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BY DUKE g,LINGTON

t is strange that I should be contributing the foreivord to Leonard Feather's book, because at one
time I was involved in a similar project myself; I
almost did a history of iazz.
This happened in 1941, when we were appearing, with the band, in our musical show lump for
Ioa n Hollywood. One evening Orson Welles came
I

to see the show; the next day he called me and asked
me to come over to RKO studios to talk about an
idea he had for a history of iazz.

I

went to see Welles and was very much impressed. He told me he lnew all about me, and
spoke very lnowingly of my music and of iazz in
general. He even showed me how much he knew
about lump for loy by spouting whole lines from
it, evea whole sequences, though he had only seen
the show once, the night before.
Then he went on to tell me that he was planning
to make a motion picture entitled ltis All True,
which would be a history of iazz. Since he felt I was
best qualiffed to participate as an authority on t}le
subject and would be aware of all the different
types of music to be used in it, he wanted to engage
me to write the score, write the book, conduct the
orchestra, use my own band and anybody else I
wanted to, and they would pay for everything. My
salary was to start immediately: a thousand dollars
a week for twelve weeks, and the last week would be
* Transcribed from a tape recording rrade
Ellington especially for this boek.
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fffteen hundred. (This was 1941 money, too.)
That would last until we were through with our
preparations. In other words, this was just my salary
as technical director. In addition, there would be
the various other cre&ts and the corresponding
salaries-ten thousand for the arrangements, ten
thousand for conducting, so much for playing in the
picture, so much for the band, and so forth.
"That's tJre deal," said Welles, "and you're a
fool if you don't take it."

'All right," I

said, "let's get the ffrst check

signed right now."

With that, I went up and started my research.
had
all the books on jazz that had been written up
I
to 1941, and I went through them pretty thoroughly.
Every now and then I would run into one of those
big fat snags-errors made by people who obviously
did not know what they were writing about. I began

to think to myself, "Oh, this is awfull" and after
reading them all I sat down again and started to
write one of my own.
The way I visualized my story, the way the picfure was supposed to start, the first scene was to take
place in New Orleans, with a boat coming down the
canal and the King of the Zulus getting ofi as the
boat docked at Basin Street. The King of the Zulus
was the big Negro man of the town; they elected a

&fferent one every year, in fact they still do. Our
opening scene would show this big coronation celebration over on Congo Square, where they re-enact
scenes and rituals from slavery days, with the sexual
and the religious symbolism and dancing. And this

particular year, Buddy Bolden was to be the King
of the Zulus.
Buddy Bolden was a guy who had a barber shop,
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ran a newspaper, played the trumpet and was quite
a ladies'man on the side, He was a pretty progressive type kid. So one day when he closed his barber
shop, we would see one chick putting a newspaper
under her arm, and another putting a trumpet under
her arm; one of them would have his hat and the
other would have his coat, and down the street they
would go, the three of them.
They would get as far as the hall where Buddy
was going to play that evening. It was all dark,
While the chicks were going in to run upstairs and
open the windows, you would hear Buddy Bolden
tuning up. And when he tuned up on his trumpet it
was not just like a musician hitting an A. It was
melodic. And while he was using these little melodic
ideas to tune up with, by the time he really called
himself in tune, why, you could hear that powerful
horn of his clear across the Mississippi River,
In the next scene, we would show the people

focking from across the river, coming from all over
town, from everywhere around, to this little place
where Buddy was about to play. And when he
played the crowd would holler "Yeah, Buddyl" and
he'd play some more and they'd holler "Yeah,
Buddy, yeah, Buddyl"
I wrote a piece of music for t}lis scene-just
twenty-eight bars, for a trumpet solo. It was a gasser;
real great, I confess it. And I lost it. I always said, and
I say to this day, that it was the greatest thing I ever
wrote. Nothing but a trumpet solo. And that's the
only thing I ever did for this $12,500. I got tho
money, but they never got the twenty-eight bars.
Mr. Welles is a great man; I am sorry that his project never materialized. If he were being subsidized
today as he was then, perhaps I would be in Rome
now, writing my history of. jazz.
The true story has not been told, because most
of the histories have been written from too great a
distance. I often felt, when I read them, that they
were written because their authors had the necessary schooling, the writing ability for the job; but
they didn't really know anything about the subject.
The history of jazz, of course, begins with the
rhythm coming to America from Africa. It stops in
the West Indies, then takes two courses: one across
the Gulf of Mexico to New Orleans, and the other
up the East Coast. The East Coast was inclined to
favor strings-violins, banjos and guitars-while the
other development, *re one that went to New
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Orlearu and then up the Mississippi to Chicago,
came out in the form of clarinets, trombones and
trumpets. And then they all converged in New York
and blended together, and the ofispring was jazz.
Many of the real forerunners of jazz were people who are completely forgotten. Aside from the
carnivals and people like W. C. Handy and Will
Marion Cook, there were the piano players-a lot
of them in New York, many in Washington and
Boston and Philadelphia, all up and down the East
Coast, and many of them playing in houses of ill
repute.
The piano was a great instrument in those days;
they used to do everything on the piano that you do
with an orchestra nowadays. There were people like

SticlT Mack, and Louie Brown: men who would
play with a full left hand, and conceived beautiful
melodic ideas without ever breaking the rhythm.
Yes, they used to play pretty; jazz used to be real
pretty.
One of the prettiest things from those days was
a tune they played in all the houses, one that was
sometimes known as The Dream. It was a tangotype thing; tangos were very popular, and West
Indian rhythms were an early influence too. The
piano players were very important in the early days,
and the great piano players were always on the East
Coast; there never was anybody in the West who

could play two notes. (By "West" I mean New
Orleans; in those days tlere was no other West to
speak of, west of that. ) Jelly Roll Morton, who was
mainly a writer and had more music published than
anyone else, played piano like one of those high
school teachers in Washington; as a matter of fact,
high school teachers played better jazz. Among
other things, his rhythm was unsteady; but that's
the kind of piano the West was geared up to. On
the other hand the piano players on the East Coast
did the most impossible things. If you dig up the
early piano rolls or records by James P, Johnson you
will hear the most beautiful and perfect performances.

Willie'The Lion" Smith was a giant of those
It is one of my great regrets that when the

days, too.

Lion used to come up to my house I didn't have a
recording machine so that I could preserve some of
those early performances of his.
Yes, in my story you would see men like this
developing jazz in the East-the pianists, and the
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ffddle players, and the men who played banjo and
guitars-men like Elmer Snowden and Banjo Bernie
some real crazy drummers who were begin-and
to
develop in the early days along the East
ning
Coast, At the same time I would show some of-the
great horn men who came out of the West-men
like Barney Bigard, who is the greatest clarinet
player I lcnow, and Sidney Bechet, the greatest
soprano sax.

A lot of the early musicians, especially men like
James Reese Europe and Lucky Roberts, had pretty
good schooling. Of course the story oI iazz has to
show all the changes that have taken place along
those lines. Today the musician who comes into iazz
is better prepared than the musician of yesterday.
He is aware not only of what has been happening in
present-day music with the iazz people, but also of
what happened so far as the old masters are concerned. So he should have much broader musical
scope.

Whether he has the imagination is something
lot of youngsters coming into
jazz today who feel that everything has been done
before, up to a certain point, so they try to find
something new and they wind up trying for parallels
to Picasso and other moderns.
I approve of any development, mind you, as
long as the artist is honest about it. I believe that
freedom of expression is one of the things we are
supposed to enjoy, and everybody should take advantage of it; but I also feel that iazz at this point
has been taken over by certain intellectuals. Some
have become critics, and some have become patrons
of the music. Some have subsidized both the per'
former and t}le critic, and jazz has developed into
one of those intellectual art forms that scare people
else again. There are a

away.

A lot of people nowadays are afraid o*

iazz.

Strangely enough this situation is an exact parallel
of what has been happening in other musical forms,
in opera, in Bach and Mozart, in string quartets. A
couple of years ago I was discussing this problem
with the director of a string quartet, and he told me
that he feels people are afraid to be exposed to what
he is doing because they do not know enough about
it and want to avoid the embarrassment'

Similarly, people

will not

come into places

where jazz enthusiasts congregate if they are going
to be made to feel ignorant, They may be afraid to
buy a ticket and sit in the audience because the man
next to them might look down his nose at them, so
to speak, with a flatted fifth. And nothing can be
worse than to have somebody look down his nose
with a flatted fffth, believe me.
If you say "What is a square?" they may say
they don't know quite what it is, but nobody wants
to be one, And they automatically become squares

if

the man who's sitting next to them knows four

more names in jazz than they do.

With this book, which gives everybody

the

chance to read about the names that have made jazz
history through the years as well as those that are

making it today, nobody need be a square. That's
why I think this book is a wonderful idea, and I was
very happy to learn that Leonard Feather was the
man who had decided to undertake this project,
I don't think there is anyone who is better
equipped, musically, for this assignment. He has
listened with a musical ear, has accepted, or respected, the artists' original intent, and has always

been fair

in

weighing these factors.

Of

course

Feather was a musician first, and became a listener
second, and a writer third, and was thrown into the
category of critic.
We have found that ono of the respects in
which some appraisers of the aural arts have fallen
short is that they deem it necessary to categorize a
performance-as either good or bad, hot or cold,

high or low, always one extreme or the oiher. I
don't think there are enough words in the English
language to do all of this right, and unless a man

it may be impossible
for him to find all the shadings, the nuances and
subtleties, the varying degrees of quality, in music.
Leonard Feather's knowledge of the romance lan-

has a grasp of other languages

guages has contributed a lot to his musical vocabu-

lary and also to his department of weights and
measures, insofar as dividing these things up and
giving them their proper pigeonhole is concerned.
Everybody who listens to iazz should have The
Encyclopedia of lazz.It will do a great deal to increase the knowledge and understanding of this
music everyvvhere.

I

wish

it

every success.

