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TR 6. 

The problem of talking about 
Duke Ell ington's style is neatly 
summed up by Andre P r e v i n : 1 

" Y o u know, " he said, "S ta n Kenton 
can stand in front of a thousand fiddles 
and a thousand brass and make a dramatic 
gesture and every studio stranger can nod 
his head and say, ' O h , yes, that's done 
like this / But Duke merely lifts his finger, 
three horns make a sound, and I don't 
know what it i s ! " 

M u c h has already been written 
about how the El l ington orchestra 
reflects the styles of the men within 
the band ; how at an El l ington re-
hearsal the composition and orches-
tration occur simultaneously; how 
an arrangement usually doesn't get 
written into the El l ington book unti l 
a certain amount of experimentation 
has taken place before l ive audi-
ences; how Duke builds his arrange-
ments around the strengths and 
weaknesses of his orchestra mem-
bers; and how the force of his own 
personality seems to br ing out the 
best in each single man yet moulds 
h i m to advantage into the orchestral 
whole. These factors contribute to 
the intangibles that defy the printed 
word or note. 

Also eluding the analyst's pen, and 
forming the key to the El l ington 
sound, are the tone colors of the 
band. Duke's men produce a collec-
tive and indiv idual intonation which 
cannot be easily duplicated by out-
siders. Individual ly , the sound* of 
each artist is free from the restric-
tion of ensemble conformity: an i n -
finite number of false notes, out-of-
range notes, muted brass growls, reed 
slurs, smears, slides, laughing, cry-
ing , preaching, and talking emanates 
from every instrumentalist. Thus the 
stylistic attributes of the men i n -
fuse themselves into the overall aural 
picture: Rex Stewart with his pe-
culiar in-between notes; Johnny 
Hodges' singing alto ; H a r r y Car-
ney's swooping baritone; Lawrence 
Brown's alternatingly sweet and bar-
relhouse trombone; Tr i cky Sam 
Newton's, Cootie Wi l l i ams ' , and Ray 
Nance's gutbucket jungle inflections; 
J i m m y Blanton's bedrock bass; Cat 
Anderson's shrieks; Ben Webster's 
and P a u l Gonsalves' warm tenors; 
not to mention Duke's own romping 
piano. These men, to mention only 
a few, at one time or another have 
become an integral part of the E l l i n g -

l Hentoff, Nat and Shapiro, Nat, The 
Jazz Makers, p. 200. 

ton sound. 
Collectively, the El l ington sound 

reflects not only the. written notes 
being exercised, but the timbres of 
each instrument, the various over-
tones of each instrument and each 
note, plus the intonation of the 
group (which differs from indiv idual 
intonation in that if off-pitch, the 
notes must be blued simultaneously 
to the same degree by each person— 
no routine task) . The complexity of 
the sound arises from the overtones 
and intonation more than from the 
notes themselves. For example, the 
brass section can change its ovtr-
tones and inflections by the use of 
mutes, much as an organist pushes 
in or pulls out the stops of his i n -
strument. The mutes impart to the 
orchestra a quality of balance in 
volume and color between the brass 
and the reeds. 

A m o n g the many contrasted i n -
strumental combinations within the 

band may be found alto solo with 
clarinet obligato above; alto solo 
and muted trombone behind; alto 
solo backed by two clarinets on top, 
trombones in the middle, baritone 
on the bottom; duets between high 
muted trumpet and low baritone sax, 
betwen clarinet and string bass; 
piano combined with baritone sax; 
clarinet, muted trumpet, and muted 
trombone (Mood Indigo) ; sections 
employed in unison: brass played in 
counterpart against reeds. The typi-
cal El l ington reed sound of the for-
ties and fifties springs from the blend 
of two altos in the top voices two 
tenors in the middle, and the bar i -
tone on the bottom. The well-known 
" jungle style" aris ing in the late 
twenties developed with the beat of 
the rhythm and plaintive wai l of the 
reeds, as well as with the muted 
growls, dirty tones, and wah-wah 
lines in the brass. (See musical ex-
ample 1) 
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As for the notes that the sections 
or combinations play, Duke con-
ceives much of his music in terms of 
piano chords; he indicates certain 
notes to be blown regardless of 
whether the intervals or sequences 
are convenient or conventional for 
the instruments to execute. H i s men 
proceed to play them, unmindful that 
al l the rules say such things are i m -
possible. (Duke remembers trombon-
ists complaining, " M a n , this thing 
ain't got no keys on it , you know.") 

Duke frequently constructs the 
chords so that the melody lands in 
the bottom or middle voices. As the 
melody is so subdued, the sound of 
the harmony is automatically pro-
nounced. When the melody note falls 
in the upper voice, it enriches the 
harmony by forming the ninth, elev-
enth, or thirteenth of the chord. 
Chelsea Bridge and Passion Flower 
present the latter concept to advan-
tage. (See musical example 2) 

It takes many listenings to absorb 
al l that takes place in an El l ington 
performance. After ini t ia l ly stating 
the main theme or tune El l ington 
elaborates upon it or develops it by 
introducing counter-melodies, by i n -
terchanging the theme between solo-
ist and ensemble, by combining 
parts of the theme so that several 
versions of it are showcased s imul-
taneously, melodically and /or rhy-
thmically. The themes are developed 
through both solo and ensemble; 
when a section or single instrument 
undertakes the solo chores, the re-
maining sections or instruments 
rather than merely outl ining har-
monic changes or dropping out al -
together, contribute vitally to the 
goings-on, either in subordinate mel-
odic activity, in antiphonal interplay, 
in tonal or harmonic foundations, or 
in rhythmic impetus. 

Duke's recording of / Dont Know 
What Kind of Blues Vve Got is unus-
ually rewarding in its multi-thematic 
aspects. The vari-textured layers of 
musical strata so effectively carry 
out the message and mood of the 
title and lyrics as sung by Herb 
Jeffries: 

There's two kind of woman, there's 
two kind of man, 
There's two kind of romance since 
time began: 
There's the real true love, and that 
good old j ive ; 
One tries to k i l l you, one helps to 
keep you alive. 
I don't know—what kind of blues I've 
got. 

(Instrumental Interlude) 
There's no rest for the weary; Fm 
going to see Snake M a r y ; 
'Cause I don't know what kind of 
blues I've got. 

After the moody piano introduction, 

the low clarinet simply and lucidly 
establishes the lovely theme which is 
perpetuated by various instruments 
as a sort of repeated passacaglia-like 
ground throughout the record: a 
melody, neither major nor minor , 
which further reflects the perplexity 
expressed in the title. Different blues 
spring forth almost immediately as 
the trombone cries a counter-melody 
to the clarinet. (See musical example 
3) A slight variation of the ground 
is delegated to the muted brass sec-
tion as the tenor takes up the coun-
ter-melody in the second chorus. 
Next, the clarinet, this time in a high 
register, again repeats the ground to 

a trombone counterpoint. Fo l lowing 
a brass and reed introduction, Jef-
fries enters for a vocal chorus which 
rides over the omnipresent ground 
(still in the saxophone, which is later 
joined by more reeds, then brass) . 
An instrumental interlude wherein 
the unison reeds catch up the " rea l -
true-love" ground with the brass ri f -
l ing the "good-old- j ive" counter-
rhythms (See musical example 4) 
intensifies the dualism in the sung 
text and spans a final vocal passage 
by Jeffries, whose voice travels in 
contrary motion to the terminating 
bars of the slightly varied tenor 
ground. 
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Harlem Air Shaft affords another 
illustration of how Duke volleys the-
matic assignments from one end of 
the band to the other. The brass re-
peat riff-like figures over a light sing-
ing unison reed melody during the 
choruses, which are interspersed with 
a bridge where the reed section state-
ments are exchanged with muted 
brass replies. Reed section and trum-
pet share solo assignments through-
out, with drum breaks strategically 
placed here and there. The record 
closes polyphonically, with the clar-
inet improvis ing above repetitive 
brass theme motifs and buoyant uni -
son reed lines. 

El l ington compositions and orches-
trations reflect both conservatory-
aproved techniques and typical jazz 
unorthodoxies. In the conservatory 
traditions, some El l ington melodies 
are very diatonic in nature, the lines 
conforming to the strict rules of 
counterpoint (i. e., careful closure 
of leaps, making certain that ascend-
ing phrases descend and vica versa, 
etc.) ; harmonies in which the voices 
move in contrary mot ion ; canonic 
entrances among several voices (vo-
cal in It Dont Mean a Thing) ; 
consecutive bass lines, both ascend-
ing and descending; and melodies 
very much on-the-beat, in the man-

ner of Bach chorales. Turn ing from 
the conservatory to jazz, we discover 
the rhythms of which El l ington is 
f ond : ragtime, tango, rhumba, stop-
time, not to mention the poly-, off-, 
and cross-rhythms in his works. 
(See musical examples 5, 6, 7, 8) 

Duke has a penchant for chromatic 
and syncopated melodies [The 
Mooche and Prelude to a Kiss = 
former; Cottontail = latter) . E l l i n g -
ton's melodies have continuity and 
unity, s implicity and complexity, 
tonality and atonality. (C Jam Blues, 
about as tonal and simple as one can 
get, sharply contrasts with the chro-
matic Passion Flower, which is of a 
very indecisive tonality when played 
without the harmonies.) In a Mel-
low Tone, with its diatonic melody, 
offers a clear example of how Duke 
unifies a composition by transferring 
a brief melodic idea from one chor-
dal structure to the next. The same 
holds true for Sophisticated Lady. 
(See musical examples 9, 10, 11, 12) 

Besides diatonic, chromatic, tonal, 
atonal, and sequential melodies 
(alone or in combinat ion) , Duke's 
lines often spell out harmonic 
changes or specific chords within 
themselves. (Examples: Things Aint 
What They Used To Be, It Dont 
Mean a Thing, Black and Tan Fan-
tasy). Some El l ington melodies re-
quire a slow languid tempo while 
others demand faster execution; the 
latter maintain a heavy rhythem as 
solos and ensembles are planned to 
fit within this rhythmic niche. 

Instrumental color heightens the 
tonal variety in an El l ington or-
chestration. The string bass occupies 
a paramount position in d r i v ing the 
orchestra, for it is in the bass that 
much of the band's rhythmic energy 
is harnessed. I believe at one period 
Duke used two basses, but upon 
J immy Blanton's arr iva l , the band 
boasted an equivalent of four or five 
bass players in one. Blanton, as we 
al l know, not only swung powerfully 
but transformed his instrument into 
a blowing melodic voice. J immy can 
be heard to best advantage with the 
orchestra on Jack the Bear and 
Chloe, where his bass lines (some-
times re-enforced by corresponding 
piano notes) r ing out even behind 
the ensemble passages, as well as i l -
luminating their assigned solo spots. 
After Blanton's unfortunate demise, 
succeeding bass men have retained 
an active role by playing riffs and 
subordinate melodies, as well as 
straight rhythm. 

Ell ington's device of maneuvering 
the brass section into a rhythmic 
function shows up on Boo-Dah, 
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where muted brass enters on off-
beats dur ing the last eight bars of 
the first chorus. Brass riffs frequently 
double as melodic embellishments 
and rhythmic punctuations. 

Ray Nance's solo v io l in definitely 
lies off the beaten track in the jazz 
scene. H i s bluer-than-blue bowings 
plus a few mischievously plucked 
strings in Caravan lend a touch of 
subtle humor, in addition to new 
color dimensions. (Ray's v io l in is 
also present in It Dont Mean a 
Thing, to mention but one more 
example.) 

Duke's piano forms the undercoat 
for the orchestral painting. Besides 
an economical accompaniment which 
prods, supports, and lifts the bands-
men at exactly the proper spots, 
El l ington supplies piano interjections 
over, under, and in-between the en-
tire band, which enhance the overall 
hue and texture of the orchestra. 
Some such El l ington pianisms are: 
chords built on fourths (Caravan) ; 
tremoloed minor ninths (Stormy 
Weather intro) ; single notes inserted 
for rhythem as well as polytonal ef-
fects (Caravan); pungent harmonic 
voicings (The Mooche) ; polytonal 
chords (ending of The Mooche) ; 
major seconds (Jack the Bear); and 
runs seemingly polytonal in sound 
relationship to the rest of the band 
(endings on Koko, Chloe). In solo, 
Duke's piano is a myr iad of flutter-
ing arpeggios, cantering chords, 
pretty runs—a florid ,rambunctious 
style avail ing itself of the entire 
range of the instrument. (Se musical 
examples 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18.) 

I have treated Duke Ell ington 
within this text as a composer and 
as a performer. The two facets of 
his career can hardly be divorced, 
since Duke writes with the band in 
mind or composes on the spot with 
the cooperation and inspiration of 
the band members. The band is his 
instrument and means of expression. 
Indeed, with El l ington, it is always 
" w e " (not he as an indiv idual ) who 
achieves his musical accomplish-
ments. Whi le dealing with the E l l i n g -
ton compositions themselves, we must 
bear in mind that whether a piece 
be of El l ington or ig in or not, it w i l l 
become thoroughly inundated with 
the stylistic harmonies, tone colors, 
inflections, and emotional interpreta-
tions of the El l ington orchestra. 

A l l musical examples and titles referred 
to in the text were taken from the albums 
listed below: 

Victor 12" L P M 1364 
Columbia 12" M L 4369 
Victor 10" L P T 3017 
Victor E P B T 1004 (45 R P M ) 
Capitol E A P 1-638 (45 R P M ) 
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