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SPECTROGRAPHIC AND CALLIGRAPHIC CUES IN THE 
IDENTIFICATION OF JAZZ SAXOPHONISTS

Fernando Benadon

University of California, Berkeley, USA

Background

Conceptually, it has been common to distinguish 
two aspects of music performance, what might be 
called calligraphic (i.e., pitch, rhythm, and contour) 
and spectrographic (i.e., timbre, non-quantized 
rhythm, and expressive gestures such as pitch bend 
and vibrato).  Where scholars have investigated 
either calligraphic or spectrographic features of 
jazz, they have failed to examine rigorously which 
of the features make the performer recognizable by 
listeners and therefore perceptually unique.

Aims

An experiment is presented to support the 
hypothesis that well known jazz saxophonists can 
be recognized by their sound alone (i.e., without 
any calligraphic information).

Method

Ten volunteers participated in the study.  The group 
was composed of university students and professors 
who considered themselves jazz connoisseurs.  The 
stimuli consisted of 16 short audio samples drawn 
from post-bebop recordings.  Each excerpt featured 
a tenor saxophonist playing between 2 and 5 notes 
while accompanied by a rhythm section.  Given the 
choices of John Coltrane, Dexter Gordon, Sonny 
Rollins or Wayne Shorter, subjects were asked to 
identify the excerpt’s saxophonist and circle his 
name on the experiment sheet.

Results

Subjects were very good at identifying the 
performer playing in the excerpt.  The average score 
was 13 out of 16 correct responses, where a chance 
level of performance would expect only 4 correct 
responses.  Some of the excerpts were correctly 
identified by all subjects, and error patterns pointed 
to stylistic links between the performers.

Conclusions

The results show that spectrographic cues can by 
themselves reveal a performer’s identity.  Such 
findings lead to important implications for jazz 
education, music analysis, and computational 
models, since these areas tend to emphasize 
the calligraphic aspects of jazz.  The amount 
of cognitive “weight” carried by different 
spectrographic features is discussed.


