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XIII. Revivals and Recreations; The Sociology of Jazz 
 

By the early 1970s, as we have seen, jazz was in a state of stylistic chaos. This was one 
reason why the first glimmers of “smooth jazz” came about as both an antidote to fusion and an 
answer to “outside jazz.” But classical music was also in a state of chaos. The majority of listen-
ers had become sick of listening to the modern music that had come to dominate the field since 
the end of World War II and had only become more abrasive and less communicative to a lay 
audience. In addition, the influx of young television executives in that period had not only led to 
the cancellation of many well-loved programs who they felt only appealed to an older audience 
demographic, but also the chopping out of virtually all arts programming. Such long-running 
programs as The Voice of Firestone and The Bell Telephone Hour were already gone by then. 
Leonard Bernstein had been replaced at the New York Philharmonic by Michael Tilson Thomas, 
an excellent conductor but not a popular communicator, and thus CBS’s “Young People’s Con-
certs” no longer had the same appeal. In addition, both forms of music, classical and jazz, were 
the victims of an oil shortage that grossly affected American pressings of vinyl LPs. What had 
once been a high quality market was now riddled with defective copies of discs which had blis-
ters in the vinyl, scratchy-sounding surfaces and wore out quickly. Record buyers who were 
turned off by this switched to cassette tapes or, in some cases, the new eight-track tape format. 
Some people bought new LPs and immediately put them on tape during the first play so that they 
could re-listen to them in the future without the annoying ticks, pops and hisses that would even-
tually ensue.  

Interestingly, both types of music renewed their marketing vigor by turning the clock 
backwards. Classical music suddenly discovered “authentic performance practice,” soon to be-
come “historically informed performances,” in the organ recordings of Helmut Walcha and the 
orchestral recordings of Baroque and Classical repertoire by such artists as Nikolaus Harnon-
court, Gustav Leonhardt and Sigiswald Kuijken who stressed authentic (in their view) playing, 
especially of string instruments. In Kuijken’s case this included holding the violin against one’s 
shoulder rather than firmly under the chin, but in nearly all cases it also meant playing with no 
string vibrato. This practice, which came to be known as “straight tone,” eventually dominated 
the world of classical music so thoroughly that it now encroaches on all music of the 18th and 
19th centuries and even some music of the 20th century. The problems with the use of straight 
tone is not that it wasn’t done to some degree in the 18th century, because it was. The problem is 
that it was not used consistently. Contemporary writers on artistic matters noted that they used a 
straight tone in fast passages because not having to apply vibrato meant you could play faster 
more easily (a fact which lately led violinist Gil Shaham to record the Bach Sonatas and Partitas 
for solo violin at fast speeds) but, as Leopold Mozart wrote, vibrato was certainly a “tool” avail-
able to violinists. But Harnoncourt, and most latter-day conductors in the HIP tradition, have 
made it a form of religion to be obeyed blindly, which has led some listeners to accept it but 
many more to loathe it as unmusical and historically incorrect. 

In the jazz world something new was afoot, a conscious effort to authentically recreate 
the orchestral and group jazz of the 1920s and early ‘30s. As we have seen, the concept was not 
entirely new: Fletcher Henderson’s orchestra recorded Bill Challis’ arrangement for the Jean 
Goldkette band of Singin’ the Blues in 1931 as a paean to Bix Beiderbecke (Chapter III, item 
0052); Paul Whiteman rerecorded Challis’ 1928 arrangement of San, with greater looseness of 
rhythm and swing, in 1945; and as we shall see, Goldkette himself revived the Don Murray-
Irving Riskin-Bill Challis arrangement of My Pretty Girl in 1959 as well as recording for the first 
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time Challis’ arrangement of Dinah. But it is also true that by the time the latter recording was 
issued 1920s jazz was pretty much reduced to a pop-culture caricature. Enoch Light’s best-
selling series of Roaring Twenties LPs, though using some original musicians such as Charlie 
Margulis and Chauncey Morehouse, simplified and streamlined the ‘20s sound to bring it more 
in line with contemporary pop arrangements, and “Dixieland” jazz was likewise slicked-up for 
TV programs and films.1 

To a certain extent, some of this trend was checked in the 1960s when RCA Victor began 
issuing LPs of authentic Jazz Age music, both jazz and pop, on its Vintage label. Fred Waring’s 
Pennsylvanians, Paul Whiteman, George Olsen and his Music and the Coon-Sanders Nighthawks 
shared the same “Nostalgia” bins in the record stores with Jack Teagarden, Jelly Roll Morton, 
early Coleman Hawkins and Duke Ellington, Fats Waller and McKinney’s Cotton Pickers. Sud-
denly, authentic music of the Jazz Age was available again, sold along with the early records of 
Louis Armstrong and Bix Beiderbecke which had already been available since the late 1950s. 

This sudden spate of reissues led to a series of what can only be called “recreation” 
bands. Most of these were small groups, imitating or reimagining the sextet or septet perform-
ances of the 1920s, but as time went on temporary or permanent orchestras were created to play 
the scores of the earlier era more or less as they were written. There has been much debate as to 
the artistic validity of these groups. Indeed, I debated for quite a long time as to whether I wanted 
to write this chapter at all. In the eyes of many working jazz musicians, the “retro bands” aren’t 
really jazz because they’re not creating much of anything new. Most of them even play the origi-
nal solos heard on the records note-for-note, which is what Rex Stewart did in his Beiderbecke 
tribute on Singin’ the Blues, while others play their own solos. (Some groups take a mixed ap-
proach, using original short solos and “fills” within the arrangement but using original work for 
solos of eight bars or more.)  

Eventually I decided in favor of inclusion for one simple reason. Faithfully recreating 
jazz of an earlier era is, in itself, a form of “classicalization,” i.e. it makes these works from the 
past set pieces which are played over and over again, thus breeding a comfort level with audi-
ences and establishing the music as classics in their own right. In addition to this, however, there 
is the fact that many musicians involved in the recreation process work really hard at what they 
do, almost to the point of fanaticism. They are obsessed with “getting it right,” sometimes, I am 
sad to say, to the point where the bounce and swing of the music suffers in their zeal for authen-
ticity. I have heard much more than my share of bands that think they are getting it right but do 
not. More often than not, it’s the rhythm section that is stiff, mostly because modern-day musi-
cians don’t have a natural knack for playing in a 1920s rhythmic feel. Their performances have 
what I call, uncharitably it is true, a “burpy-farty” sound about them. They sound like an old man 
grunting in the bathroom rather than the relaxed, loping beat that such musicians as Morton, 
Armstrong, the New Orleans Rhythm Kings and the Jean Goldkette band actually achieved back 
in the 1920s and early ‘30s. 

One of the anomalies of the new “moldy fig” crowd (although by “new” I am going back 
to the late 1970s) is that they not only play this style of jazz exclusively, and normally just the 
most popular or easy-to-assimilate styles (there are virtually no bands that will play the very 
complex arrangements of Fud Livingston or Don Redman), but also dress in ‘20s garb and often 

                                                
1 Among them Pete Kelly’s Blues and Some Like it Hot, the latter of which stirred a brief interest in ‘20s music and 
led directly to Goldkette being hired by RCA Victor to make his “recreation” album. But ironically, aside from those 
two Bill Challis arrangements, the bulk of the album was comprised of uninteresting pseudo-‘20s arrangements by 
Sy Oliver, who wasn’t even around in the 1920s. 
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furnish their homes in 1920s paraphernalia. It is rare to see a pianist on the moldy fig circuit, 
male or female, who does not wear garters on their shirtsleeves (a style, incidentally, popularized 
in pre-World War I days by pianist-singer Tony Jackson), men who are not attired in ‘20s suits 
or tuxes with their hair parted in the middle, etc. One such couple of my acquaintance not only 
dress up like a flapper and her sheik at home, but actually move and walk in a fast, stiff, jerky 
manner like characters in a silent movie. They don’t seem to realize that the fast, jerky move-
ments come from the film being run too fast in the projector. They think that people of that time 
actually moved like that. Some even insist on wall phones with cranks, crystal radio sets, and 
Model T Fords or Stutz-Bearcats. Even at the height of my infatuation with 1920s jazz, the 
1960s, I never did any of these things, nor did the few people I knew who also liked some of that 
music. One could do a psychological study of such people to try to determine the extent of their 
fixation, all of it colored by an erroneous and distorted image of the Roaring Twenties as a sim-
pler, more “innocent” time. These people seem not to realize that life in the ‘20s was far from 
rosy except for the wealthy upper class, and that class was constantly involved in acts of greed, 
cruelty to their fellow-men, and adultery. Since penicillin and streptomycin hadn’t yet been dis-
covered, many people—including some of their celebrity musicians—died of meningitis, pneu-
monia and particularly tuberculosis (a large group indeed, from Emmet Hardy to Charlie Chris-
tian and Jimmy Blanton). These musicians also insist on using the most archaic jazz instruments, 
such as banjo and brass bass (tuba, sousaphone or bass saxophone) in their performances, not 
realizing that the only reason they were used on many of the old records was because most gui-
tarists and string bass players didn’t project strongly enough to make an effect. They also love 
throwing washboards into everything, even if the piece wasn’t performed by a washboard band. 
In short, they are possessed of a very peculiar form of mania. It is akin to classical musicians 
who specialize in the music of the 18th century (Bach and his sons, Haydn, Mozart etc.) only ap-
pearing in historical garb and powdered wigs and only riding in horse-drawn carriages. Yes, I 
know: don’t give them any ideas! (The late classical pianist Raymond Lewenthal (1923-1988), 
who specialized in the Gothic music of Charles-Valentin Alkan, used to give concerts in “Drac-
ula capes” with candles as his only lighting, introduced by an organist playing Bach’s Toccata 
and Fugue in d minor, but this was purposely done for effect and almost tongue-in-cheek. Le-
wenthal did not dress in Dracula capes or live only in candlelight in his private life.) 

The other problem, as I hear it, is a matter of taste. To these bands, every arrangement 
that the Whiteman, Goldkette, King Oliver or Fletcher Henderson bands played is of equal value 
while they clearly are not. Many of those tunes were just that, tunes designed for popular con-
sumption and/or dancing, however clever the arrangements; thus to listen to the 1974 “New Paul 
Whiteman Orchestra” under the direction of cornetist Dick Sudhalter playing Changes, There 
Ain’t No Sweet Man and other tunes in which the Whiteman band spotted Bix Beiderbecke to a 
brief solo here and there is, to me, of far lesser value and quality than those arrangements built 
around Bix and featuring him in a full chorus or more than that, like From Monday On, Lonely 
Melody or San.2 I don’t want to hear the Goldkette band’s arrangements of Valencia or Hoosier 

                                                
2 I was delighted to read online that cornetist Tom Pletcher, one of the most accomplished Beiderbecke imitators, 
agreed with me about the poor quality of these Whiteman arrangements, even some Challis scores which, as he put 
it, “were corny compared to the same tunes played by real jazz orchestras.” Pletcher also denies the claim, made by 
Sudhalter, Philip Evans and surviving older members of the Whiteman band, that Beiderbecke actually loved play-
ing in that orchestra. As Pletcher put it, “Bix was wasted sitting in that band…consider all the tunes recorded by PW 
in 1928-29 which included Bix. How do you suppose he felt sitting through such trite material as Parade of the 
Wooden Soldiers, La Paloma, Oh Ya Ya, Dolly Dimples, Chloe…endless renditions of Rhapsody in Blue until every-
one was blue with boredom.” (http://www.bixbeiderbecke.com/pletcher.html) 
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Sweetheart, nice though they were. And as I pointed out in relationship to Duke Ellington, his 
so-called “jungle band” that played the Cotton Club had a lot of dance numbers and floor shows 
to accompany, thus not everything they did was of lasting value, either—and I’m sure that Duke 
would agree with me. One must learn to separate the gold from the pyrite, even if the same band 
plays such works back to back in their concerts—which are, after all, geared for entertainment 
and not really for the edification of an informed audience. 

Nevertheless, I scoured YouTube, sifting and sorting through dozens of recreation per-
formances. More than 60% of them were too stiff to consider of good quality, and many more, 
though performed well, were recorded by cheap microphone systems or cell phones with tinny, 
unpleasant and abysmal sound quality. (For whatever reason, the people who recorded these 
things thought they were good enough to post. They were not.) Thus they, too, had to be elimi-
nated from consideration. Another problem arose from the fact that some of these bands are 
forced, due to economic considerations, to reduce their size and thus are unable to replicate the 
original orchestration with any great degree of textural fidelity. I eventually came to rely, ironi-
cally enough, on the output of three bands, one of which was devoted to the music of but one 
composer, Jelly Roll Morton, and another of which (the Bratislava Hot Serenaders) wasn’t even 
American. 

Perhaps surprisingly, however, the recreation-band era started in 1972 not with the music 
of Morton, Challis, Ellington or any other 1920s jazz giant but with the music of Charlie Parker. 

 
Supersax 
The orchestra known as Supersax was the brainchild of pianist Ronnell Bright and alto 

saxist Med Flory. They formed in 1972 and immediately began writing charts in which Charlie 
Parker’s alto sax solos on his original records were scored for a full sax section. Artistic recep-
tion was mixed: some critics loved them, but many questioned whether scored arrangements of 
original solos recorded roughly a quarter-century earlier constituted “real” jazz. Listening to their 
recordings today, the point seems moot, because as it turned out orchestrated Bird was thrilling 
and galvanizing. Did Flory know that in his last years, Parker often decried that he was only “one 
voice” and wanted his music to have “layers”? Of course, Parker’s initial response to this artistic 
need was to record with a group of strings playing relatively trite arrangements (with, as we have 
seen, some exceptions). Only in his last year of life did he finally get Stefan Wolpe to agree to 
teach him formal music. But wouldn’t Parker have eventually written music similar, but not 
identical, to the kind of scores that Supersax played? That’s a big question, but I think he would. 
After all, he was greatly impressed by the fact that his favorite colleague, Dizzy Gillespie, had 
accomplished the same thing with the trumpet section of his own big band. In addition, there is 
no question but that the arrangements that Supersax played were faithful to the original in every 
way—tone, intensity, dynamics and inflection. (As an aside, there was a funny story about a jazz 
critic who accused alto saxist Gene Quill of “imitating Charlie Parker” in his solos. One night, 
when he spotted this critic in the audience at a club where he was playing, Quill finished his set, 
walked over to where the critic was sitting, handed him his instrument and said, “Here. You imi-
tate Bird.”) 

Oddly enough, orchestrating Bird’s solos lent them tremendous majesty and actually 
made them easier for the ear to follow. I still recall my first exposure to Bird’s solos on the origi-
nal 78-rpm records: Now’s the Time, Ko-Ko, Red Cross and others. Having been raised on big-
band jazz and matured my listening through Beiderbecke, Armstrong, Hawkins, Brubeck, Tea-
garden and Ramsey Lewis, I found Bird’s concept of melodic invention and harmonic explora-
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tion baffling. Part of this was due to the fact that I was then unaware of the practice of changing 
chord positions or improvising on the upper harmonics of those chords, and part of it was due to 
the extraordinarily boxy sound of those old Savoy and Dial 78s. Now, listening to Bird’s solos 
scored so majestically in modern stereo, I was amazed that I had thought his playing bizarre. 
Everything sounded so right; it was like hearing Mahler’s Second Symphony for the first time.  

Interestingly, Dizzy Gillespie’s little trumpet lick at the beginning of Ko-Ko (on the 
original recording, Gillespie almost immediately switched from trumpet to piano for the rest of 
the recording) is played by a solo instrument. It is only Parker’s work that receives the grand 
treatment of five-voice scoring (two altos, two tenor saxes and one baritone). Also of interest is 
that one of the tenor saxes is Warne Marsh, one of Lennie Tristano’s star sidemen of the late 
1940s and early ‘50s. Of further interest, all five saxophonists play with a tight, vibratoless 
tone—shades of classical music’s “straight tone” violins!—which, like their classical brethren, 
allows them to negotiate extraordinarily difficult fast passages with ease. In this way Supersax 
managed to both freeze Parker’s great improvisations in time as well as make them sound fresh 
and exciting, particularly to ears that were unfamiliar with the originals. 

And this, in the long run, is one of the great virtues of recreative jazz, the replication of 
an older score, already recorded in defective early 78-rpm sound, in spacious, clear sonics so that 
one can actually hear how the various voicings fit together. The big bands of the late 1930s and 
‘40s had the advantage of film sound, which was much further ahead of studio recording at the 
time, and occasionally near-high fidelity sonics in some of their radio transcripts, but anything 
recorded before 1937 was pretty miserable by comparison, the sound shallow, dry and tight. The 
same thing afflicted many of the independent jazz labels of the late ‘40s, of which Savoy and 
Dial were two, thus when it comes to Parker’s work almost none of it, before he was signed by 
Verve in 1949, is of a good enough quality to judge properly. 

In an ephemeral pop tune like Just Friends, which ironically was one of the more suc-
cessful Bird-With-Strings recordings for Verve (see Chapter VII, item #0392), Parker’s extraor-
dinarily creative solo completely rewrites the song, making it a masterpiece of spontaneous com-
position, so much so that one scarcely notices the anemic rhythm section or the fact that the 
string writing consists largely of “footballs” (whole notes). Stan Freeman’s piano solo, though 
not quite on the same exalted level as Bird’s work, is nonetheless excellent in its own right. Su-
persax’s version dispenses with the string parts entirely, focusing on Parker’s work in five-part 
harmony, with the trumpet section playing a scored break. Making a side-by-side comparison, it 
is amazing how close they came to capturing Parker’s sense of rhythm and inflections; all they 
missed was his unique tone. Hot House, written by the ill-fated Tadd Dameron, is actually a con-
trafact of Cole Porter’s What is This Thing Called Love?, and in the midst of his solo Parker even 
threw in two bars of Pop Goes the Weasel just for fun. The Supersax band handles the assign-
ment well, but here, for some odd reason, the rhythm section sounds unusually stiff. 

Stiffness, however, is not a problem in the band’s performance of Dizzy Gillespie’s Be-
Bop. Here the band literally tears into the score, producing one of its most vital and exciting per-
formances. Their sense of jazz “time” in the main chorus is simply astounding, as is Conte Can-
doli’s trumpet and Bright’s piano solos. The drums, too, kick into high gear and literally drive 
this performance to its brilliant conclusion. 

But this will be the last time we shall hear anything close to bebop in the remainder of 
this chapter, for as I have already pointed out, the bulk of the revival movement was to drag its 
audiences back to pre-Depression America, although the first older style to reach the American 
national consciousness was one that represented 1930s France. 
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Stéphane Grappelli and the Hot Club style 
Ironically, when one considers how famous Stéphane Grappelli was during the years in 

which he played opposite Django Reinhardt, he was virtually forgotten by the late 1960s. Part of 
this was, as in the case of many musicians from the swing era, a reaction to the fact that Grap-
pelli had not really updated his style at all, and even later in his career when he played opposite 
electric violinist Jean-Luc Ponty he was still recognizably the same Grappelli of the old Hot Club 
Quintet days. Even an album of jazz duets with his slightly older peer, Joe Venuti, had done little 
to revive his name or bring him into a public profile, but in the early 1970s two recordings 
emerged that put his name (figuratively speaking) up in lights. One was a brief cameo appear-
ance on pop singer Paul Simon’s first solo album after splitting up with longtime partner Art 
Garfunkel, a 1:23 improvised piece which he titled Hobo’s Blues. Simon was no Reinhardt—he 
just played chords behind Grappelli—but since the album sold in the millions of copies, millions 
of people who had never even heard of Grappelli previously suddenly had this interesting and 
charming music impressed on their psyches. Indeed, I credit this recording with establishing the 
sudden craze for jazz-violin-and-guitar music that suddenly began appearing in the background 
of television ads over the next decade.  

The other recording was his first album of duets with Yehudi Menuhin (1916-1999), 
without question one of the greatest classical violinists of the 20th century. Serious jazz (and 
classical) critics considered the album a mere stunt, done perhaps to satisfy Menuhin’s curiosity 
with jazz but being neither fish nor fowl, but there were two huge surprises to emerge from this 
collaboration. One was that the album sold extraordinarily well, topping sales charts in Billboard 
and other trade magazines and, for the first time, making Grappelli financially solvent. (Menu-
hin, who was independently wealthy, was shocked that an artist of such obviously great talent as 
Grappelli was literally living hand to mouth.) The other was that Menuhin developed much more 
than a passing fascination for jazz. In fact, he became so fascinated by what Grappelli could do 
in creating spontaneous improvisations that he continued the association for 20 years, recording 
several albums with him in the process. “I’m a good musician,” he told Grappelli after their first 
encounter. “I can play anything written for my instrument and read it at sight. But it’s going to 
take me a while before I can even approach what you do so easily.” If you watch some of the 
video footage of the two violinists playing together, you can see Menuhin watching Grappelli 
very closely and listening hard to what he is playing, then when it is his turn he begins with some 
of the figures that Grappelli has just played and works out his own variants on them. It took 
some time before Menuhin really learned to swing, even a little bit—he was 56 years old when 
he first began his encounter with Grappelli—but eventually he did learn to swing after a fashion. 

Perhaps the most successful of their duo albums was the LP of Gershwin tunes. In some 
of the performances the violinists were backed by the Ike Isaacs Trio, a seasoned group of 
American veterans who had been around for about 30 years, but on most of the others they were 
backed by two acoustic guitarists and a bassist, thus creating a sort of Hot Club Quintet line-up 
except with two violinists instead of one violin and three guitars. In both Fascinating Rhythm 
and I Got Rhythm, one listens with fascination as this giant of the classical world pushes himself 
to keep up with Grappelli musically and pretty much succeeds. In Nice Work if You Can Get It, 
in which they are backed by the Isaacs Trio, something even more interesting occurs. As Grap-
pelli plays the principal melody, Menuhin creates a sort of Bach-like counterpoint to it, weaving 
the notes in and around Gershwin’s tune, and then when Menuhin plays lead it is Grappelli who 
picks up on what Menuhin has done and continues the trend. In these ways, the two elderly vio-
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linists (Menuhin was 72 by this time, Grappelli 80) managed to complement each other musi-
cally as they enjoyed each other’s musical company. Thus this musical collaboration, which be-
gan more or less as a commercial venture and an oddly balanced experiment, eventually became 
a fruitful collaboration that hopefully educated some classical listeners who had stayed with 
them as to the intricacy and difficulty of jazz playing. 

The re-emergence of Grappelli and the rebirth of the Hot Club style eventually led to live 
performance groups emulating their sound. Undoubtedly the best of these in America was the 
New Hot Club Quintet formed in 1988 by young guitarist Frank Vignola (1965 - ). Vignola may 
fairly be said to have been a child prodigy. At the age of six, his father bought him three guitar 
albums, one each by Django Reinhardt, Les Paul and Bucky Pizzarelli. On the basis of those 
three records, listened to over and over, Vignola taught himself to play in their style. Such a feat 
is akin to a young pianist being given albums by György Cziffra, Earl Hines and Oscar Peterson 
and suddenly being able to copy them at the keyboard. Vignola was fortunate in finding an 
excellent jazz violinist, Bob Mastro, to complement him in this new quintet (actually a sextet, as 
it also included a drummer). Their performances of Reinhardt’s own Rhythm Futur and the 
Reinhardt-Grappelli classic rendition of Limehouse Blues were very similar to their models in 
not only rhythmic energy but also in improvisatory brilliance, yet it was their arrangement of 
Claude Debussy’s Golliwog’s Cakewalk that really captures one’s attention. Here, Vignola and 
Mastro managed to swing this piece and add their own variations to it without damaging the un-
derlying structure of the piece. It was a real tour-de-force and a way of indicating the wide range 
of music that could be played in this timeless style. 

In later years more and other classical violinists have tested the waters of jazz and spe-
cifically the Hot Club style. Undoubtedly one of the most gifted of these is Benjamin Schmid 
(1968 - ), a phenomenal classical violinist who is also an outstanding jazz player (in fact, he once 
performed with Grappelli himself). In his own Hot Club-style renditions, he is complemented by 
guitarist Diknu Schneeberger, who has a fine technique but is not as good as either Django or 
Frank Vignola. His playing is facile but limited in musical invention, but to hear Schmid tear 
through a piece like What is This Thing Called Love?, including a tip of the hat to its contrafact 
Hot House in the final chorus, is to hear how well younger musicians who have conscientiously 
studied jazz alongside classical music are able to assimilate its language, syntax and improvisa-
tional daring. One can only hope that someday, Schmid might compose a jazz-classical work fea-
turing himself as soloist and contributing to the small but hardy body of work that currently ex-
ists in this field. 

Before leaving our discussion of the retro-Django-Grappelli style, we must pay tribute to 
the gifted Sinti Gypsy guitarist Stochelo Rosenberg (1968 - ) whose work is probably the closest 
to Reinhardt himself. Rosenberg is fortunate in that his own Hot Club-styled groups can swing 
and feature excellent violinists, though none quite as brilliant as Schmid—one wishes they would 
discover each other and play together. But Rosenberg’s huge reputation in Europe has assured 
him of sold-out audiences almost everywhere he plays and, more interestingly for our study, oc-
casional classically-oriented settings of Reinhardt’s music featuring his guitar. One such event 
took place in October 2012, when Rosenberg and jazz violinist Florin Nicolescu were soloists in 
a concert arrangement of Reinhardt’s Tears. It would be easy to dismiss such an arrangement as 
a stunt, or worse yet as overblown and ineffectual, but in fact it is a remarkably fine work, be-
ginning with a string setting of Django’s well-known tune before going into a Nicolescu violin 
solo and eventually over to Rosenberg for a highly inventive and moving solo of his own. 
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The Jelly Roll revival 
The first of the early jazz giants to be revived in a big way, and by major record labels, 

was Jelly Roll Morton. In 1973 Columbia contracted pianist Dick Hyman (1927 - ), one of the 
most accomplished and versatile of American pianists (he took 12 jazz lessons with Teddy Wil-
son, played at Birdland in the early 1950s and was music director for the Arthur Godfrey televi-
sion show later in that decade), to record an album of recreations of Morton’s music. With the 
exception of the piano solo Fingerbreaker, which Hyman played exactly as Morton played it 
(but at a slightly faster tempo), Hyman’s arrangements utilized a larger band and a different, 
more swing-era style than Morton’s own recordings. Nonetheless, he also included two trio re-
cordings with himself on piano, Joe Venuti on violin, and Panama Francis on drums, and one of 
these—Shreveport Stomp—became a sort of locus classicus in jazz style. Venuti, of course, 
never played with Morton despite being a younger contemporary, and in this specific perform-
ance he updates Morton’s stomp style to make the music looser in swing. But what intrigues the 
listener is the mental image of Morton’s music finally being played by an ostensibly “classical” 
instrument. By the last chorus Hyman is fully in the spirit, swinging as wildly as Venuti. Interest-
ingly, Columbia put the full weight of their promotion behind this album, releasing both on their 
prestigious Masterworks label and in Quadraphonic sound.3 

A year later, pianist Bob Greene’s (1922-2013) band, combining young musicians and 
two who actually played with Morton himself (bassist Milt Hinton and drummer Tommy Ben-
ford), gave a concert in New York of Morton’s music, talking between numbers about the gene-
sis of some of the pieces and bits about Morton’s life and career. Not to be outdone by Columbia, 
RCA Victor recorded this concert and issued it on their prestigious Red Seal label. Thus, in the 
space of roughly one year, the two giants among American record companies suddenly decided 
to promote the music of a jazz pioneer whom all but the hardiest early jazz buff had forgotten 
about (if they ever knew who he was). In an e-mail to the author, Hyman explained that the sud-
den commercial interest in Morton came about as a reaction to the surprising popularity and 
commercial sales of recordings of Scott Joplin’s music by Joshua Rifkin, Hyman and Gunther 
Schuller (The Red Back Book) in addition to the blockbuster success of the movie The Sting 
which used Joplin’s music throughout its soundtrack. Not too surprisingly, however, the venture 
backfired. Most Americans had never heard of Jelly Roll Morton and his music, particularly in 
its pure state, was too unusual to be appreciated the same way Joplin was. 

Greene’s performances, unlike Hyman’s, were faithful recreations of the original Red 
Hot Peppers records of the 1920s with a few exceptions. Someday, Sweetheart was performed as 
a somewhat slow but straightahead jazz number rather than as the “sweet” tune (with a bass 
clarinet and strings) the way Morton himself recorded it; Wolverine Blues was recorded as a sep-
tet number instead of a trio; and Sweet Substitute, one of his late recordings, was given the 1920s 
Red Hot Peppers treatment. Otherwise, Greene’s band lovingly revived both the letter and the 
spirit of the music. They even recreated, in most numbers, the solos as they were played on the 
original records, which was something that Hyman did not do. Moreover, Greene was able to 
keep the core of this band together for another eight years, later replicating many of the same ar-
rangements (albeit this time with more of a rolling drum beat instead of the original looser 
rhythm) and later recorded tunes not on the RCA album such as Original Jelly Roll Blues. 

Possibly spurred by Greene’s success, Hyman once again delved into Mortoniana, this 
time at the prestigious Smithsonian Institution. This was a one-time concert given by an all-star 

                                                
3 Hyman told me via a personal e-mail that this project was initiated by Columbia, and later by RCA, because they 
thought Morton would be the “next Scott Joplin,” but his music was too complex to really catch on. 
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small band which included cornetist Warren Vaché, clarinetist Bob Wilber, and yes, once again 
Tommy Benford on drums. (Benford certainly got enough work during the Morton revival.) And 
this time, Hyman too stuck to the original arrangements and recreated the original solos, and to 
be honest, he did it even better than Greene had done. In part this was because Hyman was (and 
remains, as of this writing) a fabulous pianist whose technique is second only to that of Art 
Tatum or Earl Hines, whereas Greene, for all his love of Morton, could only replicate what the 
master had played, and then in a technically limited way, but part of it was also due to what I feel 
was greater rehearsal time put into the replication. As I mentioned earlier when discussing the 
Miles Davis “Birth of the Cool” band, even having some of the original musicians (such as Gerry 
Mulligan and John Lewis) in on the recreation project does not guarantee that the new perform-
ance will have the same rhythm, or feel, of the original, but in the schola of early jazz reproduc-
ing the original as closely as possible is normally the goal. 

The best part about these revivals, of course, was the chance to hear these Morton scores 
in pristine sound, allowing students of older jazz to more accurately assess the clever way in 
which he balanced instruments and created tension and release. Oddly enough, when the Greene 
album was first issued, critics complained that there was too much space around the instruments, 
that they were not used to hearing Morton’s music played with this much ambience! Whether or 
not this influenced the Smithsonian to use closer microphone placement is unknown, but there is 
no denying that the tighter, drier sound of this later Hyman session is closer to what one hears on 
the original recordings—except with smoother execution. 

And this, too, is a side benefit of some of the best revivals. We all know that not every 
jazz musician of the 1920s was on the same level as the greats, and often they had to make do 
with sidemen who just barely got by on their instruments (at least in a jazz sense; some, like 
Whiteman’s musicians, were simply too well trained in classical music and had no business try-
ing to play jazz in the first place), thus it is not only intriguing but a relief to hear the great solo-
ists of the past placed in a band context that is finally on their level. It is pretty much the same as 
that 1945 Whiteman remake of San. In later years, by which time Morton had once again become 
known among traditional jazz fans, such groups as the Silver Leaf Jazz Band and Pam Pameijer’s 
New Jazz Wizards also recorded his music. I have chosen to specific examples that illuminate 
the composer’s aesthetic concept in its best light, the first band’s recording of Mister Joe, essen-
tially a reworking of the earlier Buffalo Blues (see item #0062) but renamed in the 1930s as a 
tribute to King Oliver, and the latter band’s recording of the oft-overlooked New Orleans Bump, 
a piece also known as Monrovia. Quite evidently, the first performance completely changes the 
arrangement used by Morton on the Johnny Dunn recording of the tune while the second sticks 
pretty closely to the original recording in format but not in the solos.  

And as we prepare to discuss one more piece by Morton we shift our attention from 
groups to one of the more interesting of young traditional jazz performers of the later era. 

 
Stephanie Trick and Paolo Alderighi 
St. Louis-area native Stephanie Trick (1986 - ), who began classical piano studies at the 

age of five, was introduced to ragtime by her teacher at the age of ten. Trick was immediately 
captivated by this lively, enjoyable music and began playing it for her own enjoyment, then in 
recitals. A few years later, her teacher introduced her to the playing of the great Harlem stride 
pianists, particularly Fats Waller and James P. Johnson, and Trick was hooked. Before she was 
out of her teens, she was playing at trad jazz festivals around the United States and occasionally 
in Europe, dazzling audiences with her superb technique and near-perfect recreations of the 
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original recordings of these and other stride artists. She then began adding boogie woogie to her 
repertoire, and investigating the styles of such later jazz pianists as Erroll Garner.  

Yet whereas Trick was an almost perfect recreation machine, turning out flawless and ex-
citing performances of such pieces as Morton’s Fingerbreaker, which captured to a surprisingly 
large degree the excitement and élan of the originals, she was initially unable to improvise her-
self. That took a few more years and further study and work; like Yehudi Menuhin, Trick learned 
the practical way that classical studies do not prepare you for anything like the improvisatory 
skills that her idols possessed. Yet little by little, guided by friends, peers, and mentors such as 
Dick Hyman, Trick learned to improvise: mildly so at first, then eventually to a good degree of 
proficiency. 

She began by making a close study of the stride pieces she was performing, learning to 
modify them slightly with internal shifts in rhythm, note placement and dynamics. She also 
learned to play some of Hyman’s transcriptions of Waller pieces played by an ensemble for solo 
piano such as The Minor Drag and Bach Up to Me, neither of which were originally solo pieces 
(both are transcriptions by Dick Hyman). Eventually she worked out her own versions of such 
Waller pieces as Viper’s Drag. Back Up to Me, originally recorded by “Fats Waller and his 
Rhythm,” his six-piece touring band, featured the bassist playing bowed figures imitating a 
ground bass in Baroque music while the pianist played the main theme and its variations. Hyman 
transferred all of this to the keyboard in a tour-de-force that retained most of Waller’s original 
licks and surprising key changes.  

Yet it was her meeting and performing with Italian pianist Paolo Alderighi (1980 - ). 
Slightly older than Trick, Alderighi also began with classical studies, in his case at the G. Verdi 
Conservatory in Milan and Bocconi University. But like Trick, he discovered jazz and decided to 
throw himself into the more difficult art form. He won a special award in 2007 for his skills from 
the National Prize of the Arts committee and was referred to that year as the best rising jazz pian-
ist in Italy. Both he and Trick met at several jazz festivals both in Europe and America, and 
found themselves enjoying each other’s musical company immensely. They have since been 
married and split their lives between Missouri and Milan, where they developed an act unique in 
the history of jazz. With the exception of one recording session in January 1946, at which Duke 
Ellington and Billy Strayhorn played Tonk and Drawing Room Blues together at the same piano, 
they are the only piano duo in history to do so on a regular basis, both in the studio and in live 
performance. To watch Trick and Alderighi perform this miracle is even more impressive and 
illuminating than just listening to them: sometimes both will begin seated at the piano, then one 
will get up while the other plays solo for a few bars and switch positions on the bench, and some-
times only one will start the piece solo at the keyboard with the other joining in at one end of the 
piano or the other. In this way they take turns creating bass lines to the other’s right-hand im-
provisations or, conversely, creating upper register fills to the other’s bottom-register improvs. 
Although some aspects of the performance are worked out in advance, there is always a sort of 
leaping-without-a-net risk-taking in their work that is fascinating and exhilarating. Like Menu-
hin, these classically-trained performers tend to improvise fairly close to the original melody so 
as not to lose their listeners, yet there are some tremendous leaps of inspiration that infuse their 
work together that makes for exhilarating listening. 

Two pieces chosen for examination here both happen to be older works from the 1920s: 
Morton’s Grandpa’s Spells and Ellington’s East St. Louis Toddle-O. The slightly changed title of 
the latter from Ellington’s original recording, Trick explained to me, is due to what might have 
originally been a misspelling of the authentic early-‘20s dance it was based on. Somehow the 
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“Toddle-o” became “Toodle-O” on its first record label, then later “Toodle-Oo,” which of course 
is something entirely different. Since Trick is a St. Louis-area native, I take her word on this. 

In the former, Alderighi and Trick begin by playing Morton’s tune fairly straight, but in 
the improvised sections they introduce some harmonies that Mr. Jelly Lord never used and, in 
the third strain with its stop-time bass thumps, they displace the second thump each time it is 
heard by a half-beat which gives the music a different feel. Yet it is in the latter piece that their 
harmonic and melodic daring reaches new heights, moving further and further away from Elling-
ton’s original conception into what can only be termed Earl Hines territory. One wonders if 
Hines is next on their list of great jazz pianists to explore and recreate.  

 
Red Wing 
Red Wing is a Dutch jazz band that recreates several 1920s band styles, but none as suc-

cessfully as that of the New Orleans Rhythm Kings. Since this was a band that never made elec-
trical records—their last performances for Victor, in early 1925, were still made with the acous-
tical process before clarinetist Leon Roppolo went insane and had to be committed—their per-
formance of J. Russel Robinson’s Eccentric is particularly valuable in allowing us to hear the 
true texture of this pioneering band. The excellence of their performance can be compared to the 
original (item #0031), where even the smallest inflections are faithfully reproduced. 

 
Bill Challis and the Goldkette Band style 
In 1971 a 20-year-old drove out to Long Island from New Jersey to spend an afternoon 

with Bill Challis (1904-1994), the legendary jazz arranger who had set so many jewels for Frank 
Trumbauer, Steve Brown and Bix Beiderbecke during their stints in the orchestras of Jean Gold-
kette and Paul Whiteman. That 20-year-old was me; I was all afire about possibly writing a biog-
raphy of Beiderbecke, not knowing at the time that two such books were already underway, one 
by Philip R. Evans and the other by Ralph Berton.4 I spent a fascinating two-plus hours talking to 
Challis, at that time a very sharp-minded 67-year-old, about Bix and his work for those orches-
tras, and I discovered two things. One was that many of Challis’ best scores for the Goldkette 
band were never recorded in their entirety due to the resistance of Edward T. King, Victor’s non-
jazz-loving A&R man. Only five of Challis’ best scores for Goldkette—Sunday, Proud of a Baby 
Like You, My Pretty Girl, I’m Gonna Meet My Sweetie Now and Slow River—were recorded by 
the band for Victor, and the first two were marred by the infliction of a terribly dated vocal group 
consisting of sisters Nan and Taddy Keller with Frank Lynch ruined his carefully-crafted scores 
(yet this hasn’t stopped myriad recreation groups from including “Keller Sisters and Lynch” imi-
tators every time those scores are performed!). Otherwise, the best Challis scores were either re-
corded in reductio by a septet under the banner of Frank Trumbauer and his Orchestra (including 
Ostrich Walk, Clarinet Marmalade and Riverboat Shuffle) or the even smaller group of Bix Bei-
derbecke and his Gang (Sorry, Since My Best Gal Turned Me Down), or not recorded at the time 
at all.5 This unfortunately led to a terrible imbalance in assessing the true course of jazz structure 
and orchestration in the 1920s since the Challis-Goldkette arrangements were among the most 
advanced and sophisticated of their time, clearly foreshadowing a smooth integration of impro-
vised solos with written ensembles as well as a beautifully dovetailed use of the rhythm section 

                                                
4 I met Berton in the spring of 1972, when he came on a jazz program at WSOU-AM radio on the campus of Seton 
Hall University to talk about his upcoming book, and we became good friends. 
5 It should also be noted that Challis had to write some truly awful scores, such as Hoosier Sweetheart, at the insis-
tence of King and Victor. 
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with the soloists when they performed. Only occasionally with Whiteman were Challis’ scores 
able to achieve the same high level, or at least something close to it, for despite the “richer pal-
ette” of a full string section and classical woodwinds (oboe, bassoon, and occasionally piccolos) 
that he had to work with in the Whiteman band, the problem was that these musicians were clas-
sically trained and therefore incapable of swinging.  

The second thing I learned from my visit with Challis was that he was very defensive of 
his work for Whiteman, even those scores that showed little or none of the creativity of his best 
work. I admitted that I was very fond of his arrangements of Lonely Melody, Dardanella, San 
and Oh! You Have No Idea, but was astonished to learn from him that he also wrote the stiff 
march-rhythm arrangement of Louisiana and especially the bombastic “concert arrangements” of 
Washboard Blues and especially Sweet Sue, Just You, in which one has to suffer through a slow, 
treacly introductory section and an even worse high-pitched, falsetto vocal by Austin Young be-
fore one is finally treated to a full-chorus solo by Beiderbecke. Challis bristled at my assessment 
of these latter arrangements, but I stand by my judgment. They sound as if they were written by 
Ferde Grofé, which is not much of a compliment. 

Down through the years, however, a few of the better Challis arrangements trickled out. 
The Fletcher Henderson band, as we have already heard, recorded his full arrangement of Singin’ 
the Blues, another piece recorded in reduction by the Trumbauer band, as a tribute to Beider-
becke in 1931, and in 1934 the Dorsey Brothers’ Orchestra recorded his forward-looking 1927 
arrangement of Blue Room. The problem was that, for whatever reason, the Dorsey Brothers’ 
performance of this piece was rushed and stiff, giving little impression of its excellence. In 1959, 
following the success of the movie Some Like it Hot, RCA Victor signed Jean Goldkette to make 
an album of 1920s “dance hits.” Since the Goldkette band hadn’t created most of those dance 
hits, or even played arrangements of them (like the Charleston and Black Bottom), RCA hired Sy 
Oliver, who had been the arranger for Jimmie Lunceford and Tommy Dorsey in the late 1930s 
and early ‘40s, to write them, including only two pieces originally recorded by Goldkette’s band, 
Dinah and My Pretty Girl. The latter was almost (but not quite—we’ll discuss the differences in 
a moment) a clone of the band’s 1927 performance, while the former was a quite different ver-
sion of the recording the band had made in early 1926. That recording, made before Trumbauer 
and Beiderbecke joined the band, was a spotlight for bassist Steve Brown, in fact the first full-
chorus slap bass solo ever put on disc.  

The remake of Dinah was a considerably different arrangement, not only from the 1926 
original but also from the Oliver scores that dominated the LP. For one thing, during the opening 
ensemble chorus, a solo clarinet and tenor sax (and later, trumpet) play improvised obbligatos to 
the principal melody. This was not a technique that Oliver ever used, either in his original Lunce-
ford and Dorsey arrangements, or in the recreations used on this album, but it was a technique 
used by Challis back in 1926-27 (you can hear it in the last chorus of Deep River, for one). The 
other feature, which is highly unusual for 1926-27 but quite common a decade later during the 
Swing Era, is the use of whole and half notes played as a “cushion” under the trumpet soloist (on 
the record, possibly Yank Lawson or Doc Severinesen; originally, Beiderbecke) in the second 
half. There is also the “Trumbauer sound” scored sax chorus earlier on, with the trombone break 
played expertly (probably by Urbie Green) and the eight-bar violin break in the midst of the 
trumpet (cornet) solo, obviously played in the early days by Joe Venuti. All of these are features 
that one hears from time to time in authentic Challis arrangements, but not ever in Oliver’s work. 

But before we get into a discussion of the marvelous music that Challis created in 1926-
27, we must address the question of the speed and pitch in which the original recordings are of-
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ten played and thus the pitch that most recreation bands play them in. It is well known to classi-
cal vocal record collectors that Victor Records, in particular, often slipped a little in pitch when 
the original records were made, especially (for whatever reason) in the 1926-27 period; but clas-
sical listeners can identify the pitch slippage with some certainty because operatic arias and duets 
are normally sung in a specific pitch, and unless the tenor or soprano is transposing the aria 
downward (which happened most often with “Che gelida manina” from La Bohème, an espe-
cially difficult piece to sing in the original key), one can tell with some certainly what pitch the 
singer on the record is using. Another identifying marker that such listeners use is the timbre of 
the voice itself: you really can tell when, say, tenor Tito Schipa or soprano Amelita Galli-Curci 
were pitched too low. But the same thing sometimes happened to jazz records of the era, and 
most early jazz buffs often have no clue that their favorite performers are being played too fast.  

In the case of the Goldkette band this is rather crucial, because an advanced sense of 
swing and looseness of rhythm was their hallmark, what set them apart from every other jazz or-
chestra of their time. There are at least three Goldkette recordings that I believe are almost al-
ways played a half-tone too high, which results in the performances sounding stiff rather than 
swinging: I’m Gonna Meet My Sweetie Now, Slow River and Clementine (From New Orleans). 
My theory in regard to the first piece was borne out when Challis was finally able to remake his 
great arrangements in 1986: his performance was played a half-tone lower than the original Vic-
tor record when played at 78 rpm. My theory regarding Clementine is based on the fact that, 
when played at 78 rpm, the pitch is A� which is a somewhat uncomfortable one, whereas at 76 
rpm it emerges in G. But more importantly, the looseness and relaxation of the swing is greatly 
enhanced at the slightly slower speed. Everything, including Lang’s guitar breaks and Beider-
becke’s solo, has a much more “coochy” feeling to it (as jazz musicians like to say) than the 
same recording played a half-tone higher. For the sake of proving my point, I have included not 
only the original Goldkette version (which was put together by clarinetist Don Murray, Trum-
bauer, banjo player Howdy Quicksell and Challis) but also a very fine remake by the Bratislava 
Hot Serenaders, a band which we will hear much more from a bit later. And although the Sere-
naders miss a few details (such as the muted trumpet that rides over the other brass just before 
the Trumbauer-led reed chorus), they at least have the cornet soloist play his own solo instead of 
copying Beiderbecke’s. As we shall see, this is a practice that comes and goes in recreations of 
Challis scores. To a certain extent, it’s for the better that one doesn’t try to imitate Beiderbecke 
too closely. In addition to his superb sense of timing and harmony, Bix’s tone was wholly 
unique. It was brighter and had more of a “cut” to it than other cornetists, possibly the result of 
his forcing air into it more forcibly. Of all jazz cornetists I have heard, only Rex Stewart—who 
idolized him—really comes close on the same instrument. 

And now we can finally begin discussing the other excellent scores that Challis crafted 
for the Goldkette band. Three years after I left Challis’ home in 1971, he entered into an agree-
ment with the small but respectable Monmouth-Evergreen label to record recreations of his great 
Goldkette scores, but the company strung him along for months before abandoning the project. 
In a letter to British bassist David Burman in March 1975, Challis detailed his frustrating tale:  

Sometime in January the N.Y Jazz Repertory Co. (which puts on the Newport Jazz Fes-
tival in N.Y.C. among other things) contacted me (they had heard I had the material) 
and asked about a Carnegie Hall concert (April 3rd) of the Goldkette band or what’s left 
of it (what they really want is Bix material), whom I would need and could we record 
such an album on the following day (April 4th) for one of the large companies (Victor, 
Columbia, Atlantic, etc.) which could more easily handle the expense, exploitation, etc. 
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I was floating. All this was OK with M-E [Monmouth-Evergreen] and I agreed. Asked 
for and got Mertz, Rank, Willcox, Morehouse and Venuti—Ryker is living retired in 
Florida and no longer plays. 

However, two weeks later the Repertory Co’s office phoned and informed me that Vic-
tor was not interested in recording such an album nor for that matter were any of the 
other larger companies but they still wanted to do the April 3rd concert. Now I told 
them I was primarily interested in a recorded album, not a concert. I hope you fully real-
ize the differences and their ramifications. Anyway, I pulled out my part of the partici-
pation. 

I understand the concert goes on as scheduled but without the arrangements I expect to 
use in the album. Instead, I understand that they have commissioned Dave Autsan of the 
New McKinney’s Cotton Pickers to lift from the old 78s some of the (my) Goldkette 
band arrangements. All this is okay with me since I feel that somehow, somewhere and 
someday the “Re-creation” album will be made. M-E still wants to do it but the question 
with them is—when? 

While still working on the arrangements and negotiating (?) this is what has been occu-
pying my time. So I have the arrangements. I offered them at one time to the Bix Me-
morial Society Library in Davenport to start a collection of Bix arrangements similar to 
the Whiteman collection at Williams College. I sent them “My Pretty Girl” and it 
somehow got into the hands of the new McKinney’s Cotton Pickers and they recorded it 
on one of their albums. You should hear it. This is far from what I intended! So there 
will be no more.6  
 

I have gone into considerable detail on Challis’ story and his frustrations not just because 
I consider him one of the pivotal links in the early fusion of classical structure with jazz, but to 
illustrate the kind of nonsense that marginalized and dismissed the work of so many great jazz 
creators and arrangers. So few were as lucky as Duke Ellington, to get virtually anything they 
wrote recorded at whatever time they wrote it; most had to wait months, years, or forever to get 
their best work on record, if at all. Some of the finest arrangers, even someone as well known 
and liked as Don Redman, another classically-trained writer (graduate of the Boston Conserva-
tory), only saw perhaps ten or a dozen of his best arrangements put on disc, and he died too early 
(1964) to enjoy a revival during his lifetime. Had Challis not been so persistent or lived as long 
as he did, there is a very good chance that he’d have died with his best work virtually unknown. 

One of the arrangements that Challis mentioned to me in 1971 as being unrecorded, and 
the parts since lost, was his version of Jelly Roll Morton’s Milenberg Joys. Perhaps he was un-
aware that a lacquer transcription disc had survived of an NBC broadcast of his arrangement un-
der his direction in 1938 (just as a much better performance of his Blue Room arrangement had 
been broadcast the year before), but in any case it shows just how forward-looking his work was. 
Aside from the New Orleans Rhythm Kings’ version, Morton himself never made a band re-
cording of this tune, and both his tempo and his musical conception are light-years apart from 

                                                
6 Found at http://bixbeiderbecke.com//LettersBillChallisToDaveBurman/LettersChallisToBurman.html. As luck 
would have it, a live recording of New McKinney’s Cotton Pickers’ performance of My Pretty Girl at the 1973 Bix 
Beiderbecke Festival—possibly the same performance that Challis heard and detested—was available on YouTube 
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EirzWekUszA. It is simply ghastly. 
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Challis’, yet it is fascinating to hear how well Challis used terraced dynamics and a complete re-
structuring of the different strains of the tune to create his own idea of the music.  

In 1986 retro bassist and tuba player Vince Giordano, whose Nighthawks band had been 
a fixture at trad-jazz festivals for years, took on the assignment of recreating several of Challis’ 
arrangements for the Goldkette band. The recording was made by Circle, another small but re-
spectable label, and was titled “Bill Challis and the Goldkette Project.” Since Giordano’s own 
bands often play in the stiff, burpy-farty style that I deplore and most of these performances are 
smooth and remarkably free of 1920s clichés, I believe that Challis himself directed the more 
successful recordings. (Both Challis and Giordano are credited as co-conductors on the LP 
sleeve.) But once again, gremlins got in to interfere with the creative process. For one thing—
and this was the worst feature of the recording—the actual sound of the band was dull and life-
less, as if they had put a blanket over the microphone when recording. Digital restoration now 
allows us to brighten up the sound and make it more lifelike. For another, perhaps due to lack of 
rehearsal and/or performance time, several of the performances are much slower than their 
Trumbauer or Beiderbecke small-band counterparts. And for a third, the two most famous “hot” 
Goldkette arrangements, My Pretty Girl and Clementine, are played with a stiff, jerky rhythm 
that sounds nothing like the original recordings or like the other, more successful performances 
on the record. 

In addition to brightening the sound in order to make it more natural, I also increased the 
tempo of several numbers to bring them more in line with their earlier counterparts. I increased 
the tempo of Riverboat Shuffle from the original h = 93 to h = 97, the tempo of Since My Best 
Gal Turned Me Down from h = 112 to h = 117 (Bix’s tempo from 1927 is h = 121), Clarinet 
Marmalade from h = 112 to h = 122 (same as the Beiderbecke recording), I’m Gonna Meet My 
Sweetie Now (played in the key of F, whereas the 78-rpm version, pitched too high, plays in G�) 
from h = 102 to h = 118 (Goldkette’s tempo, when pitched in G, is h = 122), and Clarinet Mar-
malade from h = 112 to h = 122, the same as the Beiderbecke recording. Tiger Rag, never re-
corded by anyone previously, I increased from h = 115 to h = 118. The result of the brighter 
sound plus these necessary tempo adjustments is a series of performances that really impress one 
as not merely authentic in the best sense of the word but also tremendously innovative. In addi-
tion to such little touches (apparent in the 1959 recording of Dinah) as improvisatory playing 
above the ensemble (the sort of thing undoubtedly squashed by Eddie King at Victor), one is 
amazed by the total integration of musical elements. In Since My Best Gal, for instance, there is a 
wonderful passage where the “Bix”-led brass trio (his parts played here by Tom Pletcher) plays 
over a moving harmonic base; as the brass accents the rhythm, so too does the piano, string bass 
and drums move with them, and the “Trumbauer” reed passage moves as smoothly as anything 
Benny Carter ever wrote during the Swing Era. Carter, who sat in for an indisposed Don Redman 
the night that the Goldkette band defeated Fletcher Henderson’s in a well-publicized “Battle of 
Bands” on October 12, 1926, was often quoted as saying, “Bill Challis was my idol.”  

Arrangements like these show why. Blue Room uses rhythmic displacement in the ex-
tended introduction in a way that jazz scribes would not catch up to for another six or seven 
years and the kind of chromatic movement in the bridge passages that would not be heard again 
until the pioneering work of Eddie Sauter. In this performance, never recorded by the Goldkette 
band, Tom Pletcher and the alto sax soloist (possibly Marc Lopeman or Ted Nash) invent “Bix” 
and “Tram” choruses to fill in the gaps. Both the ODJB’s Ostrich Walk (only eight years old at 
the time, remember!) and Hoagy Carmichael’s Riverboat Shuffle (only two years old) are re-
worked in such a way that actual compositions, with introductions, breaks, and those wonderful 
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sax trios and trumpet (cornet) trios that were so far ahead of their time fill the space as if by 
magic. (In the former piece Goldkette trombonist Newell “Spiegle” Wilcox, then 83 years young, 
plays the trombone solo!) I’ve Found a New Baby begins with swirling clarinet figures and brass 
punctuations, leads into a composed introductory passage based on the song’s verse before mov-
ing into the well-known chorus, the brass trio playing against the reed trio with a clarinet impro-
vising above the fray. By this time, the Challis style is beginning to coalesce in our minds: it is a 
thorough-composed style based on improvisations, and an improvisatory freedom that inter-
twines with the written portions of the score. The incredible “jumping” saxophone figures that 
weave around the brass trio at the opening of Clarinet Marmalade are also complemented by a 
wailing clarinet overhead. Tiger Rag, slowed down just a trifle to a nice danceable tempo with-
out diluting its jazz feel, includes little clarinet triplets that wind around the trumpet parts and a 
string of fine solos (all created afresh here—there is no Trumbauer or Beiderbecke Tiger Rag to 
use as a model) that eventually culminates in a stop-time chorus followed by a wailing ride-out. 
The music is not always tonally advanced for its time, but the ways in which Challis puts the lit-
tle pieces of these scores together is simply astonishing in its freshness and originality. No won-
der the crowd at the Roseland Ballroom in 1926 kept shouting for encores of every number. With 
the exception of Jelly Roll Morton, there was nothing else in the world of jazz half as good, and 
these Challis scores go a long way to bridging the gap between “Dixieland” jazz and swing, 
something Morton had no inkling of or interest in. 

 From here we jump back in time to 1959 and the Goldkette remake of My Pretty Girl, 
the version with the wailing clarinet and tenor sax solos above the ensemble (omitted from the 
Victor recording of 1927). By now one can recognize these as authentic Challis traits and appre-
ciate the fact that at least this one recording of the piece was made to preserve them for posterity. 
The only thing one misses is Brown’s powerful slap bass under the “Bix”-led ensemble. 

Moving to two of Challis’ best arrangements for Whiteman, we encounter a greater use 
of strings in the ensemble, which is interesting, but a stiffness of rhythm (Tom Pletcher rightly 
referred to it as a “march rhythm”) lacking in the Goldkette band. Interestingly, however, neither 
of the “New Paul Whiteman Orchestras” of the past half-century—neither the one formed in 
England in the mid-1970s by Richard Sudhalter nor the one formed in more recent years by 
Keith Nichols—played these with as much looseness of rhythm as the examples used here, and 
one of them, surprisingly, is led by the great British classical conductor Simon Rattle. His per-
formance of Fred Fisher’s Dardanella from 1986 is fascinating. Rattle plays it almost exactly the 
way Whiteman did, with one exception: in the first chorus he adds a pizzicato counterpoint to the 
melodic line played by the strings (but then again, the London Sinfonietta had more strings to 
use than Whiteman’s band). The trumpet solo is, again, original and not a Xerox copy of Bix’s. 

For Lonely Melody we turn once again to the Bratislava Hot Serenaders, whose reed and 
rhythm sections are far looser than Nichols and the New Whiteman Orchestra’s. In both of these 
arrangements, which are quite different from the ones Challis wrote for Goldkette, one recog-
nizes a similar pattern: a composed introduction, the former using a bit of the opening melody in 
a variation and the latter quoting Irving Berlin’s A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody, followed by a 
relaxed but swinging (well, as much as the Whiteman band could swing at that time, which 
wasn’t much) theme statement; a break; then the verse of each tune played as the middle strain. 
At the end of this, a somewhat dramatic climax that acts as an introduction to the Beiderbecke 
solo, followed in turn by a variation on the original tune with either solo or ensemble work led 
by the C-melody or alto sax in imitation of Trumbauer. It may sound like a fairly dull formula, 
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but Challis’ sophisticated sense of rhythm and timing, even when executed by the clumsy 
Whiteman band of the late ‘20s, provides some intriguing listening. 

From here we turn to Limehouse Blues played by Keith Nichols’ New Whiteman band. 
At first I had no idea where this arrangement came from, since it is not the version on the origi-
nal Whiteman recorded of January 1924, a sluggish, dismal affair. After contacting Nichols via 
e-mail, I learned—not entirely to my surprise—that it was written in early 1927, even before Red 
Nichols and Vic Berton joined the Whiteman band, by Tom Satterfield, who had also written the 
brilliant arrangement of From Monday On discussed earlier in this book.7 This one is remarkably 
colorful, growing from a slightly stiff but intriguing introduction and first chorus effectively us-
ing string tremolos (the verse, not the chorus, as was usually the case with Challis) to a truly 
swinging middle portion and finale. More to the point, Satterfield used classical principles to an 
even stricter degree than Challis normally did: the counterpoint, chromatic runs, whole-tone 
breaks, and a repeated riff based on a variation of the main tune in the “variation” chorus (with 
“Bix” breaks played by Enrico Tomasso) are all hallmarks of an excellent musical mind. And 
here the New Whiteman Orchestra executes this complex score with a fine stomping beat and 
plenty of panache. 

Before we leave the school of Whiteman revivals, we need to hear the Bratislava Sere-
naders and pianist Ladislav Fanzowitz perform Rhapsody in Blue. Despite my ambivalence to-
wards this well-loved piece, there is no question in my mind but that the Serenaders have cap-
tured better than anyone else over the past century the spirit and jazz “feel” of this work. Even in 
the famous solo clarinet introduction, the player throws in a bit of raspy or “dirty” tone into the 
music, something no other clarinetist in my memory has ever done, and their rhythmic accents 
have tremendous snap and swagger. It is one of the most successful of all revival performances. 

 
Revivals of black music 
One could almost predict the success of recreative musicians in the music of white jazz of 

the 1920s and early ‘30s, but what of African-American jazz? This is a bit trickier, and the most 
successful performances are not always the ones you would normally expect. This is particularly 
true of the unusual and complex music of Tiny Parham, which was virtually ignored for many 
years. Ted des Plantes was probably the first, in his 1984 album “Stompin’ On Down,” but on 
that disc his performances were more of a loose Dixieland format based on Parham’s tunes rather 
than a faithful recreation of the Parham sound. That was left to drummer C.H. “Pam” Pameijer 
and his New Jazz Wizards, who a decade later produced the album Golden Lily. On that disc, this 
all-white jazz band acquitted themselves surprisingly well, capturing the swagger and kick of 
Parham’s jazz without sacrificing the interesting compositional structure or textural fidelity to 
the originals. The one thing they did do was to play their own solos, with the exception of pianist 
Robin Verdier who purposely imitated Parham’s unique style by playing his original solos verba-
tim. In addition, the Jazz Wizards’ violinist, Dick Wetmore, had a tighter vibrato and jazzier feel 
than Parham’s original player. Pameijer also allowed his soloists to stretch out on some of the 
tunes, which resulted in finished versions that were in some ways superior to the originals. Lis-
tening to his band coast through such Parham specialties as Oriental Blues, Bombay, Black Cat 
Moan and Stuttering Blues almost gives one the impression of being in Chicago listening to the 
Parham band playing live. They are that good. 

                                                
7 Nichols was also kind enough to send me a copy of the first page of the autograph score, which clearly has the 
names of Whiteman musicians written at the start of each separate part. 
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But what of Louis Armstrong? The greatest jazz soloist of his era, as we noted in earlier 
chapters, rarely gave performances that could be included in this study. Part of this was due to 
the fact that, in the 1920s especially, almost none of his sidemen were on his level. Of the musi-
cians in his “Hot Five,” only clarinetist Johnny Dodds was on his level; trombonist Edward 
“Kid” Ory, though a New Orleans “homeboy,” was one of the clumsiest and least fluid perform-
ers on his instrument of his time (thus it’s rather amazing that Jelly Roll Morton got anything 
good out of him on his Red Hot Peppers recordings), Johnny St. Cyr was a rather stiff banjo 
player and his wife Lil Hardin was a classically-trained pianist who couldn’t swing at that time. 
In the “Hot Seven,” Johnny Dodds’ younger brother Warren “Baby” Dodds was added on drums, 
but Ory was replaced by the equally clumsy Gerald Reeves and tuba player Pete Briggs was just 
competent. Thus any chance of a classical balance in his original performances was rather diffi-
cult to come by, even when the basic arrangement was headed in that direction. 

Yet there was Armstrong’s beautifully crafted solo on Potato Head Blues, and this—as 
well as the Hot Five’s original sound—were best realized in a 1990 live performance by trum-
peter Wynton Marsalis (1961 - ) and members of the Liberty Brass Jazz Band. Marsalis was 
lucky to have the services of Dr. Michael White, a clarinetist whose acrid tone was almost iden-
tical to that of Johnny Dodds, and the performance had just the right swagger and feel. Yet sev-
eral other, later performances of Armstrong material by Marsalis, though well crafted, tend to 
ramble too much, rebalance the accompanying orchestra, and/or miss the point of the music, 
making them more Wynton Marsalis “recalls” Louis Armstrong than anything like a resemblance 
of the originals. For these, we turn once again to the Pameijer band, which has recorded two al-
bums of Armstrong Hot Five and Seven material and done so with the same kind of respect for 
texture yet improvement of execution that marked their Parham tribute. As in the case of Beider-
becke, imitating Armstrong is a formidable task; almost no other trumpeters in the entire history 
of jazz, with the possible exceptions of Bunny Berigan (Armstrong’s own favorite) and Ruby 
Braff, came close to capturing what Braff often referred to as “that big, orange sound.” Not even 
Marsalis, for all his technique and ability, really captured it, but he did at least come close, and 
so did Bent Persson (1947 - ) with the Pameijer band. Persson, a Swedish jazz cornetist and 
trumpeter, came to fame for his complete recordings of the “50 Hot Choruses for Cornet” written 
by Armstrong and published by the Melrose Brothers in 1927.  

Listening to the way Persson and the New Jazz Wizards approached the Armstrong canon 
is to gain new respect for this versatile band. Where Persson has succeeded better than almost 
anyone since Berigan is in his occasional but telling use of vibrato. Like a trained opera singer (a 
genre of performer that Armstrong greatly admired), Armstrong reserved a somewhat wide lip 
vibrato for certain held notes, and not always the last ones in a chorus. Moreover, Armstrong 
could apply this vibrato even when using a cup mute, which is extraordinarily difficult to control, 
but his lip was so good in those days that he could manage it. The only thing that neither Persson 
nor any other member of the band could duplicate was Armstrong’s gravelly, growling vocals, so 
standard scat singing had to do. But trombonist Jim Snyder, while retaining some of the “gut 
bucket” sound that Ory produced, played solos of much greater imagination and structure, and 
the underlying rhythm section actually swung. This is especially telling in their recreation of the 
Hot Seven version of Twelfth Street Rag, which Armstrong slowed down to about half tempo and 
played with incredible variations on the rhythm, sometimes fractioning the fractions. Persson 
isn’t quite as good—no one has ever been able to duplicate this solo note-for-note in my experi-
ence—but he comes remarkably close. And again, the trombone solo and rhythm section give 
Persson the kind of support that Armstrong never received in the ‘twenties, so much so that in 
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this arrangement they even execute a perfect double-time chorus not on the original record. Yet it 
is in ensemble pieces like Fireworks that one hears the best application of a truly inspired recrea-
tive band at its best, pianist Keith Nichols (yes, the same Keith Nichols who leads the New 
Whiteman Orchestra) swinging as Lil Hardin Armstrong never could while Persson, Snyder and 
clarinetist Matthias Seuffert (not quite as acrid of tone as Michael White, but close) execute per-
fect breaks with Persson—and Vince Giordano (yes, that Vince Giordano) plays superb string 
bass underneath. Persson is so good in this selection that he even manages to play the little “vi-
brato flubs” that early Armstrong threw into his solos. And yet, Persson doesn’t always slavishly 
copy Louis note-for-note: listen to his version of Potato Head Blues, and how he dares to vary 
the notes of a “classic” solo without losing the spirit of the original. Now, that’s real risk-taking. 

Another surprising Armstrong imitator is British trumpeter-vocalist Enrico Tomasso 
(1961 - ), who shocked his great role model when he played for him at the age of seven during 
one of Armstrong’s last visits to England. His recreation of the 1925 Cake Walkin’ Babies From 
Home, with the equally startling soprano saxist Pete Long parrying his thrusts in the role of Sid-
ney Bechet, is excellent, capturing Armstrong’s gravelly voice almost as well as he does the wild 
trumpet playing that capped the original record. But for near-perfect imitations of some of the 
great black jazz orchestras of the period, one has to turn, once again, to the astonishing Brati-
slava Hot Serenaders. Not only can they play King Oliver’s late big-band classic Too Late with 
almost the same kick and verve as the original, but they are surprisingly adept at capturing the 
band sound of Duke Ellington. One hears but small and not significant differences between their 
performances of Washington Wabble, The Mooche and Cotton Club Stomp and the Ellington 
originals, and that is no small feat. Due to his growling trumpets, the yah-yah trombone of 
Tricky Sam Nanton and a reed section that sounded more quirky than full-bodied, the Ellington 
sound was the most difficult of all orchestras to imitate. Word is that Whiteman sent Ferde Grofé 
around to listen to them and see what he could borrow, but Grofé came back shrugging his 
shoulders. He couldn’t pick up on anything they did—but the Bratislavans can, and do. They 
must have spent untold hours in the rehearsal room learning to copy the acrid reeds and growling 
brass of the Ellington sound; and even the leader’s signature piano playing is not too badly re-
produced. And once again, the band manages to copy the external layout of the original solos 
without always aping them note-for-note. The result is the eerie feeling that one is listening to 
1927-29 Ellington in digital stereo. 

But to cap off our perusal of the Ellington sound, we turn once again to the amazingly 
gifted Simon Rattle and his perceptive re-imagining of Ellington’s 1950 composition Harlem. 
With one trumpeter to imitate Cootie Williams in the opening solos (John Barclay) and another 
to do the honors for Willie “Cat” Anderson in the later portion of the work (Simon Gardner), 
Rattle’s extraordinary ear for color and rhythm serve him exceptionally well in this startling rec-
reation. I made an A-B comparison between this performance and the original Ellington re-
cording (item #0362) and found so little difference in style, inflection and execution that it 
wasn’t even worth reporting. In fact, I believe that the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra 
actually plays this score better than the Paris Symphony under Ellington’s own direction. 

 
The sociology of jazz 
One of the unfortunate effects of jazz becoming an academic subject, to be seriously 

studied and discussed, has been to dissect it in terms of “timelining” and sociological signifi-
cance. Although on the surface this may seem like a good thing, it is not, because in the view of 
academics timelining does not mean just comparing jazz to other music of its time, but of drag-



 353 

ging in peripheral and irrelevant political and social topics, i.e. the phenomenon of flagpole sit-
ters in the 1920s, of India’s struggle for independence in the 1930s, and other societal functions 
neither inspired by jazz nor inspiring of jazz. Of course, they do the same thing to classical 
works, so I realize that they’re not just picking on jazz because of its “low” origins, but the prac-
tice is annoying. 

Even more irksome is the application of sociological principles to not just the music but 
also its creators. Much of the writing about jazz since the late 1970s has been ridiculous and al-
most as demeaning to the art form as the nonsensical “Harlem Renaissance” of the 1920s—a 
“renaissance,” be it noted, not initiated by African-Americans in general or black jazz musicians 
and artists in particular, but by whites who imposed on that community the image of the “noble 
savage,” an instinctively brilliant race who had no idea what they were really creating, so of 
course Educated White People had to tell them what it meant. Some composers, poets, authors 
and musicians were flattered by the attention even though they found the atmosphere demeaning. 
The result was a number of failures and destroyed lives as these creative African-Americans 
learned, to their chagrin, that their literature, art, music and poetry wasn’t “basic” or “natural” 
enough for their new masters, that because it was more sophisticated than they liked its creators 
were pushed aside and eventually shunned. A few, like Ellington, simply evolved away from the 
“jungle” connotations ascribed to them and ignored the cries of protest or, like poet Langston 
Hughes, dropped out of sight, worked as a dishwasher and went on creating what they wanted to 
in the manner they preferred, but these success stories were the exception rather than the rule. 

The examples I will cite in this study are not meant to be taken as an insult to the writers 
or as exceptionally bad examples of such writing, but rather as endemic of academia in general 
and typical of the kind of writing that has supplanted clear and concise writing on the music it-
self. Indeed, even a book and author I highly regard, Lewis A. Erenberg’s Swingin’ the Dream, 
uses some (but not many) peripheral ideas and values to bolster his basic argument, but I really 
like Erenberg’s book because it is sensible and all “of a piece,” i.e., the allusions he cites make 
sense. Most of the others do not, and it is instructive to note that almost all of the musicians they 
psychoanalyze are long dead and cannot arise from the grave to defend themselves. 

One such example—and, again, I rush to point out that he is neither alone nor excep-
tional—is Samuel A. Floyd, Jr. (1937 - ), who earned his Masters in Music Education at South-
ern Illinois University of Carbondale in 1965. He is one of those writers, like Henry Lewis 
Gates, Jr. (1950 - ), who ardently believes in the process of older jazz musicians “signifying” the 
ring shout dances of slave times through their music. His analysis of Morton’s Black Bottom 
Stomp, originally published in the Black Music Research Journal issue 11:2 (Fall 1991), is 
fraught with unproven and peripheral analyses of the various phrases in that performance, citing 
Gates as a model for his “criticism:” 

Gates and [Sterling] Stuckey in their work have identified black vernacular traditions 
that can be effectively examined for their analytical and interpretive implications…The 
musical practice present in the ring are all musical tropes that can be subsumed under 
the master musical trope or Call-Response, a concept embracing all the other musical 
tropes (as the black concept of Signifyin(g) embraces the rhetorical tropes of the doz-
ens, rapping, loud-talking, etc.) 

In “Black Bottom Stomp” the “exuberance and vitality,” the “unique forward momen-
tum,” and what constitutes those “Morton ingredients,” all mentioned but not explained 
by [Gunther] Schuller, are the very derivation from the ring that are basic to Afro-
American music. The performance is governed by the Call-Response principle, relying 
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upon the Signifyin(g) elisions, responses to calls, improvisation (in fact or in style, con-
tinuous rhythmic drive, and timbral and pitch distortions that I have identified as reten-
tions from the ring…”Black Bottom Stomp” is fraught with the referentiality that Gates 
describes as “semantic value,” exemplifying (1) how performers contribute to the suc-
cess of a performance with musical statements, assertions, allegations, questings, re-
questings, implications, mockings, and concurrences that result in the “telling effect” 
Murray has described and (2) what black performers mean when they say that they “tell 
a story” when they improvise. 

 
All of which sounds wonderful and sensible but most of which is nonsense. As I men-

tioned much earlier, Morton had a mind like a steel trap; he retained everything he ever heard 
and used bits and pieces of it in his compositions and performances; but the fact that much of 
what Floyd is claiming is applicable only to Black Bottom Stomp, a piece that is essentially sui 
generis in Morton’s oeuvre, indicates to me that all he was signifying was a whirl of sounds, 
some of which may have been picked up from “ring dances” when he was a child but which were 
fused together in his mind with many other things. If you listen to all of Morton’s Library of 
Congress recordings, in fact, you will glean the knowledge that for him classical principles of 
music and the blues, not ring shouts, were of paramount importance in the creation of his jazz, a 
full integration of elements in a cohesive compositional whole, and thus any “signifying” he did 
was probably gleaned second hand from his youth and therefore of an accidental nature in his 
music. I am much more impressed by the recollection of an old black man, in Alan Lomax’s 
book Mister Jelly Roll, that Morton’s father had been a “slide trambone” player, and thus Morton 
always retained the elements of slide trombone playing in his music, even at the piano. Was he 
signifying “slave songs” despite the fact that in the LOC recordings, he brushed aside Lomax’s 
question about slaves because he didn’t know any? Did he participate in “ring dances” of an Af-
rican origin when he was a child? He never mentioned any such thing. As I said, it is instructive 
that these rewriters of musical history wait until their subject is safely dead and can’t respond 
before they psychoanalyze them. It is just as bad, in its own way, as the Broadway musical 
Jelly’s Last Jam, in which Morton was represented as a “race hater” who denied that he was part 
African-American and thought himself white. He couldn’t possibly have thought himself white. 
All he had to do was look into a mirror. When he traveled to Richmond, Indiana in 1923 to re-
cord with the all-white New Orleans Rhythm Kings, he was denied a room in the white hotel 
where the band stayed until the other musicians got the bright idea to tell the desk clerk that Mor-
ton was a Mexican. And no, Morton didn’t really think he was Mexican, either. 

And by the way, what of the playing in that Black Bottom Stomp recording of trombonist 
Kid Ory who was half white (his father was French) and half mixed Native American and Afro-
Spanish? What exactly was he Signifiyin(g) in his solo—his Native American-ness, his white-
ness, or his Afro-Spanish-ness? Or maybe, he was just playing the trombone? Does that ever oc-
cur to you? Of course not. Since this is a Signifyin(g) performance through and through, even the 
solos must contribute to the “story” Morton is telling in order for Floyd’s ring-dance premise to 
work. And what of the Morton recordings on which he used a white clarinetist? Was that per-
former Signifyin(g) the African-American experience through his solos as well? The whole 
premise just becomes more full of holes and less plausible the more questions you ask. But that 
is probably what writers like Floyd count on, that you, as a reader, don’t know anything about 
music or about the performers and writers of that music, and thus will buy into their convoluted 
concept. Every time I read about this “Signifyin(g) nonsense, I envision a jazz musician standing 
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behind a jazz critic, making little devil horns with his fingers and putting them up behind the 
critic’s head.  

The premise also falls apart—as in the case of the “noble savage” ideals of the Harlem 
Renaissance—the more sophisticated jazz became. Please note that there are no such claims of 
signifying for the much more complex solos of Charlie Parker or Clifford Brown, although ele-
ments of the blues are certainly in their music, too, just as there is no signifying in the even more 
complex compositions of George Russell—except, of course, The African Game. I defy Gates or 
Floyd to tell me what “Signifyin(g)” there is in Russell’s Othello Ballet Suite or Living Time. 
And please tell, what is the signification of the fact that Lester Young’s style of playing evolved 
from Bix Beiderbecke and Frank Trumbauer, that Rex Stewart also grew out of Beiderbecke, that 
Benny Golson’s favorite tenor saxophonist when growing up was neither Young nor Coleman 
Hawkins but Tex Beneke, that when he was in college young Herbie Hancock used to transcribe 
the complex chord patterns that Clare Fischer had written for the Hi-Lo’s vocal group, or that 
Bunny Berigan and Ruby Braff modeled themselves after Louis Armstrong? Were Berigan and 
Braff inadvertently “Signifyin(g)” African-American shouts and ring dances in their solos be-
cause they based themselves on Armstrong? One of my all-time favorite stories came from Ralph 
Berton, who was seated between contralto Marian Anderson and noted prizefighter Joe Louis at 
an NAACP dinner in the early 1940s. Berton, whose family also grew up learning and loving 
classical music in addition to jazz, turned to Anderson and asked her the unaskable question: 

“Marion, I absolutely love your singing of Schubert and Brahms, but every time you sing 
spirituals, I just don’t hear the right feeling in them. Why is that?” 

Anderson laughed and said, “I never heard a spiritual in my life when I was growing up! 
When I was a girl, the only music I heard in my house was classical, and the Baptist church we 
belonged to didn’t sing spirituals or gospel music of that type. I also got a lot of work singing in 
the nearby Catholic Church, which also didn’t perform spirituals. But you know how it is, 
Ralph…when you’re Negro, they make you sing and record spirituals because that’s the music of 
your race. I’ve gotten used to them, I guess, but they’re not a part of me.” 

Signify THAT! 
 

*  *  *  *  *  * 
 

The problem with this kind of writing, and others we will discuss, is not that the writers 
are not sincere. The problem is simply that it is irrelevant. It is not about what the musician(s) 
actually did but about their reaction to what was done. And it is one thing to write about a piece 
of music strictly from an analytical level, breaking down what has transpired simply as music, 
and something entirely different to read something into that music—to assume a posture or a 
hidden meaning that may not have occurred to the composer or jazz improviser. Jelly Roll Mor-
ton probably did see some ring games as a kid. So what? I used to play jump rope and sing those 
songs: “Who stole the cookies from the cook-cookie jar? Number one stole the cookies from the 
cook-cookie jar!” And if I wrote music, I may at one point or another subconsciously throw 
some of the rhythm of that song into a piece. But that doesn’t mean that I am signaling the 
cookie jar song to my listeners, or expect them to recognize it.  

But there is another problem with this kind of approach, and that is a form of intellectual 
fantasy. Unable to fit different styles of jazz into pockets and pigeonholes, the jazz sociologists 
become upset. They create their own terminology and categories into which it does fit. There, 
now, don’t you feel better, now that you know it’s all wrapped up and tidy? They sure do. One 
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such writer, Scott De Veaux, has built an entire career on the basis of his 1997 book, The Birth of 
Bebop: A Social and Musical History (University of California Press), in which he took 587 
pages to come to the conclusion I can tell you in one sentence, that after the Swing Era jazz 
didn’t develop in a linear fashion but rather began its splintering into different schools and fac-
tions. Well, duh. There’s a shocker. You can figure out as much for yourself by reading that 
Playboy magazine panel discussion from the February 1964 issue in which Nat Hentoff inter-
viewed Cannonball Adderly, Dave Brubeck, Dizzy Gillespie, Stan Kenton, Charles Mingus, 
Gerry Mulligan, George Russell, and Gunther Schuller. Yet this didn’t stop De Veaux from 
bursting a blood vessel in print, writing: 

For all its pedagogical utility, though, the conventional narrative of jazz history is a 
simplification that begs as many questions as it answers. For one thing, the story that 
moves so confidently at the outset from style to style falters as it approaches the present. 
From the origins of jazz to bebop there is a straight line; but after bebop, the evolution-
ary lineage begins to dissolve into the inconclusive coexistence of many different, and 
in some cases mutually hostile, styles… 

At the same time that jazz educators have struggled to bring order to jazz history,8 a 
controversy over the current state and future directions of jazz has become noisily evi-
dent in the popular media. The terms of this debate pit so-called neoclassicists, who in-
sist on the priority of tradition and draw their inspiration and identity from a sense of 
connectedness with the historical past, against both the conscious revolution of the 
avant-garde and the commercial orientation of fusion. At stake, if the rhetoric is taken 
at face value, is nothing less than the music’s survival. Some have argued, for example, 
that the neoclassical movement, led by youthful Wynton Marsalis, has rescued jazz 
from extinction.9 

 
But as we have seen in this chapter’s survey of revivalists and recreated jazz, Marsalis is 

scarcely alone, merely the focal point for those academics and jazz fanciers in New York City. 
His co-founding of the jazz program at Lincoln Center program in 1987 and later installation as a 
new constituent of Lincoln Center in 1996 have made him a very high-profile musician, but not 
everyone worships at his shrine or believes that he is a savior of jazz. Outside New York, Mar-
salis and his work are viewed more skeptically. As I have shown in this chapter, and will discuss 
in the next one, some of his work is certainly valid and valuable but it is neither far-reaching nor 
sets trends. In Europe, particularly in France, which has had an intimate interaction with Ameri-
can jazz and jazz musicians since 1919, Marsalis’, work and particularly his own playing is 
viewed with much more skepticism. In The Story of Jazz: Bop and Beyond, for instance, authors 
Frank Bergerot and Arnaud Merlin discuss Marsalis this way (bold print for emphasis mine): 

Discovered playing with Art Blakey in 1980, the young Wynton Marsalis seems to 
have stolen Clifford Brown’s virtuosity. Blind imitation, cloning, shallow technical 
feats? The trumpet player made his mark with an authentic remaking of hard bop, 
which had also influenced Miles Davis in the sixties. By degrees he went back to his 

                                                
8 It is telling that De Veaux does not name names. Certainly, Marshall Stearns simply reported jazz history; he didn’t 
attempt to reconcile it; and George Russell never tried to do so in all the decades he taught at the New England Con-
servatory of Music. Neither did Mingus who simply absorbed a little bit from every style of jazz in his compositions. 
9 DeVeaux, Scott, “Constructing the Jazz Tradition: Jazz Historiography,” Black American Literature Forum 25:3 
(Fall 1991), pp. 525-60. 
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New Orleans roots (see the album above, The Majesty of the Blues)…Wynton Marsalis 
in his three-piece suit, the rap group 2 Live Crew with its obscenities, and the jazz that 
came forth in the sixties…were different reactions to the mounting economic difficul-
ties, the marginalization of the most disenfranchised, and the increase in the minority 
population in the eighties.10 

 
I can’t say that I agree wholeheartedly with Bergerot and Merlin, but in my own investi-

gations into jazz recreations I found myself disappointed more often than not by Marsalis’ per-
formances. More often than not he will start out just fine, as in his creative live performance of 
Armstrong’s slow version of Wild Man Blues or Morton’s Dead Man Blues, only to deconstruct 
the pieces his own way, stretch out the solo space much too long which mars the structure of the 
works, or introduce anachronistic features into his solos that simply don’t fit the style or mood. 
Moreover, I find some of his most technically dazzling feats (such as the double-time solo in 
Dead Man Blues) to be puzzlingly incoherent, a mere technical feat without any real musical 
meaning in context. Taken by itself the solo may mean more to you than it did to me, but in con-
text it is, to my ears, meaningless. 

But recall that the point of this study is classical influence in jazz and vice-versa, not a 
jazz history as such. Even so, I think I have proven through my investigations (which I take no 
real credit for except that I tried to put the music into some relatively coherent chronological or-
der) that even the earlier decades of jazz were not really a “straight line” in development. Almost 
everyone in East Coast jazz came out of James P. Johnson’s style of piano playing, and by the 
early 1930s the extreme virtuosity and musical brilliance of Earl Hines and Art Tatum had made 
almost everyone else sound obsolete. It was only the inability of others to follow in their foot-
steps that held jazz back from developing at a faster pace or from moving into more esoteric mu-
sical realms. Then there were the scores, a few revealed but many more hidden, of Bill Challis, 
Tom Satterfield, Red Norvo and Reginald Foresythe that would have led jazz into far more eso-
teric realms than it actually developed in the Swing Era from the styles of Don Redman (who 
was himself limited by what he was able to record), Gene Gifford of the Casa Loma band, and 
Fletcher Henderson. Had there been numerous independent jazz record labels around at that time 
as there were in the post-World War II era, there is a very good chance that the much more inno-
vative music of Challis, Redman, Satterfield, Norvo and Foresythe might have spread and blos-
somed into pockets of jazz development related to but independent of the Swing Era mainstream. 
This, of course, is something the jazz sociologists fail to take into consideration. Because more 
often than not jazz performances must be heard as recordings because the solos are never the 
same twice, they tend to ignore the written charts that solidified the jazz solo or expanded it via 
scoring for three trumpets or four saxophones. We lose sight of the underlying structure that 
binds Morton’s music and instead look for symbolism and signifying. We forget that for all his 
improvisational brilliance, Bix Beiderbecke was a wayward and unfocused musician whose best 
ideas were coalesced by Fud Livingston, Bill Challis and Tom Satterfield. We continue to put the 
solo improviser on a pedestal and forget or ignore the excellent structures that were built from 
their ideas or which inspired classical composers to create fine works based on jazz principles. 
And in the process, music loses and sociology triumphs. 

 

                                                
10 Bergerot, Frank and Merlin, Arnaud, The Story of Jazz: Bop and Beyond (Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1991), pp. 100 
& 104. 


