discovering that cool didn’t mean cold. 

It’s the sound of hard bop becoming elegant. 

And it’s the sound of a great artist learning one of his deepest 
lessons: that the future of jazz wasn’t going to come from playing 
more notes. 

It was going to come from playing the right ones. 

 


