
penguin guide to jazz
Penguin Guide to Jazz is a renowned reference book that has helped countless jazz enthusiasts
navigate the intricate world of jazz music. Published annually since 1974, this comprehensive guide
is a labor of love from a dedicated team of critics and jazz aficionados. It provides in-depth reviews,
ratings, and recommendations for thousands of jazz recordings, making it an indispensable resource
for both newcomers and seasoned listeners alike. In this article, we will explore the origins of the
guide, its structure, notable contributors, key features, and its impact on jazz appreciation.

History and Origins of the Penguin Guide to Jazz

The Penguin Guide to Jazz was born from the desire to create a definitive resource for jazz fans. The
first edition was published in 1974, authored primarily by Brian Morton and Richard Cook. Their
goal was to compile an exhaustive list of jazz recordings while offering insightful commentary and
analysis.

The Evolution of the Guide

Over the years, the guide has undergone significant changes:

1. Expanded Coverage: The first edition focused on a limited number of recordings, but subsequent
editions have expanded to include thousands of albums across various genres and subgenres.
2. Updated Ratings: As new music is released and tastes evolve, the ratings have been updated to
reflect the current state of jazz.
3. Collaborative Efforts: While Morton and Cook were the original authors, many other respected
critics have contributed their expertise over the years, enriching the content and perspective of the
guide.

Content Structure of the Guide

The Penguin Guide to Jazz is structured in a way that makes it easy to navigate. It is divided into
several key sections, allowing readers to find information quickly and efficiently.

Main Sections

1. Artist Listings: Alphabetically organized, this section provides biographical information,
discographies, and critical evaluations of prominent jazz artists.
2. Album Reviews: Each album review includes details about the recording, the musicians involved,
and a critical assessment. The reviews are often accompanied by star ratings, which help readers
gauge the quality of the recordings.
3. Genre Breakdown: The guide categorizes recordings into various jazz genres, including:
- Traditional Jazz
- Swing
- Bebop
- Free Jazz



- Fusion
- Contemporary Jazz

4. Thematic Essays: These essays explore significant movements, styles, and historical contexts in
jazz, providing readers with deeper insights into the music.
5. Recommended Listening: Each edition typically features a list of essential recordings, serving as a
starting point for newcomers and a refresher for seasoned fans.

Notable Contributors

The Penguin Guide to Jazz has seen contributions from a variety of respected critics and musicians,
each bringing their unique perspective to the guide.

Key Figures

1. Brian Morton: One of the original authors, Morton has been instrumental in shaping the guide's
approach to jazz criticism.
2. Richard Cook: Co-author and jazz critic, Cook's insights have helped to elevate the guide's status
in the jazz community.
3. Other Notables: The guide has included contributions from various jazz musicians, producers, and
critics, such as:
- John Fordham
- Kevin Le Gendre
- Chris Parker

These contributors have provided valuable insights, ensuring that the guide remains relevant and
authoritative.

Key Features of the Penguin Guide to Jazz

The Penguin Guide to Jazz is more than just a catalog of recordings; it offers several features that
enhance the reader's experience.

Unique Aspects

1. Star Ratings System: The guide employs a star ratings system that ranges from one to four stars,
with a special "Crown" designation for exceptional recordings. This visual cue helps readers quickly
assess the quality of an album.

2. Cross-Referencing: The guide often cross-references artists and albums, allowing readers to
explore related musicians or recordings effortlessly.

3. Historical Context: Many reviews provide historical context, linking the music to broader trends in
jazz and society, which enriches the listening experience.

4. Accessibility: The writing style is approachable, making it easy for newcomers to understand



while still offering depth for seasoned listeners.

5. Online Presence: In recent editions, the guide has ventured into digital formats, allowing for
easier updates and accessibility for a global audience.

The Impact of the Penguin Guide to Jazz

The Penguin Guide to Jazz has made a significant impact on jazz appreciation and education.

Influence on Jazz Appreciation

1. Resource for Educators: Many educators use the guide as a teaching tool, helping students
understand the vast landscape of jazz music.

2. Cultivating New Fans: By providing accessible and engaging content, the guide has helped to
cultivate new jazz fans who may have otherwise felt overwhelmed by the genre's complexity.

3. Preservation of Jazz History: The guide documents the evolution of jazz over the decades,
preserving the stories and contributions of artists for future generations.

Criticism and Challenges

While the Penguin Guide to Jazz is widely respected, it has faced criticism as well:

1. Subjectivity in Ratings: Some readers argue that the subjective nature of music criticism can lead
to disagreements regarding ratings and recommendations.

2. Overwhelming Scope: With so many recordings to consider, some readers may feel overwhelmed
and unsure where to start.

3. Changing Landscape: The ever-evolving nature of jazz may present challenges for the guide to
remain current, especially with the rise of digital music platforms and new artists.

Conclusion

The Penguin Guide to Jazz stands as a testament to the enduring appeal and complexity of jazz
music. Its comprehensive approach, combined with insightful commentary and a user-friendly
structure, makes it an essential resource for anyone interested in exploring the genre. Whether you
are a novice eager to discover the essentials or a seasoned aficionado looking for new sounds, the
guide offers something for everyone.

As jazz continues to evolve, the Penguin Guide to Jazz will undoubtedly remain a crucial part of the
conversation, helping to illuminate the rich tapestry of sounds and stories that jazz has to offer. With
its dedication to preserving the history and promoting the appreciation of jazz, the guide has
cemented its place in the hearts of music lovers around the world.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Penguin Guide to Jazz?
The Penguin Guide to Jazz is a comprehensive reference book that provides critical reviews and
ratings of jazz recordings, covering a wide range of artists, albums, and styles within the genre.

Who are the primary authors of the Penguin Guide to Jazz?
The Penguin Guide to Jazz was primarily authored by Richard Cook and Brian Morton, who are both
respected music critics and jazz enthusiasts.

How often is the Penguin Guide to Jazz updated?
The Penguin Guide to Jazz is typically updated every few years to include new releases, changes in
the jazz landscape, and updates on previously reviewed albums.

What is the significance of the star rating system in the
Penguin Guide to Jazz?
The star rating system in the Penguin Guide to Jazz helps readers quickly identify the quality and
importance of an album, with higher ratings indicating greater critical acclaim.

Does the Penguin Guide to Jazz cover only classic jazz albums?
No, the Penguin Guide to Jazz covers a wide spectrum of jazz music, including classic,
contemporary, avant-garde, and even international jazz albums.

Is the Penguin Guide to Jazz suitable for beginners in jazz
music?
Yes, the Penguin Guide to Jazz is suitable for beginners as it provides insightful commentary and
recommendations that can help new listeners discover significant jazz works and artists.

What makes the Penguin Guide to Jazz unique compared to
other jazz guides?
The Penguin Guide to Jazz is unique due to its detailed reviews, extensive cataloging of recordings,
and the authors' engaging writing style that appeals to both casual listeners and serious collectors.

Can the Penguin Guide to Jazz be used as a resource for
academic purposes?
Yes, the Penguin Guide to Jazz can be used as a resource for academic purposes, as it includes
critical analysis, historical context, and references to jazz theory and practice.
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