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duke ellington series 

Biographies:

Edward Kennedy ‘Duke’ Ellington influenced millions of people both around the world and at home. In his fifty-year career he played thousands of performances in Europe, Latin 
America, the Middle East, and Asia. Simply put, Ellington transcends boundaries and fills the world with a treasure trove of music that renews itself through every generation of fans 
and music-lovers. His legacy continues to live onward and will endure for generations to come. Wynton Marsalis said it best when he said, “His music sounds like America.” Because 
of the unmatched artistic heights to which he soared, no one deserves the phrase “beyond category” more than Ellington, for it aptly describes his life as well. When asked what 
inspired him to write, Ellington replied, “My men and my race are the inspiration of my work. I try to catch the character and mood and feeling of my people.”

Duke Ellington is best remembered for the over 3,000 songs that he composed during his lifetime. His best-known titles include: It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t Got That Swing), 
Sophisticated Lady, Mood Indigo, Solitude, In a Mellow Tone, I Let a Song Go Out of My Heart, and In a Sentimental Mood. The most amazing part about Ellington was that he had some of 
his most creative periods while he was on the road. Mood Indigo was supposedly written while on a road trip.

Duke Ellington’s popular compositions set the bar for generations of brilliant jazz, pop, theatre, and soundtrack composers to come. Though he is a household name for his songs, 
Ellington was also an unparalleled visionary for his extended suites, often composed with Billy Strayhorn. From Black, Brown and Beige (1943) to The Far East Suite (1966) to The Uwis 
Suite (1972), the suite format was used to give his jazz songs a more empowering meaning, resonance, and purpose: To exalt, mythologize, and re-contextualize the African-American 
experience on a grand scale.

Duke Ellington was awarded the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 1966. He was later awarded several other prizes: The Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1969 and the Le-
gion of Honor by France in 1973, the highest civilian honors in each country. He died of lung cancer and pneumonia on May 24, 1974, a month after his 75th birthday, and is buried 
in the Bronx, in New York City. His funeral was attended by over 12,000 people at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine. Ella Fitzgerald summed up the occasion: “It’s a very sad day. 
A genius has passed.”

William Thomas Strayhorn is hardly unknown, but his presence in the world of Ellingtonia has always been shrouded in a bit of mystery. It is only within the last twenty years that 
the Strayhorn mystery has been solved. The history of the family of William Thomas Strayhorn goes back over a hundred years in Hillsborough, NC. One set of great-grandparents, 
Mr. and Mrs. George Craig, lived behind the present Farmer’s Exchange. A great-grandmother was the cook for Robert E. Lee. Billy, however, was born in Dayton, Ohio in 1915. His 
mother, Lillian Young Strayhorn, brought her children to Hillsborough often. Billy was attracted to the piano that his grandmother, Elizabeth Craig Strayhorn, owned. He played it 
from the moment he was tall enough to reach the keys. Even in those early years, when he played, his family would gather to listen and sing.

Originally aspiring to become a composer of concert music, he was heavily involved in jazz and popular music by the time he was a teenager, writing a musical while in high school 
and playing gigs locally with a trio. His father enrolled him in the Pittsburgh Musical Institution where he studied classical music. He had more classical training than most jazz musi-
cians of his time. In 1938, he met and played for Duke Ellington, who was sufficiently impressed and invited Strayhorn to join him in New York. Neither one was sure what Strayhorn’s 
function in the band would be, but their musical talents had attracted each other. By the end of the year Strayhorn had become essential to the Duke Ellington Band; arranging, 
composing, sitting in at the piano. Billy made a rapid and almost complete assimilation of Ellington’s style and technique. It was difficult to discern where one’s style ended and the 
other’s began. Strayhorn lived in Duke’s apartment in Harlem while the Ellington Orchestra toured Europe. Reportedly, Strayhorn studied some of Duke’s scores and “cracked the 
code” in Ellington’s words. He became Duke’s musical partner, writing original music and arrangements of current pop tunes. In the early fifties, Strayhorn left the Ellington fold 
briefly, arranging for Lena Horne and other singers, and writing musical reviews. By 1956, however, he was back almost full-time with the Ellington organization where he remained 
until his death from cancer in 1967. 



Some of Strayhorn’s compositions are: Chelsea Bridge, Day Dream, Johnny Come Lately, Raincheck, and My Little Brown Book. The pieces most frequently played are Ellington’s theme song, 
Take the A Train and Ellington’s signatory, Satin Doll. Some of the suites on which he collaborated with Ellington are: the Deep South Suite, 1947; the Shakespearean Suite or Such Sweet 
Thunder, 1957; an arrangement of the Nutcracker Suite, 1960; the Peer Gynt Suite, 1962; and the Far East Suite, 1966. He and Ellington composed the Queen’s Suite and gave the only 
pressing to Queen Elizabeth II of England. Two of their suites, Jump for Joy, 1941 and My People, 1963 had as their themes the struggles and triumphs of blacks in the United States. 
Both included a narrative and choreography. In 1946, Strayhorn received the Esquire Silver Award for outstanding arranger. 

In 1965, the Duke Ellington Jazz Society asked him to present a concert at New York’s New School of Social Research. It consisted entirely of his own work performed by him and 
his quintet. Two years later Billy Strayhorn died of cancer on May 31, 1967. Duke Ellington’s response to his death was to record what the critics cite as one of his greatest works, a 
collection titled And His Mother Called Him Bill, consisting entirely of Billy’s compositions. Later, a scholarship fund was established for him by Ellington and the Juilliard School of Music.

Strayhorn’s legacy was thought to be well-known for many years as composer of many classic pieces first played by Ellington. It was only after the Ellington music collection was 
donated to the Smithsonian Institution that Strayhorn’s legacy was fully realized. As documented by musicologist Walter van de Leur in his book on the composer, several composi-
tions copyrighted in Ellington’s name were actually Strayhorn’s work, including entire suites, and particularly Satin Doll. Ironically, perhaps his most well-known song, Lush Life was 
written during his years as a student in Pittsburgh. The Ellington band never officially recorded it.

In recent years his legacy has become even more fully appreciated following research and biographies by David Hajdu and Walter Van De Leur, which led to properly crediting 
Strayhorn for songs previously credited to Duke or uncredited. Billy Strayhorn wrote beautiful, thoughtful, classic, and timeless music, and was brilliant as both a composer and an 
arranger. While enhancing Ellington’s style of striving to showcase the strengths of his band members, Strayhorn’s classical background elevated the group and its sound even further 
and helped the name Duke Ellington become eternally synonymous with class, elegance, and some of the greatest American music ever known.

Background of A Tone Parallel to Harlem (AKA The Harlem Suite):

Duke Ellington always had a sophisticated air about him. His high-brow comportment was evidenced in his dress, eloquent delivery and substance of his speech, and, of course, in 
his musical composition. Always striving to bridge the gap between ‘serious music’ (i.e., classical music) and popular music (jazz), even some of his earlier pieces such as East St. Louis 
Toodle-Oo (1926) take the listener on a rhapsodic journey through varying moods and scenes. He was never content to solely produce formulaic 32-bar songs; though he did that with 
aplomb. As the 1930s wore on he became increasingly inspired by long form composition. After all, a longer work allowed Ellington the opportunity to feature more of his cast of 
unique soloists and their individual sound and would provide further evidence of his goal of being recognized by the academic community as a composer and not just a band leader.

Ellington’s 1931 piece Creole Rhapsody shows the composer’s early attempt at breaking out of the popular music conventions. After the death of his mother in 1935, Ellington created 
Reminiscing in Tempo, a longer composition that is a set of variations. 1941 saw the debut of Ellington’s human rights-themed musical Jump for Joy, the first large scale stage production 
to introduce discussion of the historical and present day treatment of the “American Negro.” The musical had a run of nine weeks at the Mayan Theater in Los Angeles. Shortly after 
the completion of this show Ellington embarked on his most ambitious project to date: an opera titled Boola. This work, while never completed, was meant to offer further evidence 
and discourse regarding the plight of African Americans. As his compositional focus changed during the course of 1942, Ellington wound up using the overall structure, themes, and 
lyrics of Boola in the planning of 1943’s Black, Brown, and Beige. The January 1943 performance of this work represented a milestone in the life of Ellington as well as the burgeoning 
civil rights movement: his Carnegie Hall concert would also be the first occasion of a non-white band appearing at the venue. Ellington and his music were now officially installed in 
one of the most hallowed concert halls, and despite the mixed reviews of the performance and composition, Duke Ellington was now officially recognized as an important American 
composer.

In 1950 the NBC Symphony Orchestra commissioned Ellington to write an orchestral work with New York City as the inspiration. There is considerable debate as to whether 
Arturo Toscanini was personally involved in the commissioning process. Since the NBC Orchestra was created as a vehicle for Toscanini to showcase his conducting prowess one 
would assume that he, at the very least, had veto power over the commissions the organization secured. In fact, it is quite possible that the maestro was personally involved in 
the commission process. Ellington’s visit to the White House on September 29, 1950 was specifically arranged by Harry Truman’s adviser on minority affairs David Niles. Ellington, 
having just completed the big band version of A Tone Parallel to Harlem (known to Truman as Portrait of New York Suite), presented a copy of the manuscript to the president. Truman’s 
calendar indicates, “Mr. Ellington personally gave to the President the original manuscript of his contribution toward the new musical suite commissioned by Toscanini, Portrait of New 



York Suite.” Ellington states in his autobiography Music Is My Mistress that he completed the piece while on a voyage across the Atlantic Ocean on the Ile de France returning from a 
European tour in the summer of 1950 (with the exception of the last 10 bars of the work that were composed by Billy Strayhorn). The ship did indeed sail across the Atlantic, leaving 
port on June 20, 1950. Ellington’s tour concluded on June 6 of that year.

The first performance of the big band version of the piece was on January 21, 1951 at the Metropolitan Opera House as a benefit concert for the NAACP. Similar to Ellington’s 1943 
Carnegie Hall premiere of Black, Brown, and Beige, this was the first time an African-American ensemble was allowed to perform at this venue. The NAACP in their January 25, 1951 
press release states, “Among these new compositions was a special arrangement of Harlem, originally written for the NBC Symphony Orchestra on request of Arturo Toscanini.” On 
December 7, 1951 Ellington officially recorded A Tone Parallel to Harlem for his Ellington Uptown album (he would perform the big band version several more times in the future). The 
NBC commission required a symphonic work; however, Ellington had only produced a big band version. The most likely scenario is that Ellington composed the big band version of 
the piece with the expectation that someone would orchestrate the work for the NBC Symphony. Ellington clearly did not have the requisite experience nor time to provide an 
orchestration of his own. He therefore turned to the well-known orchestrator Luther Henderson to provide the initial orchestration. The symphonic version was first performed 
in 1955 at Carnegie Hall by Don Gillis and the Symphony of the Air. 

In 1963 Duke Ellington recorded the full symphonic version of A Tone Parallel to Harlem accompanied by the Paris Symphony Orchestra.

Ellington writes of the piece:
“We would now like to take you on a tour of this place called Harlem... It is Sunday morning. We are strolling from 110th Street up Seventh Avenue, heading north through the Span-
ish and West Indian neighborhood towards the 125th Street business area... You may hear a parade go by, or a funeral, or you may recognize the passage of those who are making 
civil rights demands.”

In addition, he provided the following introduction at the April 20, 1955 Washington D.C. concert:
“And now, one of our extended pieces: Harlem. Harlem, of course, is A Tone Parallel to Harlem and we tried to picture some of the major ingredients of Harlem: a little sadness, little 
gladness. And, of course, there’s so many good things to say about us; a lot of very handsome people who live in Harlem endowed with great advantages. These people, extremely 
handsome. The home of many champions, great dancers have come from there. Well, we’re bordered on the west by the Hudson River, on the east by the East River, on the south by 
the Rumba Belt, and on the north by the New York Giants. We’re even represented in Congress by a minister which brings us to the point that in spite of its tremendous reputation, 
which, of course, is varied and sundry, Harlem has more churches than cabarets. And, we find ourselves, along about halfway through this piece, in front of a church on Easter Sunday 
morning witnessing an Easter parade: the little sadness, a little gladness, a dazzling satin doll but moving on progressively. The word ‘Harlem’ is spoken as the opening statement by 
Ray Nance.”

Ellington, with his composing and arranging partner Billy Strayhorn, would continue their joint pursuit of crafting extended pieces as well as creating jazz adaptations of classical works. 
Together they would compose The Far East Suite, The Perfume Suite, The Tonal Group, The Deep South Suite, Tattooed Bride, and A Drum is a Woman. They also arranged jazz adaptations 
of The Nutcracker Suite and The Peer Gynt Suite. After Strayhorn’s death in 1967, Ellington continued to produce exquisite extended compositions, including Latin American Suite, New 
Orleans Suite, and Afro-Eurasian Eclipse.

Notes to the Conductor:

Ray Nance intones “Harlem” via his plunger muted trumpet to signal the piece’s minimalist beginning. A couple call-and-responses between Nance’s reverend and the saxophone 
section’s congregation concludes with two dueling trumpet whinnies before the tempo kicks in at measure 7. The entire band begins to dramatically ascend in both register and 
volume for four measures before the bottom abruptly drops out, leaving the saxophones to once again call out “Harlem.” An oddly militaristic brass fanfare sets up the spotlight for 
the return of Nance’s trumpet at the pickup to measure 19. Largely unaccompanied except for some occasional blips from the saxes and trombones, Nance’s rubato solo is brief 
but emotionally impactful before the tempo resumes at measure 23. Jimmy Hamilton’s clarinet is now front and center, playing a winding and mildly sinister melody line with some 
light brass and rhythm accompaniment.



The full band resumes center stage at measure 33, where the piece takes on a grandiose, quasi-operatic feel for the next several measures. Most notable are two sudden and brief 
rapid increases in tempo, followed by equally sudden drops to the original tempo. These shifts occur in measures 41-42 and measures 47-51. In order to get the full impact of 
how they should feel, it is highly recommended to spend time listening to the original recording. Just when the piece seems to be settling into a steady medium-slow feel, Wendell 
Marshall’s bass establishes a markedly brighter pace for four bars starting at measure 63. A reduced ensemble of two clarinets, tenor sax, and trumpet play the role of playfully chirping 
accompaniment to Harry Carney’s dramatic baritone sax at measure 69 before yet another sudden tempo drop, this time to an even slower pace than before, at measure 76. The 
band plays some short, broadly arching figures to encompass Hamilton’s solo breaks. Hamilton’s time in the spotlight is brief, however, as Paul Gonsalves’s lazy tenor saxophone 
lopes its way into measure 86. The solo spotlight continues to be a little antsy, bouncing over to Carney for a quick interjection before Hamilton gets one brief final statement at 
measure 97. Throughout this, the brass provide accompaniment that varies from gently prodding to sharply jabbing.

Just as Ellington begins to lull your ears into a false sense of security, measure 98 receives a shot of adrenaline via an abrupt shift to a fast Afro-Cuban feel. Gonsalves and Carney play 
a simple riff prior to the entrance of a trio of plunger muted trumpets at measure 107. The trumpets engage in some good-natured call-and-response with, at first, Russell Procope’s 
alto sax, but Gonsalves quickly steals the spotlight back for himself at measure 114. The brass drops the muted act at measure 122, where Gonsalves and Carney return to their riff 
from before with the altos and clarinet adding another riff on top.

The time feel shifts back to swing at measure 126, where the trumpet trio plays a simple modified blues melody. Although this hints at the next major musical idea to come, the 
Afro-Cuban groove isn’t quite done yet, returning at measure 138 as the horns continue to build in complexity and chaotic intensity. Everything comes to a fore at measure 148, 
when the horns are left to themselves to play a unison rapidly descending melody line to set up a return to the blues at measure 150. Said blues begins with the saxophone and 
trombone sections attempting to one-up each other with their two interlocked lines. The saxophones ultimately seem to win out in time for a key change at measure 162. This 
section turns into more of a call-and-response between the hard-swinging saxes and the harsh, aggressive brass before the trombones ultimately avenge their earlier “loss” with a 
honking melody line at measure 174. 

The chaos continues to grow with another tempo increase at measure 184, followed by another key change two measures later. The saxophones barely get time to settle into this 
new groove before the key changes again at measure 200. The sax line jitters and twitches its way upward around the increasingly attacking brass before all hell breaks loose at 
measure 210, where the band takes on the fevered intensity of what can only be described as a demented Broadway pit orchestra. This crazed climax does not last long, however. It 
feels almost as if the band runs out of gas at measure 220, where the tempo immediately becomes half as fast as it was before. The unison horn line comes to a grinding halt before 
a dramatic trumpet fanfare sets up another rubato section for Hamilton. A slow dirge tempo begins at measure 235, with the piece taking on a shockingly dark quality between the 
mournful clarinet duet of Hamilton and Procope and the wah-wah-ing trombones of Quentin Jackson and Britt Woodman.

A brief bass clarinet interlude sets the stage for Woodman’s (now open) trombone at measure 261. Woodman states what is, for all intents and purposes, the piece’s main melody 
for the first time. This melody very much has the feel of a modern day spiritual, and whenever it appears it should be performed with the mournful reverence that such a work 
demands. Hamilton takes over the melody at 269, with a surprisingly complicated counter-line from Gonsalves, Carney, and Woodman. In addition, Shorty Baker’s trumpet and Russell 
Procope’s clarinet add their own say to the proceedings beginning at measure 277.

A brassy interlude at measure 285 is fairly fleeting, as the melody returns in the saxes  and a single trombone at measure 293. Of particular interest is how Willie Smith approaches 
the lead alto line during this part, as Smith’s playing bore more in common with Benny Carter than Ellington’s longtime alto sax star Johnny Hodges. The melody “flips around” at the 
key change at measure 303, being handled by a brass quartet with baritone saxophone. These two sections should appropriately have a contrasting depth of sound to make them 
distinct from one another. Baker, after leading the chorale, gets some time to handle the melody himself over a bed of saxes at measure 311. The full band suddenly quasi-recaps the 
introductory fanfare at measure 319, complete with slight bump in tempo.

The intensity continues to slowly boil over until Louie Bellson’s pounding tom toms lead the band into the beginning of the final salvo at measure 340. A knotty saxophone line 
underpins the screaming brass playing a variant of the final melodic theme. Once again, Bellson’s toms set the band’s next, and final, idea up at measure 348, this time in the form 
of a roll. The saxes are given a triplet-heavy line to handle, while the brass continues to build in volume and power, with Cat Anderson roaring over the top of everything. Some 
bombastic descending triads set up an almost painfully dissonant second-to-last chord before everything comes to a blunt but climactic conclusion.



General Performance Notes:

 - Be sure to carefully adhere to the many subtle tempo shifts throughout the movement, as they add a sense of necessary musical drama.

 - When a soloist is performing, the ensemble should always be sure to stay out of the way in order to allow them to stand out from the rest of the “chorus.”
 
 - Although this piece bears more than a few parallels to classical music, never forget that this is jazz of the highest order, and that it should always be swinging as hard as possible.

Note About This Publication:

Our goal in publishing A Tone Parallel to Harlem is to provide an edition that represents Duke Ellington’s original compositional intent. This edition largely matches the 1951 Met-
ropolitan Opera House performance. In preparing this edition for publication we relied heavily on the following sources: Ellington’s original complete 1950 condensed score (and 
a 10-bar score by Billy Strayhorn that served as the ending of the work), an incomplete set of original 1951 parts, assorted re-copied parts used for the 1964 ‘Jazz 625’ television 
show (London, England), and the 1951 Metropolitan Opera House recording. We also examined the following recordings: March 25, 1952 Seattle, WA; and April 20, 1955 “National 
Guard Armory”, Washington, D.C.

There were many inconsistencies between the sets of parts. In addition, as is often the case with Ellington’s compositions, the music evolved over time and parts were changed or 
modified. As personnel in the Ellington band changed, Duke would often redistribute notes or alter certain sections to suit the musicians and overall sound of the ensemble. Our 
work was also subject to the fidelity of the original 1951 recording. Simply put: there are passages that one cannot clearly hear. Furthermore, where there were descrepancies be-
tween the sets of parts and the recording we relied on Ellington’s score as the last word.

Publishing Duke Ellington’s music is never a straightforward undertaking for the reasons illustrated above. While our mission is to publish definitive editions we do recognize that 
due to the nature of Ellington’s compositions and his ensemble, the music will always be open for debate. Herein we make no claim to ending the debate, but rather, on the contrary, 
submit evidence toward the furtherance of discussion and analysis. Enjoy studying, discussing, and performing this historic music.
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Above: the original copyright notice from the U.S. Copyright 
Office, 1952.

Right and Below Right: Advertisements for Duke Ellington’s 
January 21, 1951 concert at the Metropolitan Opera House, 
New York. This performance included the first performance 
of A Tone Parallel to Harlem and was a benefit concert for the 
NAACP.



Above: President Harry Truman’s schedule from 
September 29, 1950 that includes a note about 
Duke Ellington’s visit to the Oval Office. This visit 
was arranged by Truman’s Specialist on Minority 
Affairs David Niles. Ellington presented to Truman 
a copy of the score to A Tone Parallel to Harlem, 
known at the time as Portrait of New York Suite.



Above: NAACP press release from January 25, 1951 mentioning the Metropolitan Opera House performance of A Tone Parallel to Harlem.



Above is the first page of Duke Ellington’s pencil score for A Tone Parallel to Harlem, written during the summer of 1950. Commissioned by Arturo Tos-
canini and the NBC Symphony Orchestra, the piece was premiered on January 21, 1951 at the Metropolitan Opera House.



Above is the ending for A Tone Parallel to Harlem, written by Billy Strayhorn. This 10-bar finale is the only section of the piece that wasn’t com-
posed by Duke Ellington.



Above are the first two pages of Ray Nance’s original part for A Tone Parallel to Harlem.



Above are the first two pages of Harold ‘Shorty’ Baker’s original part for A Tone Parallel to Harlem.



Above are the last two pages of Harry Carney’s original part for A Tone Parallel to Harlem.
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{T`o` `B`r`u`s`h`e`s``}

 ⁄ 
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mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

a tempo  = 90
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mp

{T`o` `C`l`o`s`e`d` ``P``l`u`n`g`e`r`}

{T`o` `C`l`o`s`e`d` ``P``l`u`n`g`e`r`}

{T`o` `C`l`o`s`e`d` ``P``l`u`n`g`e`r`}

{S`o`l`o`}
{C``l`a`r`i`n`e`t``}

{T`o` `C`u`p` `M`u`t`e``}

{T`o` `C`u`p` `M`u`t`e``}

{T`o` `C`u`p` `M`u`t`e``}

{T`o` `C`u`p` `M`u`t`e``}
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