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NOTES ON PLAYING ELLINGTON

At least 95% of modern-day large ensemble jazz playing comes
out of three traditions: Count Basie’s band, Duke Ellington’s band,
and the orchestrations of small groups. Those young players inter-
ested in jazz will be drawn to small groups for the opportunity to
improvise and for practical reasons (it is much easier to organize
four or five people than it is 15). Schools have taken over the task
(formerly performed by dance bands) of training musicians to
be ensemble players. Due to the Basie Band’s popularity and its
simplicity of style and emphasis on blues and swing, the better
educators have almost exclusively adopted this tradition for teach-
ing jazz ensemble playing. As wonderful as Count Basie’s style is,
it doesn’t address many of the important styles developed under
the great musical umbrella we call jazz. Duke Ellington’s compre-
hensive and eclectic approach to music offers an alternative.

The stylistic richness of Ellington’s music presents a great
challenge to educators and performers alike. In Basie’s music, the
conventions are very nearly consistent. In Ellington’s, there are
many more exceptions to the rules. This calls for greater knowl-
edge of the language of jazz. Clark Terry, who left Count Basie’s
band to join Duke Ellington, said, “Count Basie was college, but
Duke Ellington was graduate school.” Knowledge of Ellington’s
music prepares you to play any big band music.

The following is a list of performance conventions for the great
majority of Ellington’s music. Any deviations or additions will be
spelled out in the individual performance notes that follow.

1. Listen carefully many times to the Ellington recording of these
pieces. There are many subtleties that will elude even the most
sophisticated listener at first. Although it was never Ellington’s
wish to have his recordings imitated, knowledge of these defin
tive versions will lead musicians to make more educated choices
when creating new performances. Ellington’s music
written for specific individuals, is designed to inspirt
cians to express themselves. In addition, you will hear
differences in the recording and the transcripti
tional, since there are mistakes and alteratio
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In these cases, eighth notes a equal value.

[N}

. There is a chain of command in & ble playing.
players in each section determine the*phrasing a m r
their own section, and their section-mates must c to the

lead. When the saxes and /or trombones pWe trumpets,

the lead trumpet is the boss. The lead alto and trombone must
listen to the first trumpet and follow him. In turn, the other saxes
and trombones must follow their lead players. When the clarinet
leads the brass section, the brass should not overblow him. That
means that the first trumpet is actually playing “second.” If this
is done effectively, there will be very little balancing work left
for the conductor.

4. In Ellington’s music, each player should express the individuality
of his own line. He must find a musical balance of supportin
and following the section leader and bringing out the charac
of the underpart. Each player should be encouraged to expres:
his or her personality through the music. In
underparts are played at the same volume ¢
conviction as the lead.

5. Blues inflection should permeate all parts a
when these opportunities occur in the lead.

6. Vibrato is used quite a bit to warm up the sound. Saxes (wh
most frequently represent the ual side of things) usua
employ a heavy vibrato on harm d passages and a slight
vibrato on unisons. Trump often are used fi eat
and power) use a little vibra ized passage

vibrato on unisons. T usually n
good at tim match
ayed %th Qb 0.

use slide vibrato. A little
u descend. The

the speed of vik
ent and the lower
S ones need to use
mgge in order to blend
C music was originally
dynamics.@tty much follows the natural
i e play loud in the loud part of
e soft part of the instrument. For
umpet will be loud and a low C will be

e, a high C for

Qe generally played short unless otherwise

8. Quarter _not
no; ate& marks above or below a pitch indicate full value:
t

, but full value. Eighth notes are played full value
when followed by a rest or otherwise notated. All notes
than a quarter note are played full value, which means if

For example, a half note occurring on beat 1 of a measure
would be released on beat 3.

\ it is followed by a rest, release the note where the rest appears.

9. Unless they are part of a legato background figure, long notes

should be played somewhat fp; accent and then diminish the
volume. This is important so that the moving parts can be heard
over the sustained notes. Don’t just hold out the long notes,
but give them life and personality: that is, vibrato, inflection,

12.

13.

crescendo, or diminuendo. There is a great deal of inflection in
this music, an ch of this is highly interpretive. Straight or
curved lines im on-pitched glisses, and wavy lines mean
diatonic) glisses. In general, all rhythmic

. n one on a part makes it sound
% less like a jazz band.
isi i us eep amplification to an absolute mini-
um;in th%s, almost no amplification should be neces-
sary. Ev ne ds to develop a big sound. It is the conductor’s
job t @ the band. When a guitar is used, it should be a
holldw-body, unamplified rhythm guitar. Simple three-note
icings should be used throughout. An acoustic string bass is a
In mediocre or poorly designed halls, the bass and piano
need a bit of a boost. | recommend miking them and put-
ting them through the house sound system. This should provide
a much better tone than an amplifier. Keep in mind that the
rhythm section’s primary function is to accompany. The bass
should not be as loud as a trumpet. That is unnatural and leads

to over-amplification, bad tone, and limited dynamics. Stay
away from monitors. They provide a false sense of balance.

i @/iduality: one person per
ua; you have extra players or

Solos and rhythm section parts without chord changes should
be played as is or with a little embellishment. Solos and rhythm
section parts with chord changes should be improvised.
However, written passages should be learned because they
are an important part of our jazz heritage and help the player
under- stand the function of his particular solo or accompani-
ment. Soloists should learn the chord changes. Solos should not
be approached as opportunities to show off technique, range,
or volume, but should be looked at as a great opportunity to
further develop the interesting thematic material that Ellington
has provided.

The notation of plungers for the brass means a rubber toilet
plunger bought in a hardware store. Kirkhill is a very good
brand (especially if you can find one of their old rubber
ones, like the one | loaned Wynton and he lost). Trumpets
use 5" diameter and trombones use 6" diameter. Where
Plunger/Mute is notated, insert a pixie mute in the bell and
use the plunger over the mute. Pixies are available from
Humes & Berg in Chicago. “Tricky Sam” Nanton and his suc-
cessors in the Ellington plunger trombone chair did not use
pixies. Rather, each of them employed a Nonpareil (that’s
the brand name) trumpet straight mute. Nonpareil has gone
out of business, but the Tom Crown Nonpareil trumpet
straight mute is very close to the same thing. These mutes
create a wonderful sound (very close to the human voice),



but they also create some intonation problems that must
be corrected by using alternate slide positions. It would be
easier to move the tuning slide, but part of the sound is in the
struggle to correct the pitch. If this proves too much, stick with
the pixie—it’s pretty close.

14. The drummer is the de facto leader of the band. He establishes
the beat and controls the volume of the ensemble. For big band
playing, the drummer needs to use a larger bass drum than he
would for small group drumming. A 22" is preferred. The bass
drum is played softly (nearly inaudible) on each beat. This is
called feathering the bass drum. It provides a very important
bottom to the band. The bass drum sound is not a boom and
not a thud—it’s in between. The larger drum is necessary for the
kicks; a smaller drum just won’t be heard. The key to this style
is to just keep time. A rim knock on 2 and 4 (chopping wood)
is used to lock in the swing. When it comes to playing fills, the
fewer, the better.

15. The horn players should stand for their solos and solis. Brass
players should come down front for moderate to long solos,
surrounding rests permitting. The same applies to the pep
section (two trumpets and one trombone in plunger/mutes).

16. Horns should pay close attention to attacks and releases.
Everyone should hit together and end together.

17. Brass must be very precise when playing short notes. Notes
must be stopped with the tongue, a la Louis Armstrong!

18. Above all, everyone’s focus should remain at all times on the
swing. As the great bassist Chuck Israels says, “The three most
important things in jazz are rhythm, rhythm, and rhythm, in that
order.” Or as Bubber Miley (Ellington’s first star trumpeter) said,
“It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing.”

GLOSSARY

The following are terms that describe conventi
mance, from traditional New Orleans to the p,

Break: within the context of a
section stops for one, two, o
improvise during a break.

Call-and-Response: repetitive
(derived from the church proce
statement and the congregation an g with

and-response patterns usually pit one group o@u S
against another. Sometimes we call this “trading fo ‘trading

twos,” etc., especially when it involves imprevisatign. The num-

of contrasting exc @0

the minister a

bers denote the amount of measures each soloist or group plays.
Another term frequently used is “swapping fours.”

Coda: also known as the “outro.” “Tags” or “tag endings” are
outgrowths of vaudeville bows that are frequently used as codas.
They most often use deceptive cadences that finally resolve to the
tonic, or they go from the tonic to the sub-dominant and cycle
back to the tonic: | V/IV IV #IV° | (second inversion) V/II V/V V I.

Comp: improvise accompaniment (for piano or guitar).

Groove: the composite rhythm. This generally refers to t
combined repetitive rhythmic patterns of the drun
and guitar, but may also include repetitive pa
Some grooves are standard (i.e., swing, bossa
others are manufactured (original combinatio

Head: melody chorus.

Interlude: a different form (of relatively short length) sandwiche:
between two chorus forms. Interlu hat set up a key change
simply called “modulations.”

Intro: short for “introduction.

Ride Pattern: the mos
drummer’s right hand on th

Riff: a ted figure. Vi en, riffs repeat verbatim
omwith s Iterations while the jes change underneath

S tie “out chorus,” the “sock chorus,”

“the shout.” It is the final ensemble
charts and is where the climax most

Chorus: also

times shorten 0]
of most big ba
often happens

Soli: a h passage for two or more instruments playing
the m. It is customary for horn players to stand up or
front of the band when playing these passages. This

that the audience can hear them better and to provide
ience with some visual interest. A soli sound particular

loist WI”\O Ellington’s music combines two trumpets and a trombone in

lungers/mutes in triadic harmony. This is called the “pep sec-
tion.”

Stop Time: a regular pattern of short breaks (usually filled in by
a soloist).

Swing: the perfect confluence of rhythmic tension and relaxation
in music creating a feeling of euphoria and characterized by

accented weak beats (a democratization of the beat) and eighth
notes that are d as the first and third eighth notes of an
eighth-note tr|ple ke Ellington’s definition of swing: when the

the vamp.
i n, and choice of notes that

wo voicings for G7 could be:

ool ool

hat the first voicing includes a 9th and the second voic-
udes a b9 and a 13. The addition of 9ths, 1iths, 13ths, and
alterations are up to the discretion of the pianist and soloist.

THE FOUR ELEMENTS OF MUSIC

The following are placed in their order of importance in jazz.
We should never lose perspective on this order of priority.

RHYTHM: meter, tempo, groove, and form, including both melodic
rhythm and harmonic rhythm (the speed and regularity of the
chord changes).

MELODY: what players play: a tune or series of notes.

HARMONY: chords and voicings.

ORCHESTRATION: instrumentation and tone colors.
—David Berger

Special thanks to Ryan Keberle for editing the score.



ACROSS THE TRACK BLUES

INSTRUMENTATION:

Reed 1 - Alto Sax
Reed 2 - Alto Sax
Reed 3 - Clarinet

Trombone 1
Trombone 2
Trombone 3

Reed 4 - Tenor Sax Guitar
Reed 5 - Baritone Sax Piano
Trumpet 1 Bass
Trumpet 2 Drums
Trumpet 3

ORIGINAL RECORDING INFORMATION:

Composer: Duke Ellington

Arranger: Duke Ellington

Recorded: October 28, 1940 in Chicago
Time: 3:01

Master Number: BS-053579-1

Original Issue: Victor 27235

Currently Available on CD:

Never No Lament: The Blanton-Webster Band, 1940-1942
RCA Victor Bluebird

82876 50857-2

Personnel: Duke Ellington, piano; Wallace Jones, Cootie Williams, tru
Joe Nanton, Lawrence Brown, trombones; Juan Tizol, valve tromb
Hodges, Otto Hardwick, Ben Webster, Harry Carney, reeds; Fred Guy,
Sonny Greer, drums.

Soloists: Barney Bigard, clarinet; Rex Stewart, cornet; La Brown, tr

rd Priess, Jazz a@ln Center

REHEARSAL NOTES:

® The blues is the heart and so
the blues than Duke Ellingte
period for Ellington. It’s h
inviting for everyone in the 5

and no ved the blues more as more creative with
> Track B ates from 0, a highly prolific and creative
a more simple arr. ent,)and yet it's so expressive and

an
ontribute from deep v\%mself or herself.

* After a 4-bar introduction, there a horuses of blue he fifth chorus ends 2 bars early and
the 4-bar intro is repeated as a cod ere are t ctions in the band: saxes, trumpets
and trombones. Each gets a chance at a soli cho e trumpet and trombone solis serve as call

and response with soloists. V

* The reason this piece is pitched in D major is to utilize the lowest note on the clarinet (low D con-
cert—his/her low E). Although this is an unusual k r jazz, it will come as welcome relief to the
bassist who will have lots of open strings so he /sh relax the left hand a bit.

* The clarinet starts and ends this pi
a bit on the original recording but

It is simple. Barney Bigard embellishes it
ell as the call and response and points
). The use of the chalumeaux register
ﬁem clarinet in the tradition
sound is a nice contrast to

call and response structure. The

m net—which will probably mean to
t slipping sliding and personality. Again notice how Rex
the call and res ing. His tightly closed plunger over the French

pense
very pinched a@nse sound, which provides a distinct contrast to

rmony. Each player has his/her own note. The saxes must
not overblow him/her. Vibrato is called for on the long
otes—or as the Maestro say, “Give me some personality.” All five parts are melodic and
ould be played with con ion and integrity as if it were the lead part—actually this concept
s for all of Ellington’s music:

en in 5-par
be careful to play up to th i

how on the%bar of the trombone solo at D, Lawrence Brown ignores the half-step
gE9int e d rhythm and just stays with the tonic D chord. His A and B created nice
ensions agai )%99 harmony (+11 and +5) while giving the line continuity. Sometimes it is nice

gth%s itutions in a solo, and sometimes it is nice to ignore them. Either way, the saxes
need to v Softly to create a pad for the solo.

T er-muted trumpets need to get nasty in their call and response with the clarinet melody.
Si e French straight mute (pixie) inside the plunger will assure a more pinched sound and
er pitch and control.

e drummer should stay on brushes throughout so that the soft colors of the low register clarinet
and muted brass will be in focus. The chords are provided for the bassist so he can construct his
own line. Jimmy Blanton, the father of modern bass playing, was the bassist on the original record-
ing. Study of his realization of the bass part is de rigeur for all bassists.

L]

This chart is really a framework for soloists, and yet it provides just enough atmosphere and struc-
ture to inspire all the musicians. Ellington said his role was to create settings that would inspire
soloists to be great. Nowhere is this more evident.

—David Berger



COMMENTS FROM WYNTON MARSALIS:

Across the Track Blues is an excellent example of how blues harmonies can
appropriate the sound of a train—a familiar use of onomatopoeia in jazz
music. Be aware of the train sound metaphors. You should embrace the
steady, calm, relaxed swing in Ellington’s logical arrangement while listening
to each other constantly. The bass should have a big sound, but listen to the
drums. Reeds and muted brass should take on a real vocal quality in their
sound. The clarinet should sound like the old New Orleans clarinetists—full,
round, and smoky. Keep the tempo steady and the ensemble sections uni-
form and crisp.
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Across the Track Blues
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Essentially Ellington

The Essentially Ellington High School Jazz Band Competition & Festival (EE) is one of the
most unique jazz programs for high school bands in North America. EE extends the legacy
of Duke Ellington by widely disseminating his music, in its original arrangements, to high
school musicians for study and performance. Utilizing Ellington’s music challenges students
to increase their musical proficiency and knowledge of the jazz language. EE consists of the

following initiatives and services:

¢ Supplying the Music: Each year Jazz at Lincoln
Center (JALC) transcribes, publishes, and
distributes Duke Ellington charts (along with addi-
tional educational materials) to high school bands
in the U.S., Canada and American schools abroad.

Talking About Duke: Throughout the school year,
band directors and students correspond with
professional clinicians who answer questions
regarding Ellington’s music. EE strives to foster
mentoring relationships through e-mail corre-
spondence, various conference presentations, and
the festival weekend.

Sharing Experiences: Students are encouraged
to enter an essay contest by writing about an
experience they have had with jazz music. The
first-place winner earns the honor of naming a
seat in Frederick P. Rose Hall—home of Jazz at
Lincoln Center.

Professional Feedback: Bands are invited to
submit a recording of their performance of the
charts either for entry in the competition or
for comments only. Every submission receives a
thorough written assessment.

As of May 2005, EE has distributed sco
provinces, American schoo
dents have been expose

Alfred Music

more than 3,500 s

¢ Finalists and In-School Workshops: Fifteen ba
are selected from competition entries to at
the competition and festival in New York Ci
prepare, each finalist band receives an in-s
workshop led by a professional musician. Lot
EE participants are also invited to attend these
workshops.

Competition & Festival: EE cu
three-day festival at Jazz a i
Frederick P. Rose Hall.
musicians from across
pate in workshops, rehea
The festival concludes with a

concert
Lincoln Center’s er Hall that featt‘es{
three top-placin oining Wynton M
and t},,incol zz Orchestr.
all-Ellingto
o i cademy: This pro%l devel-
i esigned

o
and conduct
of Duke Elli and other big band

Led by t jazz educators
r, this short gram integrates per-

ormance, history, pedagogy, and discussion into
intensive edu@al experience for educators

Il levels.

aII 50 U.S. states, schools in Canadian
. Since 1996, more than 200,000 stu-

., Inc. is the official pn% publisher for Jazz at Lincoln Center.

a division of Alfred

Center

ot-for-profit arts organi-
world-renowned Lincoln
ro-Latin Jazz Orchestraand a
st artists, Jazz at Lincoln Center
veor the continued development of
j %@ducing a year-round schedule of per-
formanceg@ducation, and broadcast events for audiences
of all eGese productions include concerts, national
an i%\ational tours, residencies, weekly national radio
levision programs, recordings, publications, an

a high school jazz band competition and festival, a
band director academy, a jazz appreciation curriculum for
children, advanced training through the Juilliard Institute
for Jazz Studies, music publishing, children’s concerts,
lectures, adult education courses and student and educa-
tor workshops. Under the leadership of Artistic Director
Wynton Marsalis, Chairman of the Board Lisa Schiff,
President & CEO Derek E. Gordon, Executive Director
Katherine E. Brown and Jazz at Lincoln Center board
and staff, Jazz at Lincoln Center will produce hundreds
of events during its 2005-06 season. In October 2004,
Jazz at Lincoln Center opened Frederick P. Rose Hall - the
first-ever performance, education, and broadcast facility
devoted to jazz. For more information, visit www.jalc.org.

For more information about
Essentially Ellington please contact:

Jazz at Lincoln Center Education Department
33 West 60th Street, New York, NY 10023-7999
(212) 258-9800 (phone), (212) 258-9900 (fax)
ee@jalc.org (e-mail)

http://www.jalc.org (web)

alfred.com



