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Pathways: The Life and Legacy of Art Pepper
By Rebecca Beltrán

The effusive sound of Art Pepper’s saxophone is like watching flames in a
fireplace steadily burn. Transported through a flash of fire that envelops us
through rhythmic motion, we surrender to nostalgic thoughts—an old friend, a
lost love, another time. Suddenly—a snap—an accented crackle of unexpected
ash breaks free from the gentle flames. Quick as a reminder, we realize our state
of mind, and are jolted back to the clear and present moment. A blank and
swaying haze chimed against a sudden spark—this is the stirring sensation we
realize through Art Pepper’s music.

Art Pepper was born in Gardena, CA in 1925, and raised in nearby San
Pedro.  Naturally talented and looking for a sense of belonging, Pepper, at the
age of 15, was a self-taught clarinetist/ saxophonist invited to play at Central
Avenue’s Club Alabam with Lee Young’s band (brother of the saxophonist,
Lester Young).  Known as the “52nd Street of the west”, Central Avenue was a
hotbed of jazz clubs and rhythm & blues music, and became the hub of pre-war
Los Angeles nightlife. Pepper explains:

Central Avenue was like Harlem was a long time ago. As soon as evening
came people would be out on the streets…It was a beautiful time. It was
a festive time. The women dressed up in frills and feathers and long
earrings […] Most of the men wore big, wide-brimmed hats and zoot suits
with wide collars, and you could smell powder and perfume everywhere.
And as you walked down the street you could hear music coming out of
everyplace. And everybody was happy […] Gerald Wiggins, Slick Jones,
Dexter Gordon, and Charlie Mingus—we would just walk out in the street
and pee off the curb. It was just cool (Pepper & Pepper, Straight Life, 41).

Other such luminaries who sprang from Central Avenue include Eric
Dolphy, Chico Hamilton, and the late Johnny Otis. Art Pepper’s widow, Laurie
Pepper, explains, “At that time, Art played with mostly black bands—there was
always at least one white musician in the mix. As long as he could play, it didn’t
matter. Then, the war changed all that” (Pepper, “Personal Interview”, 2012).
Club Alabam was the gemstone of Central Avenue. With seminal bands and a
vibrant nightlife all week long, the club was considered a true showcase of
talent amongst a plush, glistening room that attracted both white and black
audiences alike.
 Remembering Club Alabam, drummer Lee Young:
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That club was a nice place to work. But it all came to an end with the
change of times and with the people moving out. After the war, the clubs
started closing […] They had all kinds of jam sessions on Central Avenue; it
was against the union rules to play them, but I did it all the time. Art was
just one of the band […] It wasn’t about “whitey” this and “whitey” that. It
was about good musicianship and people respecting one another for the
talents that they had” (Pepper & Pepper, Straight Life, 45).

Said Art Pepper, “I was doing well. People were getting to know me in the music
business. I was starting a little following. And I was in love—after seventeen years
of loneliness. I knew it couldn’t last” (52).

After being drafted in 1942, Art Pepper eventually returned to the states
and joined Stan Kenton’s band. Pepper continued recording successfully (and
unflinchingly) for major music labels. In 1952, Downbeat magazine took a poll
naming Art Pepper to be one of the top alto saxophonists at the time, second
only to the dominant saxophone influence of Charlie Parker. By the mid-1950s,
despite such success, Pepper continued battling a severe drug addiction to
heroin and was frequently in prison.

"I tried to stay out of it [drugs] for a long time, knowing what it might do. I
think that, in my searching for something—for love, acceptance or
whatever it is, to be a real man, to relate to my father, and all those
things—going to prison was a help. It was part of my evolution, as a
human being and as a musician…” (Tompkins, “Art Pepper: The Evolution
of an Individual”, 1979).

William Claxton’s 1956 photograph, “Art Pepper, Los Angeles” was taken
shortly after he was released from Terminal Island Federal Penitentiary in the San
Pedro/ Long Beach area. At the top of Fargo Street just off of Glendale
Boulevard in Echo Park, Pepper, with an assured countenance, is shown with his
alto saxophone resting over his shoulder, climbing up an endless pathway seen
in the background. Living with his girlfriend Diane at the time, the saxophonist’s
vulnerability and heavy reliance on drugs led to one of many difficult
relationships throughout his life. Fighting his continual uphill battle with addiction,
Claxton’s photograph depicts a seemingly carefree saxophonist in a wide-open
space; and yet, the photograph is highly symbolic of Pepper’s troubled past
and difficult journey ahead. Pepper recalled:

In 1956 Diane and I lived on one of the steepest hills in Los Angeles, on
Fargo Street.  I woke up one morning to a phone call from Bill Claxton, the
photographer, saying that he had to take my picture today for the cover
of The Return of Art Pepper. I had run out of heroin and was very sick, and
I was unable to score before Bill got there. We climbed to the corner, and
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he snapped this picture of me in agony (Pepper & Pepper, Straight Life,
293).

Jazz photographer William Claxton photographed countless musicians
throughout his expansive career, including Claxton’s friend and West Coast jazz
giant, Chet Baker. With the introduction of the West Coast jazz style in the early
1950s--a sound mainly characterized by relaxed, less improvisational
compositions—the media touted a “sophisticated” image and aligned this new
form of jazz with a mostly white audience.

The West Coast style arose amid the economic decline of Central
Avenue, and the primary venues for the new style was to be found in
predominantly white sections of Hollywood, Hermosa Beach and West Los
Angeles” (Widener, Black Arts West, 62).

Attending a jazz performance, then, became a profitable, ambient affair
that served as a backdrop to clinking martini glasses and noisy conversations at
the bar. Due, in part, with the timing of his arrests and having been a working
white musician throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Pepper has been primarily
categorized as a player of the West Coast jazz scene, which Widener argues
excluded black artists from the proper recognition of the jazz art form. Pepper’s
early association with Central Avenue and lack of formalized training, however,
hardly makes him a poster boy for the West Coast style, as it was through this
period that he truly emerged as a soloist. Furthermore, it can be argued that
Pepper’s music was far from minimal and remained highly improvisational during
this time period (62). Said Laurie Pepper, “Jazz just isn’t sexy anymore (like it used
to be). At some point it stopped coming from “here” [points at her chest], and
started coming from up here [points at her head]. People want it to come from
the heart, people want to move to it” (Pepper, “Personal Interview”, 2012).

Despite his condition and continual arrests, Pepper recorded and wrote
some of his most momentous albums, including a collaboration with The Miles
Davis Quartet, as well as a successful comeback tour in Europe and Japan in
the 1970s. As John Litweiler wrote in a 1998 issue of “Coda” magazine, “The
quest for beauty is in all of his music and the vocalized techniques of his second
career are an almost visceral reflection of the pain involved in his quest” (The Art
Pepper Companion, 236).

Performing and recording up until the end of his life, Art Pepper died on
June 15, 1982 of a cerebral brain hemorrhage. He was 56 years old. His widow,
Laurie, preserves his legacy with a self-made film she is producing and handles
all aspects of their recording label, Widow’s Taste.

Art Pepper’s story, talent, and moving artistry lie in the foundations of his
difficult past. Through his struggle, his natural talent and tenderness pervaded
through his recordings and performances with incredible soul and grace. Amidst
tragedy and comeback triumph, Art Pepper continues to be one of the most
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memorable alto saxophonists of all time. Jazz aficionados continue to be
transfixed and inspired by his individualistic style, tone, and a unique gift of
transporting audiences through his music.

Rebecca Beltrán is a second-year M.A. in Arts Management student at Claremont
Graduate University. She earned a B.A. in Art History from Loyola Marymount University,
and has held positions at UCLA Live, the Fahey/ Klein Gallery, and served as a curatorial
intern for the Vincent Price Art Museum through the J. Paul Getty Multicultural
Undergraduate Internship program. She would like to dedicate the work for this
exhibition to her grandmother—without whom realizing Los Angeles would not be
possible.
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