








Neé a Washington D.C. le 29 avril 1899, dans une famille de la petite bourgeoisie noire
éduquée, Edward Kennedy [H‘ng:on passe ses premiéres années loin de la musique,
beaucoup plus attiré par le base-ball que par les accents du piano dont son pére et sa
mére jouent a l'occasion. Il n'a pourtant guére plus de sept ans lorsqu'il s'installe face
a un clavier pour prendre ses premiéres legons et a peine quinze lorsqu'il compose
d'oreille sa premiere piece, “Soda Foutain Rxg"

Influencé par les pianistes de ragtime
a la mode, celui quon commence a surnommer Duke pour son élégance et ses bonnes
maniéres “aristocratiques” sinitie alors au solfége et a I'harmonie et en 1916 abandonne
définitivement ses études d'art graphique pour se consacrer exclusivement a parfaire
son art pianistique. Se langant alors officiellement dans une carriére de musicien i
fonde son premier groupe de jazz The Duke’s Serenaders en compagnie notamment
du saxophoniste Otto Hardwick et de son grand ami Sonny Greer & la batterie et dés le
tournant des années 20 part tenter sa chance a Harlem

Il'y crée un nouveau groupe The Washingtonians avec lequel il accompagne quelques
chanteurs a la mode et enregistre ses prerméres compositions a succes comme
“Choo-Choo”. Gagnant en popularité le groupe s'installe au Kentucky Club, enrichit
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Le tournant des années 40 est une période de bouleversement et de renouvellement
pour l'orchestre : le saxophoniste ténor Ben Webs rejoint la section de anches
constituée de Johnny Hodges, Barney Bigard et Harry Carney ; Ray Nance remplace
Cootie Williams 4 la trompette ; et un jeune contrebassiste genial de 20 ans, Jimmy
Blanton, vient dynamiter la section rythmique aux cotés de Sonny Greer. “Cotton
Tail”, “Koko”, “Jack the Bear”, “In a Mellotone”, “Perdido”, “Take the A Train”, etc. : les
plages enregistrées par le big band d’Ellington entre 1939 et 1941 pour la firme Victor
s'inscrivent non seulement parmi les plus belles de sa discog aphie toutes périodes
confondues, mais comme des jalons essentiels dans Ihistoire dujazz.

Dans la foulée, toujours en quéte de nouveaux défis, Duke Ellington et Billy Strayhorn font
ploser les durées habituellement allouées aux morceaux de jazz en créant a Carn gie Hall
en 1943 une longue et ambitieuse suite orchestrale de 45 minutes intitulée “Blac
and Bcwe retragant ['histoire du pe ple afro-américain dans sa lutte pour Mrvt@pm\
sociéte américaine. Malgré le faible écho public rencontré par I'ceuvre ils récidivent quelques
mois plus tard avec la Dml’umoSu‘ro"(JmiwnJ\lvlomo\‘@mmm puis en 1947 avec la “Liberian
Suite” - persistant dans cette forme innovante tout au long des années 50 et 60 au point de
limposer au final comme une véritable signature stylistique de l'orchestre

L'amorce des années 50 est un nouveau tournant dans histoire du >|g band qui voit
\Qmmgeme du bebop et la progressive relégation des grandes st de I'ére swing au
second plan. Ellington en profite pou‘ acc ofmm sa mue eﬁrhot\\yu(wws un style toujours
plus personnel et sophistiqué, abandonnant les derniéres traces d’expressionnisme
“jungle” pour aventurer son écriture dans des raffinements impressionnistes plus
intimistes et d’ambitieuses formes “symphoniques”. De nouveaux venus comme Clark
Terry a la trompette, Louis Bellson a la batterie et surtout Paul Gonsalves au saxophone
ténor (dont le solo ravageur sur “Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue” au festival de
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Edward Kennedy Ellington was born on 29 April 1899 in Washington, D.C
educated middle-class Black family. During his early childhood, he had little irr
in music; he was far more drawn to baseball than the sounds of the piano his parents
played from time to time. But he was just 7 years old w st down at a keyboard
for his first lessons, and just 15 when he co h st pie y Fountain R
entirely by ear. Influenced by the ragtime pianists popular at the time, the young man
started learning music theory and harmony in 1916. His elegance and refined manners
earned him the nickname of “Duke”. He gave up his commercial arts studies to devote
self entirely to the piano. Ellington hum hed his musical career officially by founding
his first jazz group, The Duke’s Serenaders, sxophonist Otto Hardwick
and his good friend Sonny Greer on drums. Early in the 1920s, Ellington left for Harlem

to try his luck

There he founded a new group, The Washingtonians. They accompanied several singers
in vogue and recorded their first successful compositions, like “Choo-Choo”. The
group gained in popularity and set up at the Kentucky Club, where they widened their

orchestral range with new musicians - Bubber Miley on the trumpet, Prince Robinson

on saxophones and Joe Nanton on trombone - and made new ordings, either under
the name of The Washingtonians or Duke Elli 1 and the Kentucky Club Orchestra,

In November 1927 the band was hired to play

club in New York. Ellington introduced innovations in his o

a few highly creative years, recorded a series of iconic pieces

highly expressionistic and, backed up with sound effects, created a m usical urban jungle
stylized and fantastical. “ St. Louis Toodle-Oo”, “Black and Tan Fantasy” 'WU)/‘
Bl Hs‘dmv', "\::ochr? (1928), “Mood Indigo” (1930), “It Don’t Mean a Thmg)
(If It Ain’t Got That Swing J' (1931) are all masterpieces that laid the foundation of the

3 uw\@ xv\e,gu amtmw, E llington and his band ever-growin p‘vme

What followed was eriod during which the Duke matured and experimented on

p
his expressive range with Afro-C uban rhythrr \qu as ‘Moonlight Fiesta” and some

that could even be considered exotic, such as “Caravan”. He also ventured onto more
histicated compos rrain, borrowing the orchestral suite from classical music

“Reminiscing in . Borrov certo form, he wrote “Echoes
2 t Lament” for Barney Bigard and

cession of mas ce “Sophisticated Lady”, “Solitude” and “In a
Sentimental Mood” - Duke Ellington moved to an even higher level with his decisive
encounter with Billy Strayhorn. The y: /oung composer had a solid classical training and
was immediately taken into Ellir s group as an arranger and second pianist. This

collaboration, w last early thirty years, gave the orchestra both stability

sstr
acity, a mixture that remained its hallmark for the decades that followed
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his entire discography, they
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The early 1950s saw another turning point in the history of big band mus bebop was
emerging and the major stars of the swing era yradually

this trend, Ellington speeded up his aesthetic transfor
ersonal, sophisticated style. He left the last traces of “jungle” ressionism by the
ayside, venturing into compositions that were impressionistically refin
and

ing overshadowed. With

an e more

more intimist
th ambitious symphonic forms. Newcomers like Clark Terry on trumpet, Louis
Bellson on percussion, and, most importantly, Paul Gonsalves on tenor saxophone (his
dazzling solo on “Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue” at the 1956 Newport Jazz Festival is

legen (hr\,’, all helped breathe new life into the orchestra. They recorded two major suites
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/4, one month after his 75th birthday, Duke lington died of lung cancer
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icon; his talent and historical imp were indisputable. His recent compositions
only met with polite interest, lo profusion of trends tk
other rhythms and sounds reflecting conte cietal ¢ opments
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It was an implicit invitation to the public to reconsider his music as a certain form
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ber 1969 is magnificent testimony to the

tone that ton’s big band still displayed on stage, when

of playing took over from the routine of performance
Riaying P

Ellington appeared at
instrume on could not have been more traditiona

of five trumpet s to highlight the virtuosity of

Williams and Cat Anderson (just listen to “El Gato”)

an exceptional group o net and honists, comprising Johnny | {udguz,
Russell Procope, Pau onsalves and Harry Carney, each one a veteran of the
Ellington legend >se unmistakable voices are forever associated with the h 2
sound of the big band. The Duke, true alchemist that he was, achieved the tour de
fi of maki with the fluidity and drive of a small

band

With a choice selection of his greatest hits like “Mood Indigo”, “Satin Doll” and “|

Can'’t Get Started” alluded to or sket ather than fully d ed, like an artist

da urs to focus on a few details y, Ellington seems to be play

real time with the raw material of his repertoire and his orchestra. He did this too with
handful of more recent themes, like the beautiful “La plus belle Africaine”, premiered

in 1966 during a tour to Dakar. He eludes arrangements 1stantly redistributir

collective energy and balances over the solos. At the finish, he revives his inspirat

by returning to the lifeblood of the melody and the creativity of improvisation

But it is perhaps the sublime final number, “Meditation”, where E lington, alone at the
e elliptic than ever, sketches out in a few lines and with great rhythmic

stature, a gently melancholic impressionist landscape that seems to be misted with
revisited Debussy-like harmonies. All in all, this is what best displays Ellington’s
amazing modernity. It is as if, after decades spent composing masterful orchestra
pieces in the form of ambitious, sophisticated suites, Ellington, using a process of
2construction that can only evoke revolutionary pianists like Thelonious Monk
and Cecil Taylor, was revealing his secret propensity for all that is fragmented and

unfinished that Iz e very essence of his practice and aesthetics.

The same minimalist and artfully laid-back vein can be heard two years later, on
2 November 1973 on the stage of the Philharmonie, for what turned out to
Ellington’s concert at the Berlin Jazztage. The group was smaller this time. There
was his trio (Joe Benjamin on bass and Quinten “Rocky” White Jr. on percussion)
Harold Johnson on trumpet; ¢ > faithful companions since the band” 1
in1927, clarinettist and baritone saxophonist Harry Carney, and tenor

Gonsalves, a core element of the orchestra since he replaced Ben W

Ellington puts his piano at centre stage, ensuring it is the driving force of the group,
ts harmonic and rhythmic backbone, and its main solo voice. He freely revisits three

emblematic themes from the go age of his orchestra - “Sophisticated L:
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1969: Recorded at the Berlin Jazztage, Berlin Philharmonie on the 8.X1.1969

DUKE ELLINGTON, Piano, Leader

AND HIS ORCHESTRA, Featuring:

CAT ANDERSON, COOTIE WILLIAMS, MERCER ELLINGTON, Trumpet
HAROLD ASHBY, JOHNNY HODGES, PAUL GONSALVES, Saxophone
HARRY CARNEY, Baritone Saxophone, Clarinet

RUFUS JONES, Drums

1973: Recorded at the Berlin Jazztage, Berlin Philharmonie on the 2.X1.1973

DUKE ELLINGTON, Piano

JOE BENJAMIN, Bass

QUINTEN “ROCKY” WHITE Jr., Drums
HAROLD “MONEY” JOHNSON, Trumpet
PAUL GONSALVES, Saxophone

HARRY CARNEY, Baritone Saxophone, Clarinet
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