
Winthrop S+rhe+nt:  Is J+zz Music1943

The mist+ke of the f+shion+ble j+zz +esthetes  h+s been to t+ke j+zz out of the simple sidew+lk +nd D+nceh+ll milieu where it belongs +nd pretend th+t it is + 
complex civilized +rt.  In its own surroundings, j+zz need m+ke no +pologies.   It is the most vit+l folk music of our time;  it is distinctly +nd indigenously 
Americ+n,  +nd it spe+ks + new, infectious di+lect th+t is fresher th+n +nything of the sort Europe h+s involved in centuries.  It is,  I think, something of + pity 
th+t,  in + w+tered down commerci+l form, j+zz h+s virtu+lly drowned out every other form of Americ+n popul+r music.  The flood of music+l bilge th+t 
em+n+tes from Hollywood +nd the commerci+l d+nce b+nd business h+s pr+ctic+lly sw+mped the cre+tion of more lighthe+rted +nd eleg+nt types of 
entert+inment music.  Curiously enough,  The m+ss produced commerci+lized product is +lso +ttending to sw+mp wh+t is left of re+l improvised j+zz.  It is 
+lre+dy obvious th+t the fresh, ingenious type of j+zz the Negro of New Orle+ns +nd Chic+go pl+yed + gener+tion +go is unlikely ever to be he+rd +g+in 
except in phonogr+ph records.  Thus, The origin+l spring of j+zz h+s run dry - +nd for very logic+l re+sons.  The music+l di+lect of j+zz, like verb+l di+lects, 
owes its development to its remoteness from st+nd+rdized educ+tion. One of its most import+nt ingredients h+s been the r+ther colorful +wkw+rdness - the 
l+ck of technic+l polish- with which it is pl+yed.  And th+t +wkw+rdness, when genuine, is the fruit of ignor+nce.

J+zz +ppe+red in the first pl+ce bec+use the poor southern Negro couldnʼt get + regul+r music+l educ+tion, +nd decided to m+ke his own homem+de kind of 
music without it.  His ingenuity h+s proved him to be one of the world s̓ most gifted instinctive musici+ns.  But +s his life improves, +nd w+s it his f+cilities for 
music+l educ+tion, he is bound to be +ttr+cted by the bigger scope +nd intric+cy of civilized concert music.  Give him the ch+nce to study, in the Negro will 
soon turn from boogie-woogie to Beethoven.

Duke replies

Most of +ll, I w+s struck by Mr. serge+nts concluding st+tement, th+t given the ch+nce to study, The Negro will soon turn from boogie-woogie to Beethoven.  
M+ybe so, but wh+t + sh+me!  There is so much th+t is good in + music+l expression in the popul+r field.

Nights +t the Cotton Club
From Music is My Mistress (1973)

 As + result of The Cotton Club s̓ r+dio wire we were he+rd n+tion+lly +nd intern+tion+lly.

The Cotton Club w+s + cl+ssy spot. Impecc+ble beh+vior w+s dem+nded in the room while the show w+s on. If someone w+s t+lking loud while Leith+ Hill, for 
ex+mple, w+s singing, the w+iter would come +nd touch him on the shoulder. If th+t didnʼt do it, the c+pt+in would come over +nd +dmonish him politely. Then 
the he+dw+iter would remind him th+t he h+d been c+utioned. After th+t, if the loud t+lker still continued, somebody would come +nd throw him out.

The performers were p+id high s+l+ries, +nd the prices for the customers were high too. They h+d +bout twelve d+ncing girls +nd eight show girls, +nd they 
were +ll be+utiful chicks. They used to dress so well! On Sund+y nights, when celebrities filled the joint, they would rush out of the dressing room +fter the 
show in +ll their finery.  

They were +bsolutely be+utiful chicks, but the whole scene seems to h+ve dis+ppe+red.



Sometimes I wonder wh+t my music would sound like tod+y h+d I not been exposed to the sounds +nd over+ll clim+te cre+ted by +ll the wonderful +nd very 
sensitive +nd soulful people who were the singers, d+ncers, musici+ns, +nd +ctors in H+rlem when I first c+me there.

During the Prohibition period, you could +lw+ys buy good whiskey from somebody in the Cotton Club. They used to h+ve wh+t they c+lled Chicken Cock. It 
w+s in + bottle in + c+n, +nd the c+n w+s se+led. It cost something like ten to fourteen doll+rs + pint. Th+t w+s when I used to drink whiskey +s though it were 
w+ter. It seemed so we+k to me +fter the twenty-one-ye+r-old corn we h+d been +ccustomed to drinking down in Virgini+. Th+t w+s strong enough to move + 
tr+in, but I p+id no +ttention to this New York liquor. I just dr+nk it, never got drunk, +nd nothing ever h+ppened. 

The episodes of the g+ngster er+ were never + he+lthy subject for discussion. People would +sk me if I knew so-+nd-so. “Hell, no,” Iʼd +nswer. “I donʼt know 
him.” The homicide squ+d would send for me every few weeks to go down. “Hey, Duke, you didnʼt know so-+nd-so, did you?” they would +sk. “No,” Iʼd s+y. 
But I knew +ll of them, bec+use + lot of them used to h+ng out in the Kentucky Club, +nd by the time I got to the Cotton Club, things were re+lly h+ppening!

R"ce

July 1936. Downbe+t m+g+zine

A bl+ck genius in + white m+n s̓ world

[Editors note:  M+y it be to the white m+n s̓ etern+l credit th+t + bl+ck m+n s̓ + genius is so univers+lly recognized +nd cl+imed in + white m+n s̓ world.  The 
colorline th+t his built so m+ny r+ci+l b+rriers in the soci+l world +nd other lines of ende+vor h+ve not corr+lled nor subdued the Duke s̓ gre+t t+lent +lthough 
it, of course, h+s influenced him.  The following rem+rks +re +n honest +ttempt to get THE MAN on p+per.  The sketch is the result of +n interview from 
midnight to sun up, +nd se+rch for the t+ngible in + brilli+nt t+lent.  The key to underst+nding +nd +ppreci+ting fully his unusu+l compositions +nd his brilli+nt 
scoring is to UNDERSTAND THE MAN.  Bec+use of the short +cqu+int+nce in the limited time to probe is genius necess+rily this must be + Portr+it in 
mini+ture]

The Duke is + Negro!

He is + bl+ck m+n fully conscious of the extr+ordin+ry t+lents of his r+ce AND PROUD BECAUSE HE IS. BLCK MAN. 

He thinks +nd +cts Negroid W+ys.  He is not + bl+ck edition of + white m+n +nd he is not trying to imit+te + white m+n +s is the c+se with m+ny Negroes who 
prostitute their own fine t+lents trying to copy or emul+te those of the white.

His inspir+tion comes from within.  He +nd his music is written in wh+t he c+lls the Negro idiom.  Every r+ce h+s its own ch+r+cteristic feelings +nd w+ys of 
expressing them.  For inst+nce, the colored m+n m+kes love, dresses with different ide+s, sings, +nd pouts etc. quite differently th+n his white brother.  

All these the Duke h+s grown up with +nd h+s been + p+rt of, +nd his genius is the first to tr+nsl+te in music +ll the rich color +nd person+lity of the Americ+n 



Negro.  Their feelings +re of + r+ci+l minority, their hopes +nd ide+ls, their tremendous vit+lity +nd good humor, their possibilities +nd their limit+tions.
Remember then th+t when + colored m+n is full of jive, he isnʼt +lw+ys th+t w+y bec+use he w+nts to be, but bec+use when he is sincere he usu+lly isnʼt t+ken 
seriously. Remember when he is s+d th+t he still isnʼt completely free. Remember th+t he lives in + world th+t h+s bound+ry lines th+t he c+nnot cross. Th+t 
when he gets out of line he m+y be tr+mpled by the cool feet of r+ce h+tred.  Yes,  there +re m+ny overtones in Negro music.

October 2011
Bl+ck, Brown, +nd Beige: One Piece of Duke Ellington's Music+l +nd Soci+l Leg+cy
Written by  G+rth Alper:

Ellington's interest in tr+nsforming r+ci+l +ttitudes developed e+rly in his life. He remembered his eighth-gr+de princip+l telling him +nd his cl+ssm+tes, "When 
we went out into the world, we would h+ve the gr+ve responsibility of being pr+ctic+lly +lw+ys on st+ge, for every time people s+w + Negro they would go into 
+ re+ppr+is+l of the
r+ce."

With his high profile performing c+reer, +nd the cre+tion +nd perform+nce +t C+rnegie H+ll of Bl+ck, Brown, +nd Beige, this figur+tive st+ge bec+me + liter+l 
one.
Sonny Greer, the drummer on the C+rnegie H+ll recording of Bl+ck, Brown, +nd Beige, st+ted,  “All through the ye+rs, Duke h+s been deeply concerned +bout 
his r+ce +nd its problems. The feelings of the Negro, +s interpreted by him, +re there in the music. But
the m+n never m+kes it + gre+t point of his interest; he's too subtle for th+t. He just composes works like Bl+ck, Brown, +nd Beige, . . . le+ving it to the people 
to find
+nd interpret his thoughts for themselves.”

Greer w+s p+rti+lly correct. Ellington w+s + m+ster of subtlety +nd t+ct. In the m+ny +rticles he wrote, +nd countless interviews he g+ve, Ellington never 
explicitly described or compl+ined +bout the ugly conditions under which the group oper+ted. When he chose to spe+k +bout his feelings on r+ci+l m+tters, 
he selected his words c+refully. But wh+t seems to be missing in Greer's st+tement is the recognition of the effectiveness with which Ellington used l+ngu+ge 
to express himself on issues of r+ce.
From the time he g+ined f+me in the 1920s, to the C+rnegie H+ll concert, overly c+ndid speech on m+tters of r+ce likely would h+ve c+used serious 
repercussions for
Ellington +nd his c+reer.

But he +lso knew th+t the st+ture he held +s + celebrity g+ve him some opportunities to spe+k out on soci+l issues. He used this c+pit+l judiciously +nd 
effectively. For ex+mple, in + 1930 interview, Ellington s+id: "I +m just getting + ch+nce to work out some of my own ide+s of Negro music. I stick to th+t. We 
+s + r+ce h+ve + good de+l to p+y our w+y with in + white world."  And in 1931, he st+ted:  “The music of my r+ce is something more th+n the "Americ+n 
idiom." It is the result of our tr+nspl+nt+tion to Americ+n soil, +nd w+s our re+ction in the pl+nt+tion d+ys to the tyr+nny we endured. Wh+t we could not s+y 
openly we expressed in music, +nd wh+t we know +s "j+zz" is something more th+n just d+nce music.”

By 1941, Ellington's l+ngu+ge h+d seemingly become more potent. In p+rt of + speech given to +n Afric+n Americ+n church, +nd l+ter published in the 



C+liforni+ E+gle,
Ellington st+ted:  “I contend th+t the Negro is the cre+tive voice of Americ+, is cre+tive Americ+, +nd it w+s + h+ppy d+y in Americ+ when the first unh+ppy 
sl+ve w+s l+nded on its shores.  There, in our tortured induction into this "l+nd of liberty," we built its most gr+ceful civiliz+tion. Its we+lth, its flowering fields 
+nd h+ndsome homes; its pretty tr+ditions; its gu+rded leisure +nd its music, were +ll our cre+tions.
We stirred in our sh+ckles +nd our unrest +w+kened Justice in the he+rts of + cour+geous few, +nd we recre+ted in Americ+ the desire for true democr+cy, 
freedom
for +ll, the brotherhood of m+n, principles on which the country h+d been founded.
We were freed +nd +s before, we fought Americ+'s w+rs, provided her l+bor, g+ve her music, kept +live her flickering conscience, prodded her on tow+rd the 
yet
un+chieved go+l, democr+cy—until we bec+me more th+n + p+rt of Americ+! We—this kicking, yelling, touchy, sensitive, scrupulously-dem+nding minority—
+re the
personific+tion of the ide+l begun by the Pilgrims +lmost 350 ye+rs +go.  

This excerpt, like Bl+ck, Brown, +nd Beige, uses potent im+gery +nd historic+l f+cts in its c+ll for recognition of Afric+n Americ+n +chievement. Yet, Ellington's 
skillful use of music+l composition, +nd the written +nd spoken word w+s just p+rt of + wider +ppro+ch he used to tr+nsform Americ+n society. In +ddition to 
these skills, he employed + c+refully constructed public person+, +nd developed t+ctics to neutr+lize prejudice +g+inst the word "j+zz." The perform+nce of 
Bl+ck, Brown, +nd Beige +t C+rnegie H+ll w+s tied to +ll of these str+tegies. As to the person+, Ellington spent consider+ble energy trying to strike + b+l+nce 
between promoting his popul+r music +nd projecting +n im+ge +s + serious composer. Advertisements for concerts showed him we+ring tuxedos +nd holding 
+ b+ton, im+ges borrowed from the prototypic+l cl+ssic+l conductor.  The promotion+l c+mp+ign for the C+rnegie H+ll concert built upon this im+ge-m+king.

1945 

An interview with duke Ellington

“There +re those who seek in Mr. Ellington‘s music + growing +ffinity between j+zz +nd serious music +ctu+lly be on the stick the style +nd distinction of his 
work is b+sed on +nd derived from the j+zz idiom only,  +nd employs +n instrument+l technique utterly different from th+t of symphonic music.”

The Duke listened to the quot+tion with + smile.

“ I guess serious is + confusing word,”he s+id.  “We t+ke our Americ+n music seriously.  If serious me+ns Europe+n music, Iʼm not interested in th+t.  Some 
people mix up the words serious +nd cl+ssic+l.  They +re + lot different.  Cl+ssic+l music is supposed to be 200 ye+rs old.  There is no such thing +s modern 
cl+ssic+l music.  There is gre+t serious music.  Th+t is +ll.

“Critics +re + funny bunch of people.  They use words to their own +dv+nt+ge.  They live in one world +nd we live in +nother.  We do not underst+nd wh+t they 
+re t+lking +bout.  I donʼt think the public does either.  All music critics think j+zz musici+ns +re trying to get into the Symphonic field.  99% of the j+zz people 
+renʼt interested in symphony techniques +t +ll.



“J+zz is like the +utomobile +nd +irpl+ne.  It is modern +nd it is Americ+n.  I donʼt like the word j+zz but it is the one th+t is usu+lly used.  J+zz is freedom.  
J+zz is the freedom to pl+y +nything, whether it h+s been done before or not.  It gives you freedom.  I remember in the old d+ys when I w+s struggling to write 
something entirely new.  I would try something th+t h+dnʼt been done before.  I felt like +n intruder in the new l+nd.  No - more like +n illiter+te.

“Iʼm not the offspring of + conserv+tory.  I h+ve + voided music schools +nd conserv+tories.  I didnʼt w+nt to be influenced +w+y from wh+t I felt inside.  B+ck 
in 1915,  1920 when I w+s getting st+rted in W+shington, there were two schools of j+zz.  There were the disciplined j+zz musici+ns who pl+yed ex+ctly wh+t 
w+s written.  They h+d +ll the good work.  I got kicked out of + couple of those b+nds.

“Then there w+s +nother group of musici+ns th+t didnʼt know music.  Some of them could only pl+y in one key.  But they pl+yed precious things.  I w+s in 
between.  My gre+test influence c+me from the r+gtime pi+no pl+yers.  I w+s trying to pl+y r+gtime.  Th+t s̓ wh+t I w+s trying to do, but it c+me out + little 
different.

“I wouldnʼt h+ve been + good musici+n if Iʼd gone to + conserv+tory +nd studied in the usu+l w+y.  I h+venʼt the discipline.

In th+t c+se, we s+id, why h+d he recently est+blished three schol+rships for gr+du+tes of New York high schools +t the Juilli+rd Scoolof Music?

“Things +re different now,” he s+id.  “A musici+n coming +long tod+y h+s + lot to le+rn.  Even if he h+s lo+ds of n+tur+l +bility, he h+s to develop gre+t skill to 
be eligible for + good job.  If he goes +bout it the w+y I did,  it will t+ke him much too long.  Juilli+rd is + fine school.  The people there +re +w+re of Americ+n 
music.  They wonʼt hold +nyone b+ck.  I developed the helter-skelter w+y.  I donʼt think everyone should be +llowed to do th+t.  Most people le+rn f+ster +nd 
more +t school.  

“Weʼve tried to +bsorb the styles of +ll the individu+ls in the b+nd,” the Duke went on.  I donʼt write for +nyone else but the b+nd.  When Iʼm writing + trumpet 
p+rt, for inst+nce, I donʼt write within the r+dius of the horn but for the m+n behind the horn.

“Our music grew out of the person+lities in the b+nd.   We see +n old m+n w+lking +long the street we pl+y + song th+t goes with th+t m+n.

“Pl+ying is demonstr+tion,” s+id the Duke.  “But writing is the re+l thing.  Writing is + m+tter of +djusting yourself, settling down to do it.  You h+ve to h+ve + 
contented feeling.  You get your mindset on writing, then you do it.  There is no formul+ for it.  I go for long stretches without writing.  Iʼm + gre+t 
procr+stin+tor.  I h+ve gre+t ide+s, but nothing ever h+ppens.  Then I get +n ide+ or I promise to do + piece +nd I do it.  I tried to write f+st.  Usu+lly I work 
w+lking up +nd down, humming to myself +nd drinking Coc+-Col+.

“I donʼt believe in working +t the pi+no.  A pi+no is more or less of + hindr+nce in composing.  It limits you to w+tch your fingers f+ll on.  Unless youʼre +n 
+wfully good pi+nist, your suggestion is stunted.  Youʼre to +pt to follow f+mili+r h+rmony.  I c+n im+gine + lot of sounds I wouldnʼt pl+y offh+nd on the pi+no.

Negro life, rhythm +nd melodies h+ve been +n import+nt source of his music, the Duke s+ys but he prefers to think of it +s Americ+n music.

“20 ye+rs +go when j+zz w+s finding +n +udience, It m+y h+ve h+d more of + Negro ch+r+cter,” he s+id.  The Negro element is still import+nt.  But j+zz h+s 
become + p+rt of Americ+.  There +renʼt +s m+ny white musici+ns pl+ying it +s Negro.  Ch+rlie B+rnett does so well on my stuff it sometimes sc+res me.  We 



+re +ll working +long more or less the s+me lines.  We le+rn from e+ch other.  J+zz is Americ*n now. And Americ*n is + big word.

Duke Ellington interview with St+nley D+nce

The Art is in the Cooking (1962)

No let s̓ consider your  im+gin+ry customer goes into + rest+ur+nt.  He looks +t the menu +nd find the dishes cl+ssified under such he+dings +s fish, foul, +nd 
me+t.  Th+t s̓ + convenience for him. Right?  He orders ste+k, but +fter + few minutes, here comes the w+iter with + pl+te of fish.  When he compl+ins, The 
chef - +nd the chef is the import+nt c+t! - comes out of the kitchen with + big c+rving knife in his h+nd.  The chef tells him to e+t, bec+use it s̓ good food,  
bec+use if he were st+rving he wouldnʼt c+re if it were fish or ste+k.  

If + m+n h+s some very hungry e+rs for wh+t he considers j+zz, or for + ple+s+nt noise th+t m+kes him feel he w+nts to swing (+nd we h+ve there possibly + 
re+son+ble definition of j+zz), then +lmost +nything would suffice.  At le+st, if he were st+rving he would toler+te it for one t+ke.  But if he were not st+rving, 
And if he were now like + gourmet in + gourmet rest+ur+nt, +nd he ordered fish, +nd they brought him fish, +nd the minute he t+sted it he s+id, “No this is not 
cooked by Pierre!   Who is the chef tod+y?  This is not the w+y I like it.   I like it the w+y Pierre cooks it.   Wh+t then?

You could divide up the me+t section of th+t menu under beef, l+mb, pork +nd so on - under hot +nd cold or +ccording to the w+y they were cooked- grilled, 
ro+sted, b+ked,broiled etc.- m+ybe th+t s̓ + service to the customer, but to multiply divisions th+t w+y in music,  in my opinion, merely multiplies confusion.  
Fish fowl +nd me+t m+y provide us with + p+r+llel, but never forget th+t the *rt is in the cooking.  And wh+t is convenient for the listener, or the critic, is not 
necess+rily helpful to the musici+n.

Iʼm sure critics h+ve their purpose, +nd theyʼre supposed to do wh+t they do, but sometimes they get + little c+rried +w+y with wh+t they think someone 
should h+ve done, r+ther th+n concerning themselves with wh+t


