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NINE MINUTES TWENTY-TWO SECONDS 
 

 
 

Characters 
(in order of appearance) 

 
 
Piano 
Bass 
Drums 
Trumpet 
Tenor 
Alto 
 
 
Diverse casting is encouraged by the playwright. 
 



NINE MINUTES TWENTY-TWO SECONDS

This play roughly conforms to the 
structure of “So What,” the first 
track from Miles Davis’s seminal 
album, KIND OF BLUE.

A recording of the music can play 
throughout. It can start and stop 
as the director sees fit. However, 
I would recommend using the 1997 
remastered version as opposed to 
the initial release. The latter 
runs a quarter beat faster than as  
it was actually played. 

Six actors are on stage, though 
only two should be the focus at the 
opening of the play: the actors 
representing piano and bass. As the 
play progresses in time with the 
music, the other actors 
representing drums and then the 
horn section may take their places. 

“So What” was recorded on three 
tracks: tenor saxophone and piano 
(left), trumpet and bass (center),  
alto saxophone and drums (right). 
If the director is so inclined, 
this arrangement can serve as a 
loose guide to positioning the 
actors.

PIANO
The track begins lyrically. Bass and piano --

BASS
The Miles Davis sextet was booked into Columbia’s 30th Street 
studio on March 2nd, 1959.

PIANO
The music they recorded in two sessions -- five hours total 
in the studio -- was released as the seminal album, Kind of 
Blue. 

BASS
The first track was titled “So What?”

PIANO
The preconceived idea was to create an album based on a new 
modal approach to chords. 



BASS
If you can imagine six people talking, a chord change is like 
a change in subject -- a vertical leap --

PIANO
-- Whereas modal improvisations are within the scale, like 
conversing on the same subject, all on a related theme, on 
the same horizontal plane.

BASS
At the time they were recording, improvisation was all about 
bebop. 

DRUMS
Sheets of sound pouring down on an audience. Rapid-fire chord 
changes where the musical wanderer was sent further and 
further afield.

PIANO
By contrast Miles wanted to experiment in melody. The 
baseline of the music, the famous “So What” refrain -- Baah-
Dum -- gets turned around on itself --

BASS
It's a frightening concept because when everything is slow 
and soft, you have nowhere to hide.

TRUMPET
Yeah, but so what?

TENOR
You’re missing the point.

TRUMPET
A guy who drives a bright yellow Ferrari isn’t trying to 
hide.

BASS
Guys like Charlie Parker and Ornette Coleman, the great 
proponents of bebop, were like beat novelists. Jack Kerouac 
writing sound on one continuous sheet of paper...

PIANO
But Miles was a poet. And what Miles Davis and Bill Evans 
were striving for was revelatory --

DRUMS
Yes and no.

PIANO
-- heroic.
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TRUMPET
No. See, “So What” wasn’t about trying to do anything. They 
just did it. 

DRUMS
You don’t think he and Bill Evans planned it out? 

TRUMPET
If the sound they created was a revolution, it was 
unintentional. 

DRUMS
That they theorized it?

TRUMPET
I’m saying he was who he was. And always at the center of it 
is Miles. Miles at the Paris Jazz Fair in 1949 with Hot Lips 
Page and Kenny Dorham, Miles in 1956 with Bud Powell, Miles 
in 1957 on the set of Louis Malle’s film where Jeanne Moreau 
knelt to hear him play.

I’m saying that when he conceptualized Kind of Blue around 
modality it was because he wanted to. That was how his mind 
worked -- he liked to invent and experiment. But it wasn’t 
because he saw himself as a genius, or a hero, or whatever. 
Did you ever see him play?

DRUMS
Just recordings. Film. Video. 

TRUMPET
Then you know what I’m talking about. He’d get up there and 
just play. And when he finished a solo, that was it -- he’d 
walk off stage, go smoke a cigarette or something. Or 
sometimes he’d turn his back to the audience while he was 
playing. That stuff left him open to all kinds of 
misinterpretation. But he did it for the music. Because he 
was creating space for the next soloist. Because he was 
concentrating on what he was playing. He wasn’t trying to 
make some kind of political statement.

DRUMS
Okay, but what do you think that meant in the late 50s -- a 
black man turning his back on a white audience who paid to 
watch him play?

TRUMPET
It doesn’t matter what it meant to them. To Miles Davis it 
meant the music was more important than the audience. He 
hated the way Louis Armstrong and Dizzy Gillespie mugged on 
stage. Rolling their eyes and grinning, “all that clowning 
shit they did for them white folks.” Miles Davis didn’t care 
who paid to see him play. 
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DRUMS
-- But that’s just it --

TRUMPET
Sure he pushed music into new directions, but that was for 
him, too. If he created a revolution with Kind of Blue, it 
wasn't because he set out to. Music was the authority he 
respected.

TENOR
But when he turned away from an audience, regardless of his 
motives, he knew the impact it was having. He had to.

DRUMS
And so what if he was only doing it because he was into the 
music?

TENOR
Or because he didn't want to distract from the other 
soloists. Or because it was cool. The way it was interpreted 
by the black community is what matters. 

PIANO
If you listen to the music in a vacuum, you're missing the 
greater significance. 

DRUMS
And that’s what makes him a hero. 

TENOR
Everything has to be framed in terms of the times he lived 
in. The August after they recorded Kind of Blue, the sextet 
was touring. They appeared at Birdland on August 26th.

DRUMS
1959. 

TENOR
What kind of times were these? They were not times when it 
was okay for a black man to turn his back to his white 
audience.

DRUMS
A film of The Crucible was at the Midtown. Damn Yankees and 
Gigi.

TENOR
Four years before the march on Washington --

DRUMS
The Sweet Smell of Success at the Waverly.

4.



TENOR
What kind of times were these? Six years almost to the day 
before "Bloody Sunday," when Martin Luther King and Hosea 
Williams were beaten back as they tried to lead marchers 
across the Edmund Pettus Bridge on their way to Montgomery, 
Alabama.

DRUMS
Times set amid advertisements for Carter's Chessman print 
boxers, Lord and Taylor tweed coats, Chanel No. 5.

TENOR
These weren't times when a black man would casually stand up 
to a white police officer.

DRUMS
“Big stereo puts you in the center of sound.” Phonographs by 
Columbia for as little as $39.95.

TENOR
When Miles Davis stepped out of Birdland on August 26th with 
that white girl on his arm to hail her a cab, those were the 
times when a white cop thought he could tell Miles Davis to 
get off the street. Maybe Miles didn't even understand the 
importance of what he was doing. But by living his life like 
he wanted to, unafraid, regardless of consequences, he was 
setting an example for all artists, for all blacks, for all 
people. Was he mad because the cop didn't recognize him? Was 
he mad because he did and it didn't matter? Was he mad 
because it was just one more case in a lifetime of 
harassment? It does matter. In those times, Miles Davis was 
still a black man looking at a white cop. But he stood up to 
it. Miles said he had as much right to stand there as anyone. 

DRUMS
The first cop took out his nightstick and Davis grabbed it. A 
passing detective saw this and he’s the one who split Davis’s 
head. Miles was arrested and thrown in jail, still bleeding.

TENOR
Was Miles Davis a hero?

DRUMS
Jimmy Cobb remembered,"I was so mad I was almost crying."  

TENOR
It wasn’t the first and it wasn’t the last time he was 
arrested.

DRUMS
“A 1954 [...] violation of narcotics laws.”
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TENOR
“A 1955 sentence on a warrant charging nonsupport.” Was he a 
hero? Depends on how you look at the story.

DRUMS
Maybe it was a case of Miles being Miles.

TENOR
Still, you’ve got to respect him for not backing down. 

DRUMS
Always.

ALTO
But it was musically, it was because of the music, that he 
got the chance to be admired. And given how tenuous the 
project was it’s lucky that Kind of Blue was recorded at all. 

BASS
Paul Chambers on bass and Evans on piano get set to dive into 
“So What.”

ALTO
You can hear someone on the tape, possibly Kelly, maybe 
Miles, maybe one of the sound technicians, humming the theme. 
The producer, Irving Townsend, says "Number 2, Take 1." 

PIANO
And they begin to play. 

ALTO
They stop three times because of background noise, a 
musician's footsteps, unintended vibrations from the snare. 
Evans messed up the intro once with some sloppy playing. 

BASS
Miles whistles for them to stop. When the tape starts again 
everything sounds right. 

PIANO
Did they know what they had?

ALTO
One moment when it all came together. That's why Kind of Blue 
is enduring. Know what I'm saying? Why it’s important. Why 
does this music work? Because of internal logic. Because of 
calculable mathematical progressions, and modal shifts, and 
the twelve bar blues. Because when the sun rose on March 2, 
1959, a group of highly skilled artists brought their gifts 
to a converted church on East 30th Street. Because Davis and 
Evans theorized the sound and Coltrane, Paul Chambers, Jimmy 
Cobb and Cannonball Adderley brought their genius to it. 

6.



Because music is the internal demonstration of the heart’s 
desire and passion, skill, inspiration, and insight drive men 
to great things. Because they got lucky and thank God they 
did. Because faced with the eternal “so what” Miles Davis can 
smile his beatific smile. He doesn't need to shuffle his feet 
or bow his head. He can look at the world because he has an 
answer. So what? Why not?

DRUMS
Sure, but so what?

TRUMPET
Exactly, so what?

DRUMS
It’s just music, right?

TRUMPET
You could give Kind of Blue to a four-year-old and he would 
get it. It's the music. What are we talking about here?

PIANO
But to understand art, doesn't it help to look at it from all 
sides? You can get one level of understanding by listening 
and another by knowing something. 

If you take a string of a certain length and tune it so that 
it oscillates at 132 vibrations per second, the sound that 
string produces is known to the world as low C. And if you 
divide that string exactly in half and pluck it again, 
amazingly what you get is the same note one octave higher. 
And if you keep dividing the string according to thirds, 
quarters, fifths, you will get ‘G,’ ‘C’ again, and ‘E.’ This 
concept leads to the entire tonal system: fundamental, tonic 
and dominant notes. The major triad. The very nucleus of the 
music we hear. But the thing is, if you go back to that 
original low ‘C’ and listen hard enough, what you will 
understand is that it’s not a pure vibration. The waves 
produced contain all of those other notes and you can hear 
them. And it’s a perfect metaphor for ‘So What?’ Because in 
that music you’re not just hearing the music. You’re also 
hearing Miles Davis’s life an octave higher, and the racial 
politics of the time, and the unlikelihood of the session. 
They can’t be separated. Miles Davis himself is energy in 
vibratory motion. And in “So What” we hear the voice of all 
that calls to us from our common ancestry, from our universal 
language, the most basic sounds we uttered as infants. We 
hear the voice of universal joy.

TRUMPET
Then again...

PIANO
Then again, it’s just music.
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ALTO
Yeah, maybe.

TRUMPET
And they named it after.

PIANO
After what?

TRUMPET
After the whole thing was done. They named all of tracks 
after they played them.

TENOR
So maybe “So What” was just a name pulled out of the air.

ALTO
Or a last-minute decision.

TRUMPET
And ultimately, we can make something of it. Or not.

PIANO
In the end --

BASS
So what?

PIANO
-- It is what it is.

BASS
A couple of hours in the recording studio. So what?

PIANO
Maybe it has meaning or maybe it doesn't.

BASS
So what?
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