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© glge. From the macrocosm
@osm of jazz, few decades
¢ it began and where it ended.

C was edging toward an all-time high-
. adio, popular music, and dance, the qual-
istication—or better yet, refinement—not only had
commercial marketplace, but it also actually

as a period in which Louis Armstrong’s great innova-
of the 1920s gradually became the /ingua franca of both

jazz and much of the commercial music of the day. By the
end of decade, Armstrong’s phrasing (and, by implication,
much of his conception) was everywhere, from Bing Crosby
to Billie Holiday to Benny Goodman, Duke Ellington, Count
Basie, and Glenn Miller. This may sound simplistic, but lis-
ten to a handful of commercial recordings from 1929 and
compare them with their 1939 counterparts—the evidence is
manifest. Although African-American idioms (not just musi-
cal, but also cultural) had long been essential to the American
identity, the *30s saw them edge closer and closer to the fore
where they rightly belonged. The vehicle for this inevitable
change was largely Louis Armstrong. The music that he and
other African-American artists had created in the 20s was
soon to become the preferred mode of expression for multi-
tudes around the world.

During the eatly ’30s, the Casa Loma Orchestra, a Canadian
band that played well-rehearsed, swinging (if a bit stiff) big
band jazz, struck a resonant chord among American college
youth who were hungering for a new sound to differentiate
themselves from the previous generation and their music. The
response to the Casa Lomans laid the groundwork for the
eventual success of Benny Goodman in 1935, which ushered
in the Swing Era. One of the side effects was that many of
the African-American bands that had helped define the idiom
were also financially rewarded, though on a drastically reduced
scale.



The ultimate vehicle for jazz during this era was the big
band, which offered an unprecedented opportunity to
blend improvisation and composition into a cohesive,
yet fluid, medium. The successful martriage of com-
position and improvisation depends on the soloist’s
ability to create within the framework designed by the
composet/arranger. The more he or she can relate to
what came before, what is coming afterwards, and what
is going on in the background, the better the solo will
be. The soloist must draw upon his or her own creativ-
ity and find a distinct musical voice, all while making
adjustments for the specific context. In this sense, jazz
is the aural equivalent of the American constitution. As
John Kouwenhoven wrote in his classic book of essays,
The Beer Can by the Highway, the sense of improvisation
that the amendments bring to the Constitution has an
equivalent in the spontaneous shifts of form available
to the jazz ensemble. Various sections of a composition
can be reordered, extended, shortened and elaborated
on as the moment dictates. This is why the big band is
often viewed as the ultimate ensemble for jazz. At the
drop of a hat, it can swiftly rebuild itself from a solo
instrument into any number of different instrumental
configurations; and throughout, the ensemble is sup-
ported by the strength of the composition at hand. The
masters represented in the Essential Jazz Editions man-
aged to strike this all-too-clusive balance between com-

Symphony in Riffs
By LOREN SCHOENBERG

Benny Carter is a seminal figure in the evolution of
American music, both as an instrumentalist and as a
composet/arranger. Born and raised in New York City,
he apprenticed with many of the great figures of the
1920s. Don Redman, lead saxophonist and arranger for
Fletcher Henderson, was particulatly supportive;
followed him in the Henderson band and ig
role as musical director of the legendary ]
Cotton Pickers. Carter also led his own b
sion, one of which appeared in a film as ¢

contemporaries. And
s (he is best known
for his alto saxophone p. Iso brass instru-

ments, his writing had a

. riting wa a
clichés of @n
style that %e his
t ¢ musical
ﬁ%g person-

espite the

position and improvisation that delineates the exclusive ion, Carter had
province ns. Among the
of jazz. were burnished in his

Wilson, drummer Sidney

The challenge in addressing this classic repertory to .
¢ & ddressing this classic rep Y ells, and tenor saxophonists

is to honor the essence of the original without stifling

one’s contemporary artistic identity. Just as lite

Carter is lauded for his masterful use of the

big ba :ﬁone section. Although he is indisput-
% innovator in this regard, he also demon-

d His command of the other sections of the band.
hony in Riffs” shows clearly how Carter manipu-
lates both the brass and the saxophone sections to cre-
ate a unified ensemble sound.

and where we are going, Above all,

as the relevant, swinging object it s

<

The beginning of this piece has the feeling of a fan-
fare, with the brass playing phrases that emphasize the
downbeat. A few choruses later there is another brass
interlude that plays off of this fanfare motif and also
serves as a modulatory passage. Note that the bridge

section of the piecé s frequently used for solos, which
ctions rest. During the first
s about half of the impor-

from the down-

Iternate with the
%, efore settling into
n

spare backgrounds

red behind %ﬁsts are a subtle but inte-
art of thﬁcs the composition.
Despite prestigiousiengagements and recordings (his
band ope pollo Theater in 1934 and its record-
ings w&&ic y hailed as classics), Carter couldn’t
sustdify theéipayroll and keep the personnel he wanted,
sO nd up playing and writing for others. In fact,

arter’s arrangements became a vital part of the first
Benny Goodman band (preceding Fletcher Henderson’s

ote celebrated contributions). Carter spent the years
1935-38 in Europe, and was féted as a great artist
across the continent. Upon his return to the States he
led his own big band while at the same time finding a
foothold in Hollywood as someone capable of handling
any kind of assignment. By the 1950s, Carter was main-
taining dual careers as a jazz instrumentalist and as a
major composer in film/television, with the latter grad-
ually predominating. He made a welcome return to the
jazz wortld in the mid-"70s and can actually be said to
have never played better right up through the late *90s,
when he began to taper off live appearances in favor of
recording. He continues to be involved in many proj-
ects and has received a multitude of honors befitting
his unique stature. In 2000, the Smithsonian Institution
established the Benny Carter Collection to preserve his
music and memorabilia.

You can learn much more about his fascinating career
at www.bennycarter.com. A “Benny Carter Music
Class,” aimed especially at middle school students, can
be found at www.smithsonianjazz.org,



Notes for the Performer
By BRENT WALLARAB

Benny Carter remains one of the most influential
arrangers/composets in jazz. A great alto saxophonist,
Carter also played beautiful trumpet and even trombone
on occasion. Carter’s work is characterized by strong
melodic inventiveness. “Symphony in Riffs” sings: even
the backgrounds are lyrical. Be certain to allow the
song-like quality of all of his themes to shine through.

The form of “Symphony in Riffs” is as follows: it
opens with a 32-bar AABA song form in Eb with the
brass section stating the A sections and solo piano over
the bridge (otiginally played by Teddy Wilson). Pay
careful attention to the brass section’s articulation. The
second chorus features the saxophone section playing a
sort of written-out solo harmonized in four parts. The
saxophone chorus must be very relaxed, legato, and
right on top of the beat. A four-bar modulation takes us
to the key of Ab, the form now a 16-bar AABA section.
A seties of solos follow for trumpet, tenor saxophone,
trombone, and piano. The final chorus is a full shout
chorus for the entire band.

The rhythm section should play lightly but intensely.
Keeping the rhythm swinging without playing loudly
ot heavily is very difficult to do. Rhythm section instru-
ments should be played acoustically or with as little
amplification as possible. Whenever possible, trombon-
ists should play small-bore tenors.

One of the challenges of a piece like this is to play on
top of the beat without rushing; This is light,
beat swing—not heavy, behind-the-beat swi
is to be relaxed and precise. It is crucial to i
recording.

The brass should keep the articula
especially in ms. 1-11,
notes should diminy
ist (e.g,, ms. 11-1
143) to be heard. Su
with a subtle metered
recording is crucial.

ht and crisp,
sustained
the solo

emble parts (e.g, m.
ches should be Warn’l%
. Again, listening

Saxophonists should play all solis (ms. 35-58 and ms.
63-78) as legato as possible. Lighten the tonguing and
keep the air moving,

When listening to recordings of the great big bands,
notice how they project energy, swing, and drive while
playing utterly relaxed. A band doesn’ project energy
through volume alone, but through relaxed precision.
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and prin sic registered for copyright, the Library of
Congfess s sound recordings in all formats, including the

then, it has acquired an extensive archive of commercial

as well as unique broadcast and studio recordings, which
have been augmented by recordings of performances spon-
sored by the Library. Its jazz archives—which have been aug-
mented in recent years by gifts from Ella Fitzgerald and Gerry
Mulligan of their complete manuscripts, and purchases of the
archives of bassist/composer Chatles Mingus, photogtapher
William Gottlieb, and Ellington recording collector Jerry
Valburn—now comprise one of the most important collec-
tions of jazz documents anywhere.

$ ral history of Jelly Roll Morton made at the Library.
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