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Conventional musical definitions and no-
tions of “jazz history,” based as they are on
the increasingly questionable conceptof an
orderly evolutionary progress, have little
relevance to this body of work. Lusk Life,

Billy Strayhorn and Duke
Ellington, working together
and separately for more than
25 years, developed a

wide-ranging, omnivorous
musical sensibility.

the composition Strayhorn presented to
Ellington on first meeting him in 1938, can-
not be squared with any orderly historical
transition from swing to bop. Harmonically
and melodically, it is much more challeng-
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ing than ballad material favored by the
bop masters tended to be. Outside the
Ellington organization, its implications
went unrealized until the late *50s, when
the first of John Coltrane’s memorable re-
cordings of the theme pointed the way. And
only in the last few years have a significant
number of musicians begun to tackle
Strayhorn’s last masterpiece, Blood Count,
with impressive interpretations by James
Newton and John Stubblefield leading
the way.

AND His MoTHER CALLED Him
BiLL, recorded just three months after
Strayhorn’s death, when the pain of his loss
was still audible in the music as a kind of
jagged edge, is definitive. It illuminates
the inner dynamic of the Ellington-
Strayhorn collaboration with a clarity born
of emotional urgency. And because it con-
sists entirely of Strayhorn and Strayhorn-
Ellington compositions, it provides a
uniquely full-bodied portrait of Strayhorn,
who was capable of interacting so seam-
lessly with Ellington that even the two of
them had trouble pinpointing where one
man’s contribution ended and the other’s
began.

One important distinction has to do with
the two men’s musical educations. Andre
Hodeir and Gunther Schuller have written
that “Ellington taught himself harmony at

the piano, and acquired the rudiments of
orchestration by experimenting with his
band.” Strayhorn, who was born in Dayton,
Ohio, in 1915, making him sixteen years
younger than Ellington, received a conven-
tional, and extensive, musical education
while growing up in Hillsboro, North Car-
olina, and in Pittsburgh. He played blues
with authority, and composed new tunes
using popular-song formats, in time-
honored jazz tradition—Roack Skippin’ at the
Blue Note, for example. But on earlier
Ellington records that feature Strayhorn’s
piano his classical training comes through
clearly. It’s equally evident in his penchant
for juxtaposing altered scales and exten-
sions of conventional harmony, as in
Smada, and in his independence from the
conventions of blues and pop-song chorus
structures.

One shouldn’t make too much of this
distinction. It was Ellington, not
Strayhorn, who wrote Clothed Woman
(1947), probably the first genuinely atonal
composition in jazz. And among Ellington’s
other compositions there are plenty that
forego conventional chorus structures in
favor of utterly idiosyncratic forms. Never-
theless, Strayhorn’s more European-style
musical schooling had a significant impact
on the kind of music he wrote, and on his
arranging and orchestrating. It enriched
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the musical language he developed, but it
never robbed his music of emotional or
rhythmic vitality. Listen to the remarkable
All Day Long, which has extremely uncon-
ventional structural L|LIHLI1(S and jarring,
dissonant chord voi but also makes
use of one of the oldest duuu in big band
jazz—the dialogue between brass and reed
sections—and swings joyously.

Strayhorn’s music has it all—structural
sophistication and expressive resonance,
the complexity of labyrinthine chord pro-
gressions and, to borrow a tune title from
this album, 7he Intimacy of the Blues. This
determination not to be limited by catego-
ries, to explore and utilize a whole world of
music without ever losing sight of the emo-
tional imperatives that are the wellsprings
of any expressive art, makes Strayhorn
seem essentially modern, in a 1980s sense.
It’s no wonder he’s been such a role model
and musical beacon for the latest genera-
tion of jazz-rooted composer-players, from
Anthony Davis to James Newton to Henry
Threadgill.

In Strayhorn’s music each composition
conjures its own theory, its own rules of
structure and syntax, and this, too, is
recognizably modern in implication. It
makes his work relevant to present-day mu-
sicians in a way that bop, for all its beauty
and brilliance, simply cannot be.

Looking back at the jazz transition of the

late *30s and early '40s with the aid of

hindsight, it becomes apparent that bop
was not exactly the complication and clab-
oration of swing-style usages the histories
depict. In bop, certain musical tendencies
were codified into a distinctive language,
way of playing and expressing oneself. Cer-
tain Strayhorn and Ellington works of the
’40s are as advanced, by any reasonable
criteria, as anything the boppers were play-
ing, but Strayhorn and Ellington didn’t
stop to codify these advances. Bop, in its
search for a steely, startling new sound,
excluded certain sounds and feelings that
had been part of the jazz heritage through
the swing era. Strayhorn and Ellington
were inclusive, writing and playing every-
thing from the most abstruse tone clusters
(listen to Ellington’s noise-piano in
U.M.M.G. and Midriff) to gorgeously
straightforward ballads to down-the-
middle big-band swingers like Charpoy.
This inclusiveness is indicative of a gen-
erosity of spirit, and that generosity, more
than any historical significance, makes
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an unforgettable listening experience.
Strayhorn had so much to give that not even
the final stages of a fatal illness silenced
him completely. The titles of his later com-
positions (/.M. M.G., for Upper Manhattan

Medical Group, and Blood Count) bear grim
witness to what his life had become, yet the
music itself exudes an indomitable human-
ity. Blood Count in particular has an immedi-
ate and devastating impact, speaking si-
multaneously of fear, longing, resignation,
pride, doubt, faith and many more appar-
ently conflicting emotions, all balanced on
the knife’s edge of a man’s life, all vividly
brought to life whenever the music is
heard.

This is one of Johnny Hodges' greatest
performances. He is still angry that
Strayhorn has been taken, and for once the

miliar adjectives—serene, unruffled—

cannot be applied to his playing. He sings,
from deep inside, the certain knowledge
that any moment can be a man’s last mo-
ment, and his playing cuts right to the
heart. Day-Dream is the other side of the
coin, a Hodges improvisation of luminous
beauty, the spiritual strength underlying its

ruminative surface suggested by the brass
chorale effect in the background.

Butall the orchestra members responded
to the occasion of this tribute with playing
above and beyond their customary high
standards. And digitally remastered, on
CD, the music has an even hrigh[cr glow.
Listening on earphones, vou’re right in the
middle of the orchestra, and the lines of
communication open up as ideas, im-
pulses, in-jokes and deep feelings are
tossed back and forth among the members
of the Ellington family. 7ke Intimacy of the
Blues doesn’t get much more intimate than
this. And now, with newly discovered per-
formances added to the material released
on the original album, we have this one-of-
a-kind event—an evocation of a spirit
whose depth and breadth only these life-
long associates truly knew—in its totality.
If there’s music more sublime than this, [
sure would like to know about it.

—ROBERT PALMER
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BILLY STRAYHORN

Poor Little Sweet Pea, Bill

William Thomas Strayhorn, the bigges
human being who ever lived, a man with
the greatest courage, the most majestic ar-
tistic stature, a highly skilled musician
whose impeccable taste commanded the
respect of all mus s and the admiration
of all listeners.

His audience at home and abroad mar-
veled at the grandeur of his talent and the
mantle of tonal supremacy that he wore
only with grace. He was a beautiful human
being, adored by a wide range of friends—
rich, poor, famous and unknown. Greatart-

ists pay homage to Billy Strayhorn’s God-

given ability and mastery of his craft. Be-
cause he had a rare sensitivity and applied
himself to his gifts, he successfully married
melody, words and harmony, equating the
fitting with happine

His greatest virtue, I think, was his hon-

y—not only to others but to himself. His
listening-hearing self was totally intolerant
of his writing-playing self when, or if, any

compromis s expected, or considered
pedient. Condescension did not exist in
the mind of Billy Strayhorn.

He spoke English perfectly and Frenc
very well. He demanded freedom of e
pression and lived in what we consider the
most important of moral freedoms: free-
dom from hate, unconditionally; freedom
from all self-pity (even throughout all the
pain and bad news); freedom from fear of
possibly doing something that might help
another more than it might help himself,
and freedom from the kind of pride that
could make a man feel he was better than
his brother or neighbor.

His patience was incomparable and un-
limited. He had no aspirations to enter into
any kind of competition, yet the legacy he
leaves, his oeuvre, will never be less than
the ultimate on the highest plateau of
culture (whether by comparison or not).

God bless Billy Strayhorn.
—DukE ELLINGTON
May 31, 1967
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