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NOTES TO THE CONDUCTOR

Billy Strayhorn’s 1944 composition “Mid-Riff,” built on swing-era idioms while incorporating early bop vocabulary, was ahead of its
time. In this respect, it was not unlike Duke Ellington’s earlier “Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue” (1937). Because of the newness of
their styles, both works initially may have seemed idiomatically unfamiliar to many of the players. Over the years, performances of these
works by the Ellington Orchestra benefited not only from numerous readings, but also because the ensemble’s performers became
more versed in a modern, bop-influenced performance practice.

conceived piano solo, and the relaxed rhythmic flow of the band on this recording indicate—as with the orchestra’s 1950s
of “Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue"—that the ensemble had caught up fully with the composition’s innovations.

rning compositional
" whereas Strayhorn

9

differences between Ellington and Strayhorn, Homzy suggested that Duke’s approach to melody is
tends to deploy longer, more through-composed melodic lines.

Although such general conclusions about composers and their art can be risky—one can always ions—I believe @s
observations were astute and that ample evidence supports his conclusion. For examplegElli ntial “Don’tgGet Around
Much Anymore” includes riff-like motifs at whose ends the melody note (the third chord) falls consonafily in the

harmonic structure, sectionalizing the horizontal flow. By comparison, &trayhorn a Train,” the worlderfully dissonant
b5 (Ab) of the D7 chord in mm. 3-4 acts as a leading-tone to A in m. 5, resulting,i eight-meas r

] ted to Strayhorn just a few
i | approach to melody: for

subtly directing the melody to

example, the third measure of “Mid-Riff” ends with an Al atop
the Bb chord in m. 5.

Conductors who wish to present a historically infi
1) asking the bass player to play a 2-beat bass patter
and mm. 141-163); 2) asking the drummer to

Era” interpretati the present edition can achieve this by:
-beat pattern duri statement of the main theme (mm. 17-47

tead of the bal during mm. 17-47; 3) asking the trumpets
ween mm. 17-29, mm. 41-46, and mm. 141-146;
164, because it does not appear in any of the original

—Jeff Lindberg, April 2014

azz Orchestra and Profess ia he College of Wooster in Ohio, where he serves as Music Director of the Wooster Symphony
azz Ensemble. With mi 0 transcriptions performed by artists and ensembles such as the Count Basie, Woody Herman,

JeffLindberg is Artistic Director of the
Orchestra and Director of The College of
Smithsonian Jazz Masterworks, and Chicag

widely recognized as one of the most respected, @ccurate, and pr i

nscri f ensemble compositions and arrangements heard on original jazz recordings.

s,
rchestras, Dave, ?rub e Williams, Al Grey, Milt Hinton, Clark Terry, Kenny Burrell, Roy Hargrove, and others, Lindberg is

ST ORN

j position, “Take the ‘A’ Train,”
0 only Duke Ellington, but also
, omposer.

, in 1915 and was attracted to the
was tall enough to reach the keys. The

family soon m ittsburgh where Billy began piano lessons.
He played thepiang everyday, sometimes becoming so engrossed
that he w e for school. He also played in the high school
band. H%n enrolled in the Pittsburgh Musical Institution

studied classical music. As a result, he had more classical
n most jazz musicians of his time.

rayhorn joined Ellington’s band in 1939, at the age of 22. Ellington

ed what he saw in Billy and took this shy, talented pianist under

is wings. Neither one was sure what Strayhorn'’s function in the
band would be, but their musical talents had attracted each other.
By the end of the year Strayhorn had become essential to the Duke
Ellington Band; arranging, composing, and sitting in at the piano.
Billy made a rapid and almost complete assimilation of Ellington’s
style and technique. It was difficult to discern where Duke’s style
ended and Billy’s began. The results of the Ellington-Strayhorn
collaboration brought much joy to the jazz world.

The Strayhorn pieces most frequently played are Ellington’s
theme song, “Take the ‘A’ Train” and Ellington’s signatory, “Lotus
Blossom.” Among Strayhorn’s many brilliant compositions, a few
classics are: “Chelsea Bridge,” “Day Dream,” “Johnny Come Lately,”
“Rain Check” and “Clementine.” Some of the suites on which
he collaborated with Ellington are: Deep South Suite (1947), the
Shakespearean Suite or Such Sweet Thunder (1957), an arrangement
of the Nutcracker Suite (1960), and the Peer Gynt Suite (1962).
Strayhorn and Ellington composed the Queen’s Suite and gave the
only pressing to Queen Elizabeth of England. Two of their suites,
Jump for Joy (1950) and My People (1963), had as their themes
the struggles and triumphs of blacks in the United States. Both
included a narrative and choreography. The latter, Strayhorn
conducted at the Negro Exposition in Chicago in 1963. Another
suite similar to these two was A Drum Is a Woman. The Far East Suite
was written after the band’s tour of the East, which was sponsored
by the State Department.

In 1946, Strayhorn received the Esquire Silver Award for outstanding
arranger. In 1965, the Duke Ellington Jazz Society asked him to
present a concert at New York’s New School of Social Research.
It consisted entirely of his own work performed by him and his
quintet. Two years later Billy Strayhorn died of cancer. Duke
Ellington’s response to his death was to record what the critics cite
as one of his greatest works, a collection titled ...And His Mother
Called Him Bill, consisting entirely of Billy’s compositions.
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