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OBITUARY: WHITNEY BALLIETT 1926- 2007 
 
by John Fordham* 
______________________________________________________ 
 
[Published in The Guardian on Monday 5 February 2007, this piece can be read on 
the internet at this link 
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2007/feb/05/guardianobituaries.jazz.] 
 
 

 
 
Whitney Balliett: A great critic, he was the inspiration of a jazz generation… 
 

ometime in the late 1960s, as a callow jazz fan, I stumbled across a jazz review 
anthology, The Sound of Surprise. I had never heard of the writer, New Yorker 
journalist Whitney Balliett, who has died aged 80. I began reading that book 

with amazement on the Tube home, and finished it in a blur that night. I knew a little 
about the music of a few of Balliett's subjects but many of the others were only names 
to me until that day. Reading his descriptions (which seemed to balance the 
impressionism and lateral thinking of poetry with the laconic casualness of a 
gumshoe news reporter) these mysterious figures sprang vividly to life.  
 
________________________________________________________ 

*John Fordham is the Guardian's main jazz critic. He has written several books on 

the subject, reported on it for publications including Time Out, Sounds, Wire and 

Word, and contributed to documentaries for radio and TV. He is a former editor of 

Time Out, City Limits and Jazz UK, and regularly contributes to BBC Radio 3's Jazz 

on 3. 
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Sonny Rollins, whose music I had never heard but suddenly felt I knew, elbowed into 
my world through Balliett's tantalising description of an artist whose guffawing, 
haranguing style disguised a melodic imagination to equal Charlie Parker's. That 
piece was a review of Rollins's Saxophone Colossus album, and I spent months 
combing jazz shops for it. Balliett's description of a wayward and double-taking 
Thelonious Monk pause as feeling like "missing the bottom step in the dark" made 
me laugh out loud. Buddy Rich's "left hand as furious as an electric typewriter", Miles 
Davis's introverted, head-bowed trumpet pose ("like a crane on an unpromising 
mud-flat") brought flesh and blood, humour and intensity to a music that until then 
had flourished only on record-players for me, or hidden itself on dusty shelves of 
collectors' shops. 
 

 
 
Sonny Rollins (left) was tantalisingly described by Balliett; a pause by Thelonious 
Monk (right) felt like "missing the bottom step in the dark"… PHOTO COURTESY 
PINTEREST 
 
Reading Balliett did not turn me into a jazz reporter, but when the chance came, 
Balliett had shown me what kind of reporter I wanted to be. Wry, sometimes gently 
chiding, mostly enthusiastic, Balliett crafted a reportage to do justice to jazz's 
subtleties, excitement, and the willingness of its practitioners to trust to luck. But he 
saw himself not as an opinion-former but as a witness to an art, and avoided cheap 
shots at an artist's expense like the plague. Dan Morgenstern, of Rutgers University's 
Institute of Jazz Studies, called Balliett "the greatest prose stylist to ever apply his 
writing skills to jazz". For Philip Larkin, Balliett was "a writer who brings jazz 
journalism to the verge of poetry". 
 
Born in Manhattan, he was privately educated at the Phillips Exeter academy in New 
Hampshire. After hearing New Orleans drummer Zutty Singleton, Balliett became a 
more than passable amateur player - he loved drummers, precisely describing the 
niceties of individual styles. In 1951 he graduated from Cornell University in New 
York state, after time on military service. 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/jazz
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Dan Morgenstern (above) called Balliett "the greatest prose stylist to ever apply his 
writing skills to jazz", while for Philip Larkin (below), Balliett was "a writer who 
brings jazz journalism to the verge of poetry"… 
 

 
 
 
Hired by the New Yorker, he worked as a proof-reader, occasional poet, and writer of 
the Talk of the Town column. But he was soon running a parallel career as a 
Saturday Review jazz reporter. In 1957, the New Yorker, waking up to Balliett's 
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persuasive style - much jazz writing at the time was either breathless fanzine tone or 
solemnly academic - gave him his own column. 
 
Balliett and fellow critic Nat Hentoff then instigated the imaginatively conceived The 
Sound of Jazz series on CBS TV which converted many to jazz. One of its trademarks 
was to partner players who did not usually work together, highlighting personal 
idiosyncrasies of sound and style, and the openness and mutual generosity of 
musicians of different generations and tastes. 
 

 
 
Fellow critic Nat Hentoff (above) and Balliett instigated the imaginatively 
conceived The Sound of Jazz series on CBS TV which converted many to 
jazz...PHOTO COURTESY TWITTER 
 
Balliett branched out from gig and record-reviewing into in-depth profiling of 
musicians. He had always done his best to let the artist speak freely in the way he 
represented his subjects' music on paper, and he pursued the same course in 
interviews - often quoting musicians' words at length (after compelling scene-
settings) to let the reader absorb their rhythms and turns of phrase, just as if they 
were playing. He did not use a tape, but frequently spent days with his subjects, 
furiously scribbling notes - he felt the method helped him to hear his interviewees 
better. 
 
Balliett also reviewed books, film and theatre for the New Yorker, and wrote poetry. 
He retired from the staff in 1998, but there were collections of his writings, notably 
American Singers (1979), American Musicians (1986) and the formidable Journal of 
Jazz (2000). Balliett wrote 15 jazz books, and received the American Academy of Arts 
and Letters' award in literature (1996). 
 
Balliett did not proselytise about his musical preferences, but they were easy to read 
between the lines. He preferred the easy lyricism, personal quirkiness and sensuous 
swing of the jazz of the 1920s to the 40s, but he could hear the jazz spirit in Rollins,  
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Whitney Balliett’s most celebrated book, The Sound Of Surprise… 
 
Ornette Coleman or even the piano whirlwind Cecil Taylor, and sympathetically 
alerted his readers. Detractors sometimes complained that Balliett's colourful and 
atmospheric writing said more about him than it did about the music, and that he 
lacked a true critic's analytical bite or awareness of the cultural-political dimensions 
of jazz. But he was an enthusiast first and foremost, he made enthusiasts of others, 
and he made jazz sound as natural as talking, laughing or crying, rather than the 
wilfully obscure pursuit it was sometimes caricatured as. 
 
Balliett's marriage to Elizabeth King Balliett ended in divorce. His second wife of 41 
years - painter Nancy Kraemer Balliett - survives him. So do children Julie, Blue and 
Will from his first marriage; Whitney and Jamie from his second. Whitney Lyon 
Balliett, critic, born April 17 1926; died February 1 2007. 


