CULTURAL COMMENTARY

Duke Ellington’s
Singular Swing

By JoHN EDWARD HASSE

uke Ellington encompassed
multitudes. He lived 75 years

and directed his jazz orches-

tra for 50. His compositions number

1,700. More than 800 musicians re-
corded with him. He led his ensem-
ble through 10,000 recordings, an
estimated 20,000 performances
and 10 million miles of travels
across 65 countries.

But his legacy

Beauty,” “Symphony in Black” and
“Black, Brown and Beige”

Ellington was born in Washing-
ton on April 29, 1899, and in 1924
he began recording his own compo-
sitions. In the '20s, popular music
primarily emphasized songs, leaving
room for stars who made hits. Late
in that decade, Louis Armstrong
musically stamped each tune he
touched as his own, putting empha-
sis on the solo performer. But few

members of the pub-

goes far beyond num-
bers. In American
music, | argue, Elling-

Born 125 years

lic could name a mu-
sician working within
a band. Ellington

ton ranks as the ago, he was thought up and im-
greatest all-around plemented a more
figure: composer, ar- a QEI'IEI‘OUS complex, revolution-
ranger-orchestrator, band|eader and ary musical model.

bandleader-conductor,
piano accompanist,
soloist and musical
thinker. He composed
broadly—three-min-
ute songs and instrumentals such
as “Mood Indigo,” multi-movement
suites like “Such Sweet Thunder”
scores for such motion pictures as
“Anatomy of a Murder” and ballets
as “The River,” and concerts of sa-
o, cred music. He was a restless inno-
gvator who kept evolving, much as
-~ did Pablo Picasso, Frank Lloyd
EWright and Miles Davis.
Ellington dedicated his career to
commanding racial respect. Sup-
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fhe advanced esteem for African-

< Americans through his elegant de-
§portment and sophisticated music,
= and with such pieces as his “Black

H

a jazz pioneer.

& porting social justice and civil rights,

Within that collec-
tive, he strove to
maximize the individ-
uality of all his play-
ers to create a daz-
zling, original idiom. Unlike other
composers, he didn't write for first
trumpet or second trumpet, but
rather for the bandmembers playing
those instruments. Like a magiste-
rial painter, he alchemized his one-
of-a-kind pigments—the signature
styles of his performers—into a
wondrous aggregate greater than
the sum of its parts.

In 1961, Ellington said, “My big-
gest kick in music—playing or writ-
ing—is when | have a problem. With-
out a problem to solve, how much
interest do you take in anything?”

He was in fact a ceaseless obsta-
cle jumper. He spoke of his players,
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“We have deep consideration for
the limitations of everyone; it’'s an
interesting problem to handle.” El-
lington solved the challenge of
shortcomings by listening closely to
all his musicians and then compos-
ing to highlight their strengths.

While clarinetist Benny Goodman
kept his big-band players for an av-
erage of three years, Ellington man-
aged to retain his performers for an
average of 15, some for two or three
times longer. He did so by writing
pieces that featured individual musi-
cians, such as trumpeter Cootie Wil-
liams in “Concerto for Cootie.” Unlike
Goodman, who was wont to monop-
olize solo space, Ellington gener-
ously gave it away to his bandmem-
bers, throwing the spotlight on
them rather than on himself.

How did Ellington keep his music
fresh? By jotting down musical no-
tations nearly every day of his adult
life, producing a stream of new

A Duke Ellington and his orchestra
circa 1934, a decade after he made
his first recordings.

pieces year after year. He left be-
hind roughly 100,000 pages of mu-
sic manuscripts, nearly all preserved
at the Smithsonian’s National Mu-
seum of American History.

He maintained his orchestra for
half a century to introduce and prof-
fer his work: Each night was like a
rehearsal or laboratory for the next
piece he was composing. Some of
his musicians were expensive, but
Ellington knew that without hearing
his creations nightly, his ability to
compose would suffer greatly.

Across the U.S. and Europe, El-
lington’s 125th birthday is being cel-
ebrated throughout the year. In
Washington, the John F. Kennedy
Center is leading the way, offering
21 different programs. Pianist Jason
Moran, the Center’s artistic director

for jazz, said in an
email, “Ellington’s
work stands as a tow-
ering tree that pro-
vides us fruit and
shelter”

Meanwhile, creat-
ing new audiences for
Ellington’s music has
been a driving mission
of Jazz at Lincoln
Center, which since
1996 has run the an-
nual Essentially El-
lington High School
Jazz Band Contest
and distributed
300,000 Ellington mu-
sic “charts” for free to
40,000 high-school
bands in 57 countries,
involving nearly one
million students. It’s
an unprecedented
success story.

Ellington’s legacy
reaches well beyond
his corpus of consummate music:
He became a cultural hero, inspired
thousands of performers, arrangers
and composers, and brought joy to
millions of listeners.

In later years, Ellington used the
expression “beyond category” as the
highest possible praise for someone,
such as Ella Fitzgerald, unique in
her brilliance. Because of the un-
matched sound of his orchestra, the
extraordinary range of his creations
and the astonishing artistic heights
to which his music soared, no one
deserved his accolade more than he
did himself.

Mr. Hasse is curator emeritus of
American music at the Smithso-
nian’s National Museum of Ameri-
can History and author of “Beyond
Category: The Life and Genius of
Duke Ellington” (Da Capo). He often
speaks on Ellington in lectures and
panel discussions.



