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Progression or Regression: Jazz Over Time an Interview
with Mike Richmond

Chidiebere Joseph Emmanuel’

ABSTRACT

The modern jazz world has changed in a substantial way in many respects socially, economically, and educationally
which has reignited discussion of whether the changes are evidence of the evolution or decline of the art form and/
or its professional support network. The musical discourse of jazz has been changing, but so have the situations of the
actual musicians because of the growing problems of economic sustainability, employment, music education, and the
infrastructure of performances. This study examines these issues through a qualitative case study with an in-depth semi-
structured interview of world-renowned American Jazz bassist, composer and educator Mike Richmond, who has a broad
and extensive career in the United States which gives him a unique historical perspective on the development of Jazz in
the US.

The study explores Richmond’s thoughts about five interrelated aspects of the existing jazz ecosystem, namely music
education, professional competition, wage-to-living cost inequities, inflation, and the overall state of jazz performance
and practice, through thematic qualitative analysis. They are supported by scholarly articles and industry reports to give
a full picture of the structural shifts in the profession.

The results show that jazz, as a musical art form, has evolved over time, with greater harmonic sophistication, rhythmic
complexity, and melodic sophistication, in part through greater educational opportunities and international musical
exchange.The study also uncovers the toughening of the professional landscape in which jazz lives and exists: rising living
expenses, diminishing musician pay, fewer performance spaces, greater competition, and evolving economic conditions.
Despite ongoing innovations, these developments have imposed significant obstacles in the way of the emerging musicians.
The aim of this research is to add to the body of knowledge regarding the development of jazz as an art form and jazz
music education by separating out the changes in the jazz-artistic form from the changes in the jazz-professional form.
It also reflects the importance of sustainable education, cultural and economic policies that will enable the long-term
sustainability of jazz artists and the continuous artistic development of jazz itself.

Keywords: Jazz studies, Jazz education, Professional jazz musicians, Qualitative research, Thematic analysis, Music industry,
Jazz economy.
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Jazz has been acknowledged as one of the most dynamic
and influential musical traditions, constantly evolving
due to cultural exchange, artistic experimentation, and
technological advancement. Jazz has evolved in many
aspects of its harmonic vocabulary, rhythmic development,
improvisational techniques, and interpretation from the
beginning of the century through today, to the point that
it is a global, multilingual art form. These musical changes
have helped to open up the genre’s possibilities of expression
but have also been paralleled by significant shifts in the
jazz musician’s professional context. The rise in educational
participation, changing economic circumstances, a drop in
performance opportunities, and a rise in the cost of living
have dramatically changed the professional landscape of jazz
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and brought up a variety of important questions relating to
the future of jazz as an art form and as a viable career.

The history of jazz, its stylistic developments, and cultural
importance have long been well documented. Similarly,
research in music education has examined the swift growth
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of formal jazz education at universities and conservatories,
and research on the creative industries has focused on the
financial frailty of professional musicians. But little has been
paid attention to, however, about the meaning of these
interrelated developments to experienced jazz practitioners
in terms of how they live that professional experience. There
is a particular need for qualitative study to explore how
musicians who have experienced several generations of jazz
performance view the nature of artists’ progress and how the
evolving socioeconomic conditions of the jazz profession
relate to that.

This research aims to fill in that void with an intensive
qualitative examination of the current jazz environment
through the eyes and ears of internationally recognized jazz
bassist, composer, educator, and long-term faculty member
at New York University Mike Richmond. Richmond’s long and
illustrious history of professional performances, recordings,
and teaching with many of the most important figures
in contemporary jazz offers a fascinating context for the
evolution of the jazz career over 50 years. His experiences
provide unique insights into the development of music
education, jobs, performance culture, artistic collaboration,
and the flow of economic life that still affects the lives of jazz
musicians.

This paper examines five interrelated aspects of change in
the contemporary jazz world: music education, professional
competition, wage-to-living cost differences, inflation, and
the ongoing evolution of jazz as an art. The study does
not seek to determine if jazz has actually gone forward or
backward, but rather if jazz has continued forward as an art
form and if the professional environment has changed for the
jazz practitioner. This separation allows for a more complex
appreciation of the ability to merge artistic creativity with
growing structural and economic problems.

The results indicate that jazz is still evolving in terms of
complexity and sophistication in its harmonic, rhythmic,
and melodic aspects, but the professional landscape around
jazz is getting more challenging. Expensive education, a
lack of performance opportunities, poor pay for musicians,
and economic uncertainty have influenced the future paths
of both new and established musicians. The study posits,
therefore, that the debate over the future of jazz needs to
go beyond the discussion of the evolution of the art to the
sustainability of the communities, institutions, and economic
systems that support the profession.

This research combines the voice of the highly successful
practitioner with the most up-to-date scholarship, thereby
adding to the areas of study in jazz studies, music education,
ethnomusicology, and music policy. It offers an empirically
informed understanding of the changing nature of
innovation and sustainability in the arts profession and
insights for teachers, policymakers, cultural organizations,
and musicians who wish to help build the jazz ecosystem
of tomorrow.

LiTERATURE REVIEW

The Evolution of Jazz and Contemporary
Professional Practice

Jazz has continually evolved since its emergence in the early
twentieth century, adapting to changing cultural, social, and
musical environments while maintaining improvisation and
creative expression as its defining characteristics. Successive
stylistic developments including swing, bebop, modal jazz,
free jazz, fusion, and contemporary forms demonstrate the
genre's capacity for innovation and artistic reinvention.
Rather than representing a static musical tradition, jazz has
consistently reflected broader societal transformations,
incorporating new cultural influences, performance practices,
and compositional approaches.

While considerable scholarship has examined the musical
evolution of jazz, relatively fewer studies have explored
the changing socioeconomic conditions under which
professional jazz musicians operate. Discussions surrounding
the sustainability of jazz increasingly extend beyond artistic
innovation to include employment opportunities, economic
viability, educational pathways, and institutional support.
Consequently, understanding contemporary jazz requires
examining not only the music itself but also the professional
ecosystem that enables its creation and performance.

Music Education and the Professionalization of
Jazz

One of the most significant developments in modern
jazz has been the expansion of formal music education.
Universities and conservatories have transformed jazz
from an apprenticeship-based tradition into an established
academic discipline. Structured curricula, ensemble training,
music theory, improvisation, and performance studies have
improved technical proficiency and broadened access to jazz
education for students worldwide.

However, this institutionalization has generated
important questions regarding its economic sustainability.
Richmond describes an earlier period in which professional
development occurred primarily through mentorship, live
performance, and direct collaboration with established
musicians. Recommendations from respected performers
frequently translated into employment opportunities,
allowing young musicians to develop professional careers
while refining their artistic abilities. In contrast, contemporary
jazz education produces substantially larger numbers
of graduates competing within an increasingly limited
employment market.

The financial implications of this transformation are
equally significant. Hanson (2022) documents the steady rise
in tuition costs across American publicand private universities
over the past five decades, illustrating the increasing financial
burden associated with higher education. Although formal
education has undoubtedly contributed to higher levels of
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technical excellence among contemporary musicians, the
economic returns for many graduates remain uncertain,
particularly within specialized performance disciplines where
employment opportunities remain limited. This mismatch
between educational investment and professional outcomes
continues to generate debate regarding the long-term
sustainability of current models of jazz education.

Average Annual Tuition & Fees at Public 4-Year Institutions
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Figure 2: Average Annual Tuition & Fees at Private
Universities 1969 — 2020

Hanson (2022) demonstrates that tuition costs at both public
and private universities have increased substantially over
the past five decades, placing greater financial demands on
students pursuing higher education. These rising costs have
important implications for disciplines such as jazz studies,
where employment opportunities and earnings often remain
uncertain.

Economic Pressures and the Contemporary
Jazz Profession

Economic sustainability represents one of the most persistent
challenges confronting professional jazz musicians. Although
artistic standards have continued to improve, financial
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conditions have become increasingly precarious. National
employment data suggest that the average annual income
of jazz musicians remains relatively modest despite rising
living expenses and increasing educational costs. According
to ZipRecruiter (2023), the average annual salary of a
jazz musician in New York is approximately $34,000, only
marginally exceeding the national average.

Earlier research reached similar conclusions.
Jarenwattananon (2012), drawing upon data from the Future
of Music Coalition, reported that non-union jazz musicians
earned an average annual income of approximately $23,300,
while union-affiliated musicians earned approximately
$37,200. Although these figures vary according to experience,
location, and professional engagement, they collectively
demonstrate the financial uncertainty that characterizes
much of the profession.

Historical comparisons further illustrate these changing
economic realities. Richmond recalls a professional
environment during the 1970s and 1980s in which regular
performance engagements, recording sessions, and
comparatively affordable housing enabled musicians to
sustain full-time artistic careers. By comparison, contemporary
musicians frequently encounter substantially higher living
costs without proportional increases in performance income.
This widening disparity between earnings and expenses has
become one of the defining structural challenges facing the
modern jazz profession.

Inflation, Urban Living Costs, and Performance
Infrastructure

Inflation has influenced virtually every aspect of the
contemporary music industry, particularly within major
cultural centers such as New York City. Rising housing
costs have significantly altered the affordability of urban
environments traditionally associated with jazz performance
and artistic collaboration. Nonko (2016) demonstrates that
rental costs in New York have consistently outpaced income
growth over several decades, creating increasing financial
pressure for residents, including professional musicians.

The consequences extend beyond individual living
expenses to the broader performance ecosystem. Small
jazz clubs have historically served as essential spaces for
artistic experimentation, mentorship, and community
building. However, maintaining these venues has become
progressively more difficult due to increasing operational
costs.

The closure of Bradley’s Jazz Club illustrates these broader
structural challenges. Richmond attributes part of the club’s
decline to changes in management practices, particularly
increased admission charges that discouraged musicians
and audiences from attending. Contemporary reporting
offers a complementary perspective. Cunningham notes
that operating a small jazz venue in New York during the late
1990s became increasingly difficult because of escalating
business costs, while Watrous (1996) documents Bradley's
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long-standing financial struggles and substantial renovation
debt following a destructive fire. Collectively, these accounts
suggest that the decline of prominent jazz venues cannot be
attributed to a single factor but rather reflects the interaction
of inflation, changing business practices, rising operating
expenses, and broader shifts within the entertainment
industry.

The reduction in performance venues has significant
implications for professional development. As opportunities
for regular live performance diminish while the number
of qualified graduates continues to increase, competition
intensifies, particularly for early-career musicians seeking to
establish sustainable professional careers.

Competition and Changing Career Pathways

Professional competition has become an increasingly visible
feature of the contemporary jazz landscape. Richmond
contrasts today’s environment with the collaborative
atmosphere that characterized much of his early career,
describing an ecosystem in which established musicians
routinely mentored younger performers, recommended
colleagues for engagements, and fostered professional
networks rather than direct competition.

Current conditions differ substantially. Formal educational
expansion has produced unprecedented numbers of highly
trained musicians entering relatively stable or declining
performance markets. Simultaneously, the reduction of
live performance venues has constrained employment
opportunities, intensifying competition for concerts,
touring opportunities, recording sessions, and teaching
appointments.

This evolving professional environment has encouraged
musicians to diversify their careers through education,
interdisciplinary collaboration, digital content creation,
and entrepreneurial initiatives. Such adaptations reflect
broader transformations within the creative economy while
highlighting the need for institutional structures capable of
supporting long-term artistic careers.

Research Gap
Existing literature provides valuable insights into individual
dimensions of contemporary jazz, including music education,
musician income, inflation, housing affordability, and the
historical development of jazz performance. However, these
topics are typically examined independently rather than as
interconnected components of the broader jazz ecosystem.

Furthermore, relatively few studies integrate the lived
experiences of internationally recognized practitioners
with contemporary economic and educational evidence to
examine how structural transformations have influenced
the profession across multiple decades. The perspective of
musicians whose careers span periods of substantial artistic
and socioeconomic change remains underrepresented within
the literature.

This study addresses that gap through a qualitative
examination of Mike Richmond's professional experiences,

contextualized within existing scholarship on jazz education,
musician employment, urban economics, and cultural
sustainability. By distinguishing between the continued
artistic progression of jazz and the changing socioeconomic
realities surrounding its professional practice, the study offers
amore comprehensive understanding of the challenges and
opportunities shaping the contemporary jazz ecosystem.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study used a qualitative case study approach to explore
the changing nature of the work of jazz as it unfolded over
time, through the eyes of an international jazz practitioner.
Based on this, a qualitative approach was deemed best suited
for the research because insights, reflections, and perceived
events could not be captured with quantitative methods.
The purpose of the study was not to quantify predetermined
variables but to gain a contextual awareness of the impact
of changes in music education, employment, economic
conditions, and artistic practice over the past century on the
modern jazz profession.

The research was grounded in an interpretivist approach,
where the experiences of professionals are shaped by society
and can only be understood through the meanings as they
are formulated by the individual. The focus on depth of
understanding over statistical generalization means that the
relationship between artistic development and the evolving
sociocultural contexts of jazz can be explored in detail.

Research Participant

The study used a single subject (purposive sampling). Mike
Richmond was selected for his long and distinguished
professional performance and recording and teaching career,
including his role as a jazz bassist, composer, educator, and
professor at New York University for over 50 years. Richmond's
career has seen him work with many of the leading figures
in modern jazz, such as Charles Mingus, Dizzy Gillespie, Stan
Getz, Horace Silver, Chico Hamilton, Art Farmer, and Jackie
DeJohnette, among others. He has played a wide variety
of jazz generations and has a unique historical perspective
from which to view the long-standing changes in the jazz
profession.

It's not that Richmond was representative; it was because
of his incredible work experience. His career reflects the
changing nature of jazz education, performing practice,
working life, artistic relationships, and socioeconomic
conditions that have influenced the profession since the
late 1980s.

Data Collection

The primary data was gathered in an in-depth, semi-
structured interview with Mike Richmond on May 21, 2023.
A semi-structured method was chosen, as this type of
interview enabled consistency in the topics covered and
provided enough flexibility to allow the topics of discussion
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that arose. This facilitated detailed narratives and reflections

on Richmond’s own and professional experiences. The five

main themes emerging from the research objectives and

preliminary literature review were discussed in the interview:

«  Music education and training for profession

«  Competition in the Jazz field

« Wage-to-living cost disparities

« The impact of inflation on the opportunities for jazz

performances

« Views on the development or decline of jazz over the
years.

These themes were used as a guide, and the participant was

free to gointo considerable detail on important experiences

and observations developed during his professional career.
The results of the interviews were supplemented with

secondary information from industry reports, government

statistics, published literature, and journal articles and

scholarly work on jazz education, musician jobs, housing

affordability, and the economic aspects of the creative

industry.

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used for analyzing the interview data.

The interview was then read many times after transcription

to familiarize oneself with the data and find out the common

patterns that would be helpful to the research goals. Initial

codes were used to cluster text segments of similar concepts/

experiences into analytical themes.

This analysis resulted in five major themes:

« Developing Jazz Education

- Changing professional competition

« Financial sustainability and wage inequalities

« Inflation and the deterioration of the performance
infrastructure

« The evolution of a jazz musician in today’s music.

These themes were then compared with those found in

literature to discern commonalities and differences. The

use of primary interview data and secondary sources

helped to enrich the analysis of the structural and artistic

transformations in the modern jazz environment.

Trustworthiness of the Study. The trustworthiness
of the study

Methodological triangulation was used in the study,
combining interview data with literature, history, and
economic data to increase the credibility of results. By
making comparisons between Richmond’s reflections
and independent sources, themes that emerged could be
observed, and the consistency of these themes could be
assessed, while also minimizing the reliance on one source
of evidence.

The transferability was facilitated with a clear description
of the participant’s professional background and historical
context of the interview, allowing the reader to evaluate
the transferability of the results to similar contexts. This was
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bolstered by systematically analyzing the data from the
interviews, generating themes directly from the data, and
interpreting those themes alongside the existing scholarship.
Confirmability has been encouraged by using participant
evidence and documentary evidence to substantiate
interpretations and not subjective assumptions.

Ethical Considerations

The study has followed the ethical guidelines for qualitative
studies. The interview was voluntary, and the participant
gave his consent to share his work experiences and opinions
with the researcher for academic research. The content of
Richmond'’s responses was presented accurately and in the
context that it was intended throughout the analysis, without
changing its substantive meaning. Secondary sources were
cited properly in order to maintain academic honesty and
transparency.

Methodological Contribution

This qualitative study offers an understanding of the
transformation of the contemporary jazz profession and
shares an analysis of the lived experience of an internationally
respected professional. The methodology, which incorporates
the first-hand accounts and other scholarly and economic
materials, provides a comprehensive approach to examining
therelationship between artistic innovation and educational,
cultural, and economic transformations more broadly. This
methodology is part of the contemporary debate in jazz
research, music education, ethnomusicology, and cultural
policy and is based on the role of practitioners in the
assessment of the sustainability of the contemporary jazz
system.

Findings

The five themes that emerged from the thematic analysis of
the interview were interconnected issues that represent the
current state of the jazz profession:

« The changing nature of jazz education

«  Shifting dynamics of professional competition

«  Economic realities of success as a jazz musician

« Theimpacts of inflation in the jazz world

- Perceptions of artistic progression in modern jazz.
Together, these themes illustrate that jazz remains a
perpetually innovative art but that the circumstances of the
working professional musician have grown more difficult.

The Development of Jazz Education:
Apprenticeship to Institutional Training
A major theme in the interviews is the changing nature of
jazz education. Richmond found that aspiring musicians
learned mostly through apprenticeships, live performance,
mentorship, and firsthand experience with the professional
musician, not formal education.

When Richmond was starting out, there was not that
much of a strong emphasis in many schools on jazz teaching,
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he says. His musical education took a major turn around his
14th birthday when he began studying records and playing
with great players and then got private training from great
players like Jimmy Garrison and learned by observation from
other great players during playing. He also stressed that
experience is a great value for the development of an artist,
which is difficult to find in a classroom atmosphere.

Richmond also shared how people in earlier generations
of jazz musicians often mentored others, with the advice
of professional musicians, leading to jobs. Professional
competence, not just formal qualifications, was a major
determinant of career development; personal networks were
also important.

While Richmond noted that the quality of teaching
and learning of contemporary music has greatly enhanced
and the availability of teaching jazz greatly increased, his
reflections indicate that the growth of institutions has taken
a fundamental turn in the respective teaching modes and
pathways. As the apprenticeship system has been replaced
with the university system of training, the quality of graduates
is improving along with the introduction of an increasing
number of professionally trained musicians into a relatively
small job market.

How Professional Competition Carries over to
an Expanding Educational Landscape

Another dominant thread is the evolution of competition in
the field of jazz. Richmond compared the cooperative scene
that his music had been part of earlier in his career to the more
competitive circumstances of today’s musicians.

He remembered a world of professional musicians
who routinely helped each other out by suggesting other
people for engagements, making arrangements for others to
perform in their absence, and so on. Some of the established
artists often promoted younger musicians and a community
where collaboration was more important than competition.

The jazz world, however, is far more competitive for shows
and jobs today, Richmond noted. Partly, he said, the change
was due to the numerous highly-trained musicians produced
by the university and conservatory programs each year, and
the relatively small number of professional performance
opportunities.

The results indicated that “declining artistic quality” does
not necessarily mean “increased competition,” but rather an
“evolution of the profession’s structure. Numerous successful
musicians are finding themselves competing for what are
relatively stable jobs, which has added weight to the pressure
of the profession, especially for new graduates trying to make
careers out of their work.

The wage-living cost gap: Patterns of inequality
and sustainability.

The theme of economic sustainability was one of the
strongest throughout the interview. Richmond kept saying
how increasingly far behind the musicians’ pay and the cost
of living were.

Richmond recalled his days in NYC and how he found that
there were regular paying gigs, recording opportunities,
and low rents for musicians to sustain a living. | was able to
make a living from regular work at clubs and with touring and
recording studios without having to work in a second job.

Richmond, by contrast, said that as housing prices have
risen and other living costs have gone up dramatically,
compensation in the jazz world has remained stagnant.
Consequently, today’s musicians are under a significantly
higher financial strain than their predecessors even when
comparing their skills, even if they have as many or more.

The results suggest that for the modern jazz artist,
economic sustainability has become a central issue. Financial
insecurity can affect career choices, tighten the options
for experimentation in musical endeavors, and pressure
musicians to seek employment in other areas of the economy
in order to support themselves.

The effects of inflation and the deterioration of
performance infrastructure

This fourth theme has to do with the impacts of inflation on
the larger infrastructure of jazz performance. Richmond
explained that higher expenses have affected the business
models of a number of New York jazz clubs, making them
less accessible for both the audience and the musicians.

He noted that those clubs that used to promote “social
relations” among performers gradually started to charge
more for admission and other fees after a transition in
ownership. All of this, plus other inflationary trends, led to
fewer and fewer people arriving at the shows and eventually
the demise of many of the jazz venues that have historically
played an important role in the music.

The decrease in performance spaces has coincided with
a significant rise in the number of professionally trained
musicians that have joined the field, Richmond said. This
has meant that for the first time in many decades there are
fewer opportunities available to perform, to network, to
get mentorship or to experiment with art.

The results thus imply that not only have the personal
lives of musicians been impacted by inflation but also the
institutional systems that traditionally have supported
jazz communities. One of the most dramatic shifts in the
jazz landscape today is the deterioration of performance
facilities.

Artistic Progress amidst Socioeconomic
Challenges

Richmond, however, never seemed to be concerned about
the state of jazz in the profession even though he voiced his
concern about the professional environment surrounding
jazz, he never seemed to entertain the notion that jazz itself
has degenerated as an art form. But he maintained that jazz
music is alive and well and is continuing to grow in an ever-
more complex harmonic language, in experimentation, in
improvisation, and in innovation in rhythm.

Journal of Science, Technology and Social Transformation, Volume 2, Issue 3 (2026) 21



Progression or Regression: Jazz Over Time an Interview with Mike Richmond

Richmond stressed that each generation is defined by its
own contribution to the evolution of music and at the same
time by the development of new music styles. He pointed
to the legacy of great artists and the rise of new artists who
are pushing the envelope with innovations that illustrate the
continued vitality of jazz.

Importantly, Richmond differentiated artistic progress
from professional sustainability. While he noted that the
music was developing, he noted that there is less and
less opportunity to work in the music sector, find venues,
economic security, and community backing.

This difference is the main result of the study. The
evidence suggests that musical innovation alone should not
be the basis for assessing the evolution of jazz but that the
social and economic arrangements that allow musicians to
pursue careers must also be taken into account.

Summary of Findings

The thematic analysis shows that in the 21st century, jazz has
two parallel realities. On the other hand, the artistic language
of jazz is evolving with innovation, educational growth,
and technical refinement. At the same time, the profession
is facing a growing structural issue due to the growing
costs of living, diminishing performance venues, increased
competition, and economic uncertainty.

The results indicate that discussions about the future of
jazz should shift away from musical evolution and think about
the sustainability of the larger system of learning, performing,
collaborating, and sustaining a career as a jazz musician.

DiscussionN

The results of this study indicate that today’s jazz world is
paradoxical: jazz is still an art in motion, but the professional
environment for those playing jazz is becoming increasingly
limited due to economic, educational, and structural forces.
The walkout between artistic development and professional
sustainability became a recurring theme throughout Mike
Richmond'’s interview and was a critical point to consider in
the journey of the modern jazz artist.

Akey finding is on the transformation of the role of music
education. Traditional apprenticeship models, in which
young musicians learned their trade through mentorship,
live performances, and networking with professionals, have
been supplanted over time by formal institutional training, as
reflected in Richmond'’s reflections. This has certainly raised
the level of technical achievement and made jazz more and
more accessible to education, resulting in more and more
advanced performances and more and more international
participation in jazz. These observations would help to
confirm the notion that higher education has been a major
factor in the perpetuation and development of jazz as a
legitimate subject of academic and artistic study.

But the results also indicate a key dilemma of education
growth versus employment. The price of higher education
has increased significantly in recent decades, with the
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result that the cost of education puts a significant strain on
the income of graduates involved in creative industries, as
described by Hanson (2022). Richmond'’s observations show
that while the universities are now turning out more highly
trained musicians than ever before, the market for those
professionals has not grown at the same rate. This means
that many graduates find their careers in employment where
talent and excellence in artistry are not enough to sustain a
career. The imbalance means that the future success of jazz
instruction should not be measured by educational results
alone but in terms of the relevance of jazz to long-term
professional success.

Theinterview also underscores the increasing importance
of economic considerations to the practice of professional
jazz. Richmond'’s findings on the incomes of generations
of musicians are in line with other studies of the financial
situation of musicians in the modern era. The results
presented in this report suggest that, despite rising living
expenses, the income of professionals in the field of jazz is
still comparatively low (ZipRecruiter, 2023; Jarenwattananon,
2012). While there is some variation in earnings by location,
experience, and employment patterns, the overall picture is
one of ongoing economic precarity in the profession.

Importantly, this economic challenge is not an income
challenge. The combination of higher housing prices,
growing education loan debt, and higher operating
expenses all has an impact on where musicians live, how
often they perform, and how much time they have for artistic
development. S. researcher Nonko (2016) presents a graph
that depicts a steady increase in rents over the last 20 years
relative to wages in NYC, which presents further challenges
for musicians’ careers in one of the world’s most central jazz
hubs. Memories of affordable housing and opportunities for
performance in Richmond in the 70s and 80s are therefore
not just memories but evidence of structural shifts that have
impacted the economy of artistic practice.

The findings also highlight how critical performance
infrastructure is for the maintenance of jazz communities.
Richmond says that much of the evolution of the professional
landscape is due to the demise of the small clubs that often
served as a place for experimentation, mentoring, and
community interaction. His thoughts are similar to those of
the historical accounts on Bradley’s Jazz Club, which was the
demise of an independent jazz club that has been a symbol
of the struggles that independent jazz clubs are facing. As
Cunningham noted, small jazz enterprises were less easy
to run in New York in the late 20th century, and Watrous
(1996) describes the significant financial problems that
helped lead to Bradley’s demise. All of these stories suggest
that improvements at venues are a result of complex and
multifaceted dynamics involving inflation, business viability,
urban development, and evolving entertainment markets
and are not the result of individual management choices.

The otherimportant aspect to the study is the evolution of
professional competition. In an earlier generation, Richmond
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outlines one that has relied on teamwork and mentorship and
professional referrals to move up in its career. Competition
was present, but it was not that intense, and there were
numerous opportunities for performance, as well as robust
professional networks. Things are much different today.
With more qualified graduates than ever before and fewer
performance opportunities than ever before, competition
has escalated in practically every facet of the profession, from
live performance to recording to touring to higher-education
appointments.

However, results reject the association of artistic
degeneration with professional suffering. Jazz has continued
to develop, Richmond said, into more complex harmonies,
more innovative rhythms, and creative experimentation.
His observations only reinforce the notion that there are
two aspects of the jazz ecosystem that are artistic and
socioeconomic, yet connected. Musicians of the next
generation continue to add to the musical language of jazz
in the face of ever-tenuous working lives.

This difference is the main theoretical finding of the
current research. Most consideration of modern jazz has
been a consideration of either the musical or the economic
one. This research will show that the dimensions need to be
considered together, rather than separately, by combining
practitioner testimony with supporting historical and
economic evidence. Jazz can move forward artistically, and
the working world of the musician is an increasingly shaky
one. Understanding this distinction helps to make a more just
assessment of the condition of jazz and helps to prevent the
use of a prescriptive narrative of jazz decline or jazz success.

The study also has significance for music education
and for cultural policies. Schools are important institutions
for the nurturing of artistic excellence, but also they are
responsible for preparing their graduates for the realities
of the professional practice of the day. Entrepreneurship,
arts management, community involvement, digital
dissemination, interdisciplinary collaboration, and career
sustainability may help emerging musicians find their way
in the increasingly competitive cultural economy. Similarly,
cultural institutions and policymakers should be aware that
there is a need to preserve jazz beyond merely cultivating
artists but also the venues, funding systems, education
opportunities, and community networks that allow for the
development of viable careers for musicians.

Some caveats should be noted. It is a study of one
participant’s experience, which is exemplary because of his
distinguished career, but is not reflective of the diversity of
experiences of all jazz musicians. Moreover, the research is
focused on the American jazz scene, but especially on jazz
in New York City with its unique historical, cultural, and
economic context. Further research might broaden this
work by using a comparative study with other musicians
from other generations, geographical areas, and professional
backgrounds. Cross-cultural research in international jazz
communities could also shed light on the impact of local

cultural and economic environments on the sustainability
of contemporary jazz practice.

Aside from the artistic output, the results show that one
should not judge the future of jazz solely based on its artistry
but also on the vitality of the industry that supports it. While
new innovations continue to emerge in the jazz world of
performance, the need to foster and sustain educational,
economic, and institutional conditions that will allow future
generations of musicians to make a meaningful contribution
to the tradition of jazz will require continued attention.

CONCLUSION

The goal of this study was to explore the evolution of the
modern jazz profession as it occurred in the life of and
reflections upon the career of a famous jazz bassist and
educator, Mike Richmond. The research combines qualitative
interview data with relevant literature on music education,
musician employment, inflation, and urban economics to
provide a comprehensive picture of the complex ways that
artistic innovation and socioeconomic change have worked
together to determine the modern jazz landscape.

The results show that jazz has continued to evolve as a
musical art by developing its harmonic vocabulary, rhythmic
complexity, improvisation technique, and global educational
outreach. The artistic developments demonstrate the
strength and versatility of jazz, reinforcing its place as a
continually evolving cultural tradition instead of being
one static musical genre. Combined with the available
scholarship, Richmond's reflections suggest that each
generation of musicians brings in their own creative insights
and adds to the efforts of those that came before them.

Meanwhile, the research also finds that the professional
world and practice of jazz have been facing growing
structural problems. The high cost of education, low wages
for musicians, the rising cost of living, shrinking performance
opportunities, and increased competition from professional
musicians have all dramatically shaped the opportunities and
conditions for the development and careers of many jazz
musicians. The results indicate that the question of the future
of jazz cannot be addressed solely from a musical perspective
but must also be addressed from a perspective of economy,
institutions, and culture.

One of the main findings of this study is the separation
of the development of jazz as an art and the change of the
jazz profession environment in which jazz musicians work.
These dimensions are very linked together; however, they
are by no means synonymous. The artistic evolution of jazz
doesn’t necessarily mean the profession is more sustainable.
In fact, economic woes do not affect the incredible creativity
and innovation that is being shown by today’s musicians.
Acknowledging this distinction offers a more complete
picture of the status of jazzand plays a part in the continuing
scholarly discourse on cultural sustainability, music
instruction, and creative work.
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The study also shows some salient practical implications.
Artistic excellence in educational institutions should be
maintained and opportunities for professional development,
entrepreneurship, and career sustainability expanded.
Similarly, the political sphere, cultural institutions, and arts
funding institutions must understand that sustaining jazz
is not just about providing funding for musicians to create
work but also about supporting the venues, educational
institutions, community networks, and economic climate
that sustain musicians throughout their careers.

While this work is based on one internationally recognized
practitioner, Richmond’s long career provides a rich history
of the evolution of the jazz profession over decades. Future
studies should draw on these results and include the views
of musicians from a variety of ages, musical traditions,
geographicareas, and career paths. Comparative qualitative
and mixed-methods studies would further help to reveal how
the educational systems, labor markets, technological shifts,
and cultural policies are still shaping the global jazz sphere.

Finally, this study maintains that the issue of present-day
jazz is not whether it is advanced or retrogressive. Instead,
it's critical that the professional ecosystem has grown to
accommodate those musicians who advance the art that
they play. While jazz is still alive, thriving, and a rich art form,
its future must be guarded by continued attention to the
educational, economic, and institutional bases from which
it draws its vitality.
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