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Jazz On And Off The Track 
by Stanley F Dance 
reprinted from Jazz Music (Special Ellington Number, 1943) 
 

 
 
Judging from the records we have heard recently the 
Ellington Orchestra was never worse. Many of its old 
and loyal English admirers must have smiled wryly 
when they learned that it had topped the annual poll of 
the American paper Down Beat. Of course, although 
they may have some commercial value, the results of 
such polls usually carry no artistic significance. Yet I 
am inclined to believe that for once the readers of 
Down Beat were right, and that the Ellington orchestra, 
though in decay, is indeed the best large group playing 
something akin to jazz today. If one would try to 
account for this belated popularity, two factors must be 
considered. 
    One is that the orchestra has probably had more 
radio time than ever before. Radio has for long been 
decisive as regards a band’s popularity in America 
(records to a very much smaller extent). It is quite 
possible that Geraldo or Harry Parry, given an hour a 
day on a major American network, would in a short 
time be voted to have the greatest band in the land. The 
second factor is that the orchestra has evidently been 
playing down to the public. It has ceased to content 
itself with righteous jazz, and, in the high name of 
commercialdom, has offered novelties, crooning and 
claptrap swing. Hence the pretentious technical 
displays by bass and piano; the dolorous voice of Herb 

Jeffries, the ‘Bronze Buckaroo’; the slimy, over-
praised I Got It Bad; and the vulgarly slick and 
‘modern’ inanities of young Billy Strayhorn. 
    It is a questionable belief, and one which I have 
come to reluctantly, but I believe that there is no place 
for today’s youth in jazz. Jazz was largely a creation of 
youth, but a personal creation of the youth of another 
age. Its birthplace, New Orleans, was undoubtedly gay 
and exciting. There was plenty of room for 
individualistic thought and expression. There was the 
stimulating effect of Spanish, French and Anglo-Saxon 
influences upon the world of colour. Today, even 
without war, the background is comparatively hideous. 
The triumphs of the machine and mass-production 
have taken the colour out of life. Even thought is mass-
produced, the views of axe-grinding newspapers and 
giggling bands of savants on the radio being accepted 
widely as solemn, certain truth, Small wonder that 
when it does try to think for itself, youth is all too 
often distrait and unnatural out of perplexity. Mr 
Strayhorn is an example of today’s youth in jazz. He 
throws tradition overboard. He will have originality at 
the expense of beauty. His work is entirely to be 
deplored. 
    The ci-devant Briton Leonard Feather has claimed 
that Strayhorn’s efforts have been ‘lauded by critics in 
two continents’. It may be that some European critics 
have been careless, but there will be those yet that will 
damn. From the same article one learns that 
Strayhorn’s Raincheck is a masterpiece. Playing it, 
one finds an illogical and complex hodge-podge. There 
is no swing inherent in the arrangement. There is no 
simple lilting melody such as Duke can write, and 
upon which a jazz musician will happily improvise. 
The whole thing is like a canvas covered with 
sprawling splodges of paint lobbed by a painter from 
the other side of his studio. You say, ‘My God!’ He 
probably says, ‘It’s so modern you don’t understand 
it’. But turn the record over. 
    Perdido is an original by Juan Tizol, directly and 
truly in the old Ellington tradition. The simple, singing 
theme introduced by the robust, marching baritone of 
Carney., then the joyous embroidery of Rex, and the 
properly climactic ensemble shouting at the end – 
there’s jazz translated for large orchestra! 
    Listen to Strayhorn’s Chloe. It contains two rich and 
revolting passages of straight trumpet which are as out 
of place as ham at a Jewish picnic. Listen to all his 
stereotyped, effeminate little swing arrangements for 
the small Ellington units, only redeemed occasionally 
by such individualists as Rex, Barney and Harry 
Carney breaking into warm and genuine jazz. Listen to 
Chelsea Bridge, an example of an obsession for tone 
colour and voicing which excludes everything else that 
matters. But enough of Mr. Strayhorn. He is a bore. 
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    Duke himself, fortunately, retains a mastery of the 
jazz idiom. Since 1937 he has made many recordings, 
a considerable proportion of which are excellent in 
every way. For example: 
Chatterbox; Dusk in the Desert; The Gal from Joe’s; 
When My Sugar Walks Down The Street; You Gave 
Me The Gate; Dinah’s In A Jam; Rose of the Rio 
Grande; Watermelon Man; Hip Chic; Jazz Pot 
Pourri; Slap Happy; Boy Meets Horn; Pussy Willow; 
Solid Old Man; Portrait of the Lion; I’m Checkin’ 
Out; The Sergeant Was Shy; Bouncing Buoyancy; 
Little Posey; Tootin’ Through The Roof; Across The 
Track Blues; Jack The Bear; Ko-Ko; Bojangles; 
Portrait of Bert Williams; The Sidewalks of New 
York. 
These are quite in a class by themselves. One or two 
other sides, such as In A Mellotone, recorded some 
time ago for Victor but not yet issued here, are, I 
understand, also very good. Of those made available 
comparatively recently in this country, Harlem 
Airshaft and Across The Track Blues are contrasting 
examples of the Ellington genius. 
    Harlem Airshaft is expressive of the negro’s 
laughing gaiety, a side of his character which blues 
lovers, stressing his melancholy, are apt to under-
estimate. It has a light, pretty little theme in an 
extravagantly colourful arrangement directly 
descended from the orchestra’s immortal Bugle Call 
Rag. It is played with remarkable assurance and verve, 
and it shows the large jazz orchestra at its exciting 
best. On the other hand, an almost wistful simplicity is 
the keynote of Across The Track Blues. It opens with 
Bigard’s low-register clarinet, solos by Rex and 
Brown, with beautiful backgrounds follow; it 
concludes with Bigard again against wee-wah brass of 
enchanting tone. It is sad that Ellington has lately 
tended to neglect slow blues of this type. Both of these 
performances, it will be noted, develop easily and 
naturally. There is a strength about them which 
distinguishes them from forced, panic swing, and its 
turgid mechanical complement at slow tempo. .It is the 
difference between a man telling the truth and a man 
telling a lie.  
    Unfortunately the afore-mentioned performances are 
very evidently not the only type by and for which the 
Ellington orchestra is generally judged and acclaimed. 
Those disconcerting tendencies which Duke first 
revealed in Sophisticated Lady, and which appear to 
have been encouraged by his sycophantic praise during 
his first European tour, are far from dead. They crop 
up continually in his less important pieces, and they 
are especially prominent in such ghastly things as 
Azure, Pyramid and Bakiff. These last are largely 
divorced from jazz and conspicuous for the absence of 
what might be called the African element. They are 
excellent material for the publicity smart-aleck who 

will label Duke as the ‘Debussy of Swing’ or the 
‘Delius of Jazz’. 
    Finally, there is to consider the effect of the loss to 
the orchestra of Cootie and Barney. Cootie was, and is 
not the only master of the growl trumpet. His work 
was never so imaginatively rich and sensitive as that of 
Bubber Miley, and we know too, of Sy Oliver and 
Sidney DeParis. But he was fine and Nance can’t fill 
his shoes. Rex could, but there’s a limit to the burden 
even his broad shoulders can carry. So with the 
wonderful Barney. Harry Carney is no mean 
clarinettist, but he also happens to be the greatest 
baritone in the racket. It would be impossible for him 
to carry out all his own solo duties and Barney’s as 
well. Therefore, unless Duke can get someone like 
Sidney DeParis to take Cootie’s place, or get Cootie 
back, and unless he rescues Albert Nicholas from the 
New York subway, or gets Barney back, deterioration 
is likely to continue. A flashy player like Ben Webster 
hardly helps the orchestra. Sometimes he plays well 
but more often his music is sickly and sentimental. 
    But perhaps the going of Cootie and Barney is 
symptomatic. Perhaps Tricky Sam, Rex, Carney and 
Hodges will be next. Perhaps Ellington no longer 
wants such players in his orchestra. Perhaps he will 
concentrate on retaining the crown so lately worn by 
Benny Goodman, that magnificent monarch of fish-
cold swing. Perhaps he will continue to try to marry 
heaven and hell in his music, and fly right off the jazz 
track. If he does we will remember him for 
masterpieces like The Mooche, Rockin’ In Rhythm, 
and Rose Room. 

 
He’s Gotten Bad And That Ain’t Good 
by Charles Fox 
reprinted from Jazz Music (Special Ellington Number, 1943) 
 
This article should bring down the wrath of many 
readers upon my head, for it is my intention to 
endeavour to show that the recordings made by Duke 
Ellington’s Orchestra during the last four or five years 
are inferior to those made earlier. Perhaps, therefore, I 
should start by asking the reader to mentally preface 
all controversial remarks by: ‘In the opinion of the 
writer’, and thereby absolve me from any charge of 
dogmatism! 
    When I started collecting records and generally 
taking an interest in jazz music, I began with a passion 
for the music of Duke Ellington – an enthusiasm which 
has never left me. I bought a large quantity of his 
recordings, and my admiration for the Ducal music 
was so great that I had, for quite a time, what 
amounted to an almost implicit faith in his infallibility. 
The Duke meant for me the best in orchestral jazz, and 
the Duke could do no wrong!  
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    During the long period when Irving Mills withheld 
his discs from the English market I didn’t hear so 
much of Ellington’s band, apart from some imported 
discs I happened to hear, and a few I happened to 
import myself. It was some of these, however, that first 
sowed the seeds of doubt in my soul! Then, in 1940, 
HMV started to issue current Ellington waxings, and 
after I had heard a number of these my doubts began to 
crystalize into a conviction that the Duke had 
deteriorated.  
    By now, I think, we are in a position to make a 
comparison between the modern work and that of the 
earlier period, and if the comparison is honestly made I 
think one is bound to admit that the Ellington music of 
today is inferior. I know that among the recent issues 
there have been many pleasing performances – 
Morning Glory, Dusk, Take The ‘A’ Train, Across 
The Track Blues, Blue Goose, and so on – as well as 
some very bad ones; but there have been no discs to 
compared with such classic efforts as the superb Black 
And Tan Fantasy or Echoes of the Jungle; nothing to 
match the vigour of Hot and Bothered or It’s a Glory, 
the depth of feeling revealed in Saratoga Swing or 
Sweet Chariot , or the nostalgia of Mood Indigo or 
Lazy Rhapsody. 
    What is the reason for this? Indicating a decline is a 
very much easier thing than explaining it, and while I 
hardly feel competent to do the latter, I would 
nevertheless like to offer one or two observations 
which may be pertinent. 
    The first concerns the band. As a unit, I suppose, it 
is probably as good as it has ever been. Let us, 
however, look at the soloists. 
    At the beginning of Duke’s band-leading career he 
was lucky in possessing one of jazz’s greatest trumpet 
players – the late Bubber Miley. Bubber’s mastery of 
muted playing was complete, and his work on 
Ellington records was superb – very forceful and hot, 
with a fine sense of form. His team-mate, Louis 
Metcalf, was also an excellent soloist who has been 
rather underrated. Arthur Whetsel was a musician 
whose style was suited to the statement of many 
Ellington themes, and Cootie Williams, who replaced 
Bubber, although hardly of the same stature as Miley, 
yet played many fine and moving solos. 
    Who is there today? Cootie, during the last few 
years, has become somewhat stereotyped, and one gets 
the impression that he is just turning out a ‘standard’ – 
one might almost say a ‘utility’! – Cootie solo. This 
same criticism can possibly also be levelled at Tricky 
Sam Nanton, whose vigorous tromboning was so 
outstanding on the old discs. Rex Stewart is a 
competent, if somewhat erratic, soloist, although he 
sometimes tends to take a too technical approach. Ray 
Nance, Cootie’s successor, is to me a more or less 
unknown quantity, but I see no reason to regard him as 

outstanding. Of the trombones, Tizol has never been a 
‘hot’ man, while Lawrence Brown, although often 
playing solos which fit admirably into the general 
structure of an Ellington composition, is often prone to 
play in a sentimental fashion which is the antithesis of 
true jazz. 
    I am glad to say that both Barney Bigard and Harry 
Carney seem to have maintained a considerably high 
level throughout the years. Bigard’s clarinet can still 
be as thrilling as ever and his departure from the band 
will most certainly have depleted its solo strength, 
while Carney too can give out a solo with some of his 
old heat. Ben Webster is a soloist who has never had a 
particularly individual style and who does not fit in 
particularly well with the Ellington band.  
    In Johnny Hodges we find a great change. Instead of 
the sprightly lyric alto of former days, who highlighted 
many discs by his sparkling playing, we find a rather 
complacent, almost smug soloist, who at time descends 
into vaporous and sentimental rhapsodizing, after the 
style of Day Dream, I’ve Got It Bad…etc. 
    Now for the Duke himself, the man who really 
moulds the style of the band. As a solo pianist he has 
never been distinguished, and it has been his work as 
composer and arranger that has been so outstanding. 
    Around the early ’30s Duke was producing many 
highly original pieces like Blue Tune, Black Beauty, 
Drop Me Off At Harlem, Blue Ramble, Rockin’ In 
Rhythm, Blue Feeling, Creole Rhapsody (10in. 
version), to name but a few, which were distinguished 
not only for the fine solo work of the musicians, but 
the skilful use of tone colours, fluid ensemble writing, 
and a rare sensitivity and delicacy in their 
orchestration. These performances possessed a unity, 
the solos were related to the background and to each 
other, and the whole had a shape and form and an 
individual quality. Compare these with some modern 
performances, which only too often consist of a few 
trite riffs flung together with a handful of mediocre 
solos superimposed, the whole thing being given a 
flamboyant façade by some pretentious arranging. The 
result has a superficial and brittle quality which 
conceals for a while its basic aridity. One feels that 
Duke is writing self-consciously, rather because he is 
expected to produce something like this than because 
he does so naturally. 
    It may be that the root of the problem lies in the 
popularization of “Swing”. As we all know, “swing” 
has brought into existence an audience which is 
undiscriminating and unappreciative of good jazz, and 
in the wholesale catering for this audience many 
conventions have arisen, in the shape of the “standard” 
hot solo, which usually means nothing at all, and the 
“swing arrangement” with its tiresome clichés, and 
monotonous brassy blasting. In the old days Duke was 
playing music which was really only appreciated by a 
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small minority; now he is playing to a “swing-minded” 
public and he has adopted a policy of compromise, and 
made concessions to the current “-popular trends”, 
which have proved ruinous to his artistic development. 
The fact that he was voted into top place in Down 
Beat’s annual poll should prove a disquieting one for 
all Ellington’s admirers.  
    No-one is more conscious of the Duke’s great 
contribution to jazz than I am, or have a greater 
admiration for his work. I have derived much pleasure 
from his music, and while I criticise I pay tribute to all 
that he has done in the past. So it hurts even more to 
have to say “He’s Gotten Bad And That Ain’t Good”. 

 
 
ELLINGTON ASIDES 
V.L. Bellerby  
reprinted from Jazz Music (1943) 
Vic’s response to critical articles by Charles Fox and 
Stanley Dance in an earlier issue of the magazine.  
 
“1,000 words” says Mr. Jones [Max Jones, with Albert 
McCarthy, edited Jazz Music] – and keep off 
Strayhorn, he’s being dealt with”. It’s so hard to keep 
off Strayhorn after Mr. Dance’s revelation that his 
work is ‘entirely to be deplored’. It will be hard to 
keep to the 1,000 words, but I must try. 
    Why do I write? Because the Ellington number, 
whilst a grand and deserved tribute to Duke, contained, 
I feel, many examples of confused and lazy thinking 
about his music; and of all jazzmen, Duke merits clear 
and extremely conscientious thinking. 
    You know, much of my attitude towards jazz was 
shaped by a passage from Len Hibbs’ old booklet 
Twenty-One Years of Swing. He was chatting with 
Armstrong and he asked him, with an air of 
superiority, why his style had changed so much; 
enquired just why Louis didn’t play in the old West 
End…, Muggles style. Armstrong replied without a 
tinge of sarcasm that of all things that was impossible, 
that his style just had to change and for him it was 
utterly and criminally impossible to make his tone and 
conceptions fit a bygone outlook. Hibbs left feeling 
justly humiliated and out of his humility he saw clearly 
just how unfair he had been to Louis; hence those 
Rhythm reviews which gave myself and scores of other 
jazz fans the key to the understanding of the modern 
Armstrong.  
    Such an outlook must be applied to the modern 
Ellington, for here we have the most profound, 
imaginative and progressive mind which has ever been 
brought to bear on jazz, and if we criticize the modern 
Ellington, let us look to ourselves and see if we have 
really acquired the perspective and flexibility of mind 
essential for any worthwhile judgment of his present 
stuff. I’ve heard so many people condemn Duke 

‘because he makes no more records like Black And 
Tan… and Echoes Of The Jungle. Of course he 
doesn’t! The days of Black And Tan… are gone 
forever – Ellington must for ever experiment, move on, 
and to get the most from Duke we must judge every 
work by itself alone and not by the standards of 
something recorded fifteen years earlier. Down Beat’s 
excellent Mike Levin never passes judgment on a disc 
until he has heard it at least SIX times; I wish every 
fan would accept his outlook. There is one modern 
Ellington disc I could only get hold of after Ten!  
    Let’s really try to enumerate the changes in the style 
of the modern Ellington group as compared with its 
conceptions of, say, ten years ago. No-one really 
attempted this task in the Jazz Music issue. 
Firstly, I would say that much of the old, adorable 
wistfulness has gone from his music. The modern 
Ellington group seems incapable of giving us things 
like Lazy Rhapsody or Blue Tune and in its place 
Duke has acquired an essentially powerful conception 
of his orchestra. He loves to score mightily and boldly 
for that magnificently voiced ensemble of his and the 
result is such passages as we hear in Bert Williams or 
Ko-Ko; passages which the older Ellington group 
could never have conceived or played. Playing over 
Black Beauty and then Bert Williams, I am often 
reminded of the comparison between Milton’s Lycidas 
and the later Samson Agonistes – the one lyrical, 
youthful, inspirational, the other not so sheerly 
inspired, but charged with that grandeur and might so 
characteristic of Milton’s later period. The comparison 
may annoy readers, but I feel it to be apt. We notice 
less of the ‘free-for-all’ Merry-Go-Round spirit in the 
modern Duke. He very rarely features his whole 
battery of soloists in one disc as he so often did. 
    We notice too, the emergence of the Ellington reeds 
as one of the most exquisite things in jazz. With its 
unique blending of clarinet, soprano and baritone (and 
WHAT an important part Carney plays!) it is 
obviously especially beloved by Duke; judging from 
Blue Goose and Across The Track Blues one can 
hardly blame him. Even more noteworthy is the 
revolution in the Ellington rhythm team. The old 
‘chaotic’ style has gone completely and with it a 
certain inevitable loss of personality, but few can carp 
at the modern Ellington team with Greer’s more 
forceful, but still exquisitely tasteful, drumming and 
the solid work of piano and bass. One wonders if 
we’ve heard anything more relaxed than Chulo. 
    Messrs. Dance and Fox generalise magnificently on 
the faults of modern ‘Swing’. It’s when they try to 
apply their generalisations to the modern Ellington that 
one begins to doubt their judgment. 
    Through both the articles runs the theme that 
whereas Duke used to play for the ‘minority’, he now 
has thrown all integrity overboard, and ‘plays down’ to 
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the public. I do wish people would think before they 
write like this. Ellington has always been commercial 
– he’s always seen that the only way he could keep his 
magnificent aggregation together and develop it 
artistically was by first ensuring that he could pay out 
at the end of the week. He expressed himself – a little 
wearily – to the MM on this point way back in 1939. 
“Sure I’m commercial because I’ve got to be. The 
support of the ordinary masses for the music from me 
which they like alone enables me to cater for the 
minority of jazz cognoscenti who certainly on their 
own couldn’t enable me to keep my big and expensive 
organisation going.” 
    Mr. Dance produces no real evidence that 
commercial success has affected Duke’s artistic 
integrity. He cites I’ve Got It Bad – a lovely 
commercial tune well played; Duke would have 
regarded it as nothing else. He then talks of 
‘pretentious technical displays by bass and piano’. 
What does he mean here? Ellington’s piano is better 
than ever today – always solid and inspiring. The sneer 
at Blanton I cannot understand. I have always regarded 
him as one of the most tasteful and certainly the most 
accomplished of all bassists; his death, I feel, was a sad 
loss to jazz. 
    Dance talks of ‘Claptrap Swing’, Fox quotes ‘some 
modern performances’ which consist of ‘a few trite 
riffs flung together’. Neither produces the name of any 
piece which justifies such descriptions. I’ve just 
glanced at a list of Duke’s platters since Jack The 
Bear – I can find but one disc conforming to these 
standards – the dull Five O’Clock Drag. 
    Let’s face facts, Messrs. Dance & Fox – we have 
precious little evidence that Duke is losing his 
integrity. Chelsea Bridge, Raincheck and Perdido, 
whatever your opinion of them, have little in them to 
appeal to American youth. They are as divorced from 
normal ‘swing’ as are The Mooche or Saddest Tale. 
You both state the results of the Down Beat poll as 
indicating a decline; neither of you care to point out 
the improved standard of the placings – the fact that 
non flashy players such as Higgy, Condon, Stacey and 
Russell gained top places. Mr. Dance gets so carried 
away by his theorising that he hints that Duke no 
longer wanted Cootie or Barney in the band. Of 
course, the plain fact is that at their respective 
departures the most upset man in the USA was one, 
Edward K Ellington. 
    Just a word about Nance. He inevitably is not 
another Cootie, but we could do with more of his kind 
in contemporary jazz. His work is beautifully sensitive. 
For sheer beauty of expression I doubt if the opening 
and final passages in Perdido have ever been bettered. 
And everyone is crediting them to Rex who obviously 
plays the middle solo only! 

    No, I feel I have little reason to doubt Ellington’s 
unceasing inspiration, consistency and sense of 
proportion. Sometimes I deplore his amazing 
consistency – for his few bad discs are accordingly 
exaggerated out of all proportion. Lunceford and Basie 
slip up far oftener, but no-one seems to care; Duke is 
always ‘on the spot’. Could I recommend to Mr. Fox at 
least three modern recordings which, I feel, are as 
great as anything Duke has ever done? Jack The Bear, 
Bert Williams and Blue Serge. The final selection may 
cause some comment – I mean it to. Only after many, 
many playings did I appreciate its significance. Here is 
the infinite profundity of the Spiritual plus a depth of 
feeling which Duke alone can give us. Webster plays 
the loveliest stuff of his life, the last chorus is one of 
Ellington’s loveliest conceptions, the whole has deep 
evocative beauty which recalls Butterworth’s A 
Shropshire Lad rhapsody; grand stuff in the tradition 
of Saddest Tale and Blues With A Feeling. 
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They Got It Wrong And Vic Was Right 
 
In 1943 the magazine Jazz Music (it rather laboriously 
styled itself the Bulletin of the Jazz Sociological 
Society for Students of Hot Music) ran a ‘Special 
Ellington Number’, a 16-page issue devoted entirely to 
Duke. Its appearance, in the depths of wartime Britain 
when newsprint was scarce, reflects the importance 
attached to Duke’s music even then. Perhaps it was a 
spin-off from the previous January’s Carnegie Hall 
concert at which Ellington had premiered Black 
Brown and Beige. 
    Not all the publicity resulting from that concert was 
complimentary to Duke, and that is certainly true for 
the special issue of Jazz Music. It’s a surprise to read 
Charles Fox’s sweeping rejection of the 1940 band in 
favour of the glories of ten or more years earlier. In 
later years Fox would be the enthusiastic advocate of 
‘cutting-edge’ trends on his long-running BBC Radio 
programme Jazz Today. His article, titled He’s Gotten 
Bad And That Ain’t Good, begins with a laboured, 
exculpatory paragraph which almost concedes that 
what he is going to say will seem ridiculous (it does). 
He says little about the band or its music, and moves 
quickly onto ground on which he’s clearly more 
comfortable, a schoolmaster-ish report on the soloists. 
Essentially, his message is that the new intake is not up 
the standard of the departed great alumni, and the 
survivors no longer play with the force of ten years 
earlier. At the end of the article he’s the schoolmaster 
once more, this time the one who says, as he beats the 
boy: this hurts me more than it hurts you. 
    Even more surprising is the keynote article by 
Stanley Dance, who would eventually become, in 
David Hajdu’s memorable phrase, an Ellington ‘palace 
official’, and the writer of innumerable sleeve-notes 
for Duke’s LPs. I used to think of him as the ‘keeper of 
the sacred mysteries’. Dance begins: ‘Judging from the 
records we [sic] have heard recently, the Ellington 
Orchestra was never worse.’ His article is notable for a 
gratuitous attack on the young (many of whom were in 
1943 being put to the test on the battlegrounds of 
World War Two), personified in Billy Strayhorn, who 
was clearly not at all welcome in the thirty-three-year-
old Dance’s world of Duke Ellington. Raincheck 
(‘illogical hodge-podge’) and Chelsea Bridge 
(‘obsession for tone-colour and voicing’), elude him 
completely. Unlike Fox, who says virtually nothing 
about the music, Dance comments pertinently, if not 
very perceptively, about a couple of the 1940 records, 
before laying into Duke’s pastels (not at all to his 
taste), and ending with his own brief end-of-term 
report on the soloists (the prospect is bleak). 
    Both articles reveal that the writers could not engage 
with Ellington’s new music, presumably because of the 
limitations of their ears. The unavailability of many 

late 1930s Ellington records in Europe may be a factor 
- the 1940 Victors, when they began to appear, were 
too startlingly different for ears still attuned to Duke’s 
earlier music. This may be true in the case of Fox, who 
admits to knowing only a few imported records from 
recent years. But Dance had spent three weeks in New 
York in 1937 and had hung out with the band. And 
although the impending war thwarted his intention to 
go back, he jollied off to Paris to see the band in action 
in 1939. In 1943 he may well have been in 
correspondence with Helen Oakley, whom he had met 
in 1937 and would marry in 1947; in his article he 
hints as much. His enviable experiences in New York 
and Paris were evidently not enough to prepare Stanley 
for the Victors.  
    Duke of course was notoriously suspicious of critics, 
and there is a case for reprinting the articles by Fox 
and Dance in full, to show how well justified that 
suspicion was. If these are the contributions of Duke’s 
advocates to a magazine’s special issue celebrating his 
achievement, what on earth were his detractors writing 
about him? On the other hand there’s little point in 
recycling such stuff after all these years; there are 
better things to reprint. In any case Blue Light already 
reprinted them, in 2002. If you have BL 9/3 in your 
files, you’ll find the two articles on pages 16-19.They 
are an early example of a tendency of some of Duke’s 
self-proclaimed admirers to express their admiration 
by disparaging what he is doing by comparing it with 
what he once did. If you don’t have BL 9/3 and would 
like to read the articles, we can help you. I have spare 
copies of BL 9/3, or we can forward them as a pdf file.  
    It is unsurprising that by the mid-1940s Ellington 
had developed a healthy mistrust of jazz critics and 
was beginning to say that he really had only one rival – 
‘some old cat named Ellington’. Some writers ‘got’ 
him. For an antidote try the 1942 article in which C T 
(Bud) McCaffrey Jr. discusses six of the 1940 Victors. 
Dance mentions three of them in his list of ‘approved’ 
recent Ellingtonia. Fox mentions none. McCaffrey’s 
article appeared in another ‘little magazine’, Hot Wax, 
and was reprinted in BL 13/3 (2006). Unlike Fox and 
Dance McCaffrey does dig into the music intelligently. 
His name is little known now, but his article wears 
well. 
    One enthusiast who did challenge Fox and Dance in 
1943 was our late chairman, Vic Bellerby. A later 
issue of Jazz Music ran Ellington Asides, the young 
Vic’s impassioned rebuttal of their strictures. It too 
was reprinted in BL 9/3 (pages 19-20). It is a fine 
tribute to our late chairman, who died last year and 
who took up his pen long ago to refute the assertions 
of two men who had dismissed with such self-
confidence music about which they understood so 
little. Within a few years Fox and Dance had changed 
their minds radically about the 1940 Victors; Vic never 
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had to, because he appreciated their worth from the 
start.  
    From the opening paragraphs of his article Vic 
adopts a very different stance from that of the 
schoolmaster airily dispensing judgment from his dais: 
‘of all jazzmen, Duke merits clear and extremely 
conscientious thinking.’ He explains how he was 
influenced by something Louis Armstrong had said to 
a jazz pundit of the time, Leonard Hibbs: it was simply 
not possible for his music to remain in the 1920s; it 
had to move on. He tries to define the ways in which 
Ellington’s music, like Louis’, has moved on, arguing 
that Duke ‘has acquired an essentially powerful 
conception of his orchestra’, while conceding that 
there are losses; he has achieved this at the expense of 
‘much of the old, adorable wistfulness’. He stresses the 
importance of repeated close listening to the 
recordings, one of which he listened to ten times 
before getting his head round it. 
    Vic notes and describes the rise to prominence of 
the reeds in Duke’s tonal palette, and the changes to 
the rhythm section. He rejects the ‘ivory tower’ stance 
of Fox and Dance, citing Ellington’s own explanation 
in 1939 of the importance of the commercial 
imperative. He refutes some of their specific 
generalisations about the music and he avoids end-of-
term reports on the musicians, though he praises Ray 
Nance, rejecting their dismissal of him for not being 
Cootie, and correctly identifying his role in Perdido, 
which Dance’s approving comment on the recording 
overlooks. In a telling final sentence which also refutes 
Fox’s lofty dismissal of Webster, Vic links Blue 
Serge, probably the piece he listened to so many times 
before ‘getting’ it, to Saddest Tale and Blues With A 
Feeling from the good old days in which Fox and 
Dance seem mired.  
    In April 1959 there was a curious consequence to 
Dance’s 1943 article. By then he had joined Oakley, 
now his wife, as an Ellington insider, and in addition to 
being a jazz scribe was producing records. He asked 
Billy Strayhorn to lead and direct a Hodges session 
with Quentin Jackson, Russell Procope, Shorty Baker 
and others. Billy agreed; he loved Hodges, though 
unsurprisingly he had little time for Dance. The result, 
Cue For Saxophone, appeared under Billy’s name, of 
necessity since Johnny himself was contracted to 
Norman Granz (his pseudonym on the LP is ‘Cue 
Porter’). Dance professed not to know if Billy had ever 
read his 1943 strictures: ‘I don’t know if he ever read a 
word I wrote about him. He never brought it up, and I 
didn’t either, certainly’. He called their relationship ‘a 
gentlemanly concord’. The recollection of the 
drummer on the date, Oliver Jackson, was a little at 
odds with this. ‘Stanley and Billy, you know, I’d say 
kept away from each other….Billy and Rab were so 
close man, that’s the only reason Billy did the date’. 

    Billy said that as a composer he gave the same care 
to every project, even the slightest pop songs. He said 
it in an interview with Dance, so his tongue may well 
have been in his cheek as he recalled the 1959 date. 
For Cue For Saxophone is something of an exception 
to his dictum, a blowing session made up of five 
standards and two original riff numbers attributed to 
Hodges and Strays and named for Cue, Johnny’s wife. 
She said of the LP: ‘I don’t think Billy put very much 
into it’. Jackson agreed: ‘He showed up late and he 
didn’t have anything planned. He knocked off 
whatever arrangements we used off the top of his head. 
It was sad, man. This great musician, and this record 
had his name on it - there were songs there that had his 
name on them – and he didn’t give a damn about it’. 
    As an urbane and articulate product of the English 
public schools system, Stanley Dance was obviously 
useful to Ellington, not least in the late 1950s when 
along with Sinclair Traill and Gerald Lascelles he 
secured the line of communication which led to Duke’s 
meeting with Queen Elizabeth at Leeds Civic Hall. He 
had much less to offer Billy, a man who preferred to 
eschew the limelight and follow his star. A coolness 
between the two is unsurprising, and inevitable if Billy 
was aware of the 1943 article. Networking, boosterism 
and political savvy were far more important for 
Ellington than for Strayhorn, but given Duke’s own 
experience with critics and pundits, I wouldn’t be 
surprised to learn that he too seasoned his confidence 
in Dance with a dash of well concealed wariness.  
Roger Boyes 
 

 

 
 

The articles to which Roger refers in They Got It 
Wrong and Vic Was Right were published in BL 9/3 
so we will not reprint them in this edition. They have 
been newly typeset and are available in PDF format, 
however. If you would like a copy, please contact the 
Editor via email, details on page 3. 


