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BIG BAND THEORY: A PERSONAL VIEW 
 
by Ian Muldoon* 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
Wind-Up Record Player Days 
 
I didn’t know what it was, I didn’t know what to call it, and I was worried that the 
sound might frighten the chooks and they'd stop laying. It was 1951 and I was on the 
back verandah with my wind-up vintage record player (circa 1920s) listening to a 
record by someone called “Dizzy Gillespie” playing something called Things To 
Come. 
 
The 10” shellac records in those days came unadorned in a brown paper sleeve with a 
hole in the centre allowing the centre circular red or blue label to be visible. In those 
days there was no multi-coloured photo or artistic design giving visual expression to 
the contents. With these old 78s it was a case of very few words (some of them 
misleading) on a centre label, with the record encased in a plain paper sleeve. Label 
information might have the title of the song, the artist performing it, and the 
composer(s) in small letters featured under the title. It might also have “Foxtrot” or  
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*Ian Muldoon has been a jazz enthusiast since, as a child, he heard his aunt play Fats 
Waller and Duke Ellington on the household piano. At around ten years of age he was 
given a windup record player and a modest supply of steel needles, on which he played his 
record collection, consisting of two 78s, one featuring Dizzy Gillespie and the other Fats 
Waller. He listened to Eric Child’s ABC radio programs in the 1950s and has been a prolific 
jazz records collector wherever he lived in the world, including Sydney, Kowloon, 
Winnipeg, New York and Melbourne. He has been a jazz broadcaster on a number of 
community radio stations in various cities, and now lives in Coffs Harbour.  
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“Waltz” to provide guidance for dancers. I think Things to Come may have been 
labelled “Quickstep” - I can’t recall.  
 
Such obsession for labelling reminds me of some who might classify Dostoevsky’s 
Crime and Punishment as a murder mystery, or classify Moby Dick as a whaling 
yarn. The label provided little guidance it seems to me of the nature of the music; 
Things to Come was also under the rubric “swing” or “super rhythm” depending on 
the record company. The companies were many and included Parlophone, His 
Master’s Voice, Musicraft, and Guild.  The packaging was almost “socialist” in its 
simplicity.  
 
Still, the words “Dizzy” and Things to Come had a magic appeal to me, a gullible, 
curious 12-year-old. “Dizzy” meaning giddy, light-hearted, shaky, wobbly, were 
meanings that delighted a 12-year-old, though the term may have alluded to 
Gillespie's nick name indicating he liked to fool around in bands by throwing 
spitballs at fellow musicians. A fellow famous musician later confided that Mr 
Gillespie was “dizzy” like a fox, meaning the “dizziness” was a cover and he was 
serious about music and about pay and was very good at organising a band. As for 
the title, Things to Come , what 12-year-old wasn’t interested in Buck Rogers and the 
future, of things to come? 
 

 
 
“Dizzy” meaning giddy, light-hearted, shaky, wobbly, were meanings that delighted 
a 12 year old…PHOTO CREDIT HERMAN LEONARD 
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Packaging Jazz 
 
From the early 1950s so-called 12” vinyl microgroove records playing for up to 20 
minutes a side hit the shelves.  They came with big plastic and paper sleeves and 
cardboard covers, and pictures and writing and design adorned them. One might ask 
"Did the cover of Dark Side of the Moon, or John Pasche’s cover called ‘Tongue and 
Lips’ for the Stones album Sticky Fingers 1971 release on Atlantic, or the Queen 
cover ProtoMen- Killer Queen add to the attraction and mystique of the music 
inside?” Answer: "Undoubtedly.” 
 
Similarly, the covers of jazz records evolved, not just thrilling the eyes, but raising the 
expectations for the music contained therein. The age of great jazz record covers in 
terms of design and artistic excellence probably reached its apotheosis with Reid 
Miles and his series for Blue Note including the designs for Bobby 
Hutcherson’s Happenings, The Ornette Coleman Trio at the Golden Circle 
Stockholm, Eric Dolphy’s Out to Lunch and Larry Young’s Unity.  
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But my firm favourite - perhaps tinged with bias and nostalgia - is for David Stone 
Martin and his long association with Clef and Verve and especially his illustration of 
the pianist - perhaps based on Oscar Peterson - drawn from a back perspective with 
the pianist resting his right hand on the piano stool, whilst his left is shown in a 
blurred flurry over the piano keys. The image to me is the Michelangelo of jazz 
illustrations.  It encapsulates the power of the music through the pianist's sculpted 
Rodin-like back;  the silver filigree pattern on the jacket symbolising the intricate 
genius of individual improvisation; the relaxed pose suggesting the music is a natural 
extension of the nature of the musician, his skills and achieved artistry not 
something he is straining to achieve; and finally, that blurred left hand reminds me 
of the roots of the music in the dark end of the musical spectrum, in the blues, in 
boogie woogie, in stride, in rhythm, in feeling. 
 

 
 
Oscar Peterson album cover (above) designed by David Stone Martin: This image is 
the Michelangelo of jazz illustrations…Below is Martin’s design for Peterson’s Porgy 
and Bess album… PHOTOS COURTESY BIRKA JAZZ ARCHIVE 
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This illustration was featured on many albums including the Oscar Peterson 
songbook series including Oscar Peterson plays Duke Ellington, appropriately 
coloured with the Royal purple. I also loved the illustration by Mr Martin for Porgy 
and Bess, and Oscar Person’s interpretation of some of the cream of George and Ira 
Gershwin's music for that great work. 
 
With the CD, the packaging of jazz lost some of its power which was regained to 
some extent by box sets, such as the Miles Davis reissues of his mono LPs. They are 
housed in a mini-LP replica jacket, faithfully replicating the original LP sleeves.  A 
casemade slipcase holds as well a 40-page booklet with a brand-new essay. For fans 
these are very satisfying re-issues. There has been something of a resurgence of late.  
 
An example of single CD with elaborate packaging is Maria Schneider’s The 
Thompson Fields. It is a miniature book-like entity (see photo) with Audubon bird 
illustrations, poetry, an essay by John W Fitzpatrick of Cornell, photos by Briene 
Lermitte specifically for the album, with design by Cheri Dorr.  The orchestra for the 
recording of 26-20th August 2014, consisted of five reeds, eight brass including bass 
trombone, accordion, guitar, piano, bass, drums and percussion. She writes of the 
music she composed and conducted for this album inter alia “Could relationships 
within the natural world revolve partially around an attraction to beauty?” The music 
is a hymn to Nature as experienced in a variety of settings including a lecture on New 
Guinea's Bird of Paradise by Ed Scholes and Tim Laman. Ms Schneider has worked 
with Dawn Upshaw and the Australian Chamber Orchestra. In 2016 The Thompson 
Fields won the Grammy Award for Best Large Jazz Ensemble Album. The album was 
funded by Ms Schneider’s fan base. 
 

 
 
Maria Schneider’s The Thompson Fields: elaborate packaging…PHOTO COURTESY 
IAN MULDOON 
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High Times for the Big Bands 
 
The music on Things to Come had lots of musicians and was played very fast, so fast 
even then I wondered how they could play. It had an amazing trumpet solo and much 
drama. I didn’t understand it but felt its effects. Up to that time when childhood was 
morphing into adolescence, big bands had meant the comforting sounds of Artie 
Shaw and Begin the Beguine by Cole Porter, or Sentimental Journey by Les Brown 
with vocal by Doris Day. In short:  very strong melodies, sweet harmony and 
comfortable catchy rhythms.  
 
And then we heard Benny Goodman’s version of Sing Sing Sing based on Louis 
Prima’s Christopher Columbus which featured on the LP Benny Goodman at 
Carnegie Hall and went for 12 minutes. It was a rousing and memorable 
performance in which a solo by pianist Jess Stacy nearly stole the show as it was in 
contrast to the somewhat heavy, insistent but exciting drumming of Gene Krupa and 
the powerful brass section. Even so, considering the high C over C that Goodman hit 
on his clarinet, and the drumming of Gene Krupa, we tended to play Duke 
Ellington’s Skin Deep more often just for its drum solo by Louis Bellson. We were 
primitive teenagers after all, not immune to the theatrics, the drama, the wildness of 
the drums that spoke to the hormones that surged through our bodies. 
 

 
Benny Goodman and his band, Carnegie Hall concert, 1938…PHOTOGRAPHER 
UNKNOWN 
 
The next big band that grabbed our attention (music was delightfully a shared 
experience) was called Ted Heath's 100th London Palladium Sunday Concert  which 
had tracks of some of the popular songs of the day, including the Theme from Moulin 
Rouge, but also classic jazz themes of a contemporary style such as How High the 
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Moon and jazz standards like Ellington’s Mood Indigo. The highlight for some of us 
was an original called Henry IX which featured the clarinet playing of band member 
Henry MacKenzie. What we noticed about this big band was a crisp tightness 
and precision. Such tightness has a limited attraction compared to the way Basie’s 
band seemed to breathe. 
 

 
 
Another 12” LP with a similar precision that appealed to us at the time was 
Kenton In Hi Fi. A Bondi resident teenage friend of mine enjoyed playing this mono 
record through his British Quad amplifier and a Wharfedale speaker in a thick 
wooden reflex cabinet. This band was in effect a reconstruction by the Stan Kenton 
1956 big band of hits that Kenton had enjoyed in the 1940s. Trombone player Milt 
Bernhardt, trumpet player Maynard Ferguson, Kenton’s piano and bassist Don 
Bagley were standouts soloists, and tunes such as Eager Beaver and Peanut 
Vendor memorable arrangements. And to this day, that same friend and I thrill to 
the feisty opening piano chords by Mr Kenton on the first track called Artistry 
Jumps and the throbbing bass, and then the sudden entry of the orchestra repeating 
the melody followed by the shout of a chorus of trombones - heady stuff - building to 
a crescendo of trumpets led by the high note peaks of Maynard Ferguson. One track 
was called The Concerto to End All Concertos and even then in our adolescent 
naiveté we thought that pretentious - we had read somewhere that Americans don’t 
understand irony and that Mr Kenton meant the title seriously. We thought that Mr 
Wagner best pay attention to Mr Kenton. 
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Even so, its modernity, like Things to Come appealed. Some commentators have 
remarked “Kenton believed that the classical music of earlier eras reflected the more 
pastoral, pre-industrial ages it existed in. To be part of This Modern World, one had 
to fabricate a music based on new textures and surfaces: concrete, plastic, steel; and 
new rhythms: motors, turbine engines and rockets. Kenton’s musical vocabulary 
therefore included screams, explosions and the not always sweet thunder of 
dissonant roars.”* 
 
 At its peak of achievement, perhaps in the period in the early 1950s, Kenton’s best 
work may be that which featured a brilliant soloist in an arrangement that does 
justice to the individual improvisation, Of All Things, recorded 1st March 1954, based 
on Jerome Kern’s All The Things You Are, with an arrangement by Bill Holman, 
featuring an extended solo by Lee Konitz on alto, with initial backing by Bob Lesberg 
on guitar, Don Bagley on bass, and Stan Levey on drums, culminating in the full 
band's entry and concluding with the usual screaming brass coda, might stand as a 
good example. Kenton designated the various iterations of his bands variously 
“Artistry in Rhythm”, “Progressive Jazz”, “Innovations”, and “Concepts” 
which provides an insight into what I felt as a teenager - the guy couldn’t really 
swing, another well-dressed white man trying his best to use the black man’s music  
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
*Will Friedwald in notes to the Mosaic Issue Stan Kenton: The Complete 
Capitol Recordings of the Holman and Russo Charts.  
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but unable to let go of the European art music tradition. I read later that Kenton 
enjoined his musicians “… we must get back to the real voice of our music from an 
emotional standpoint. Listen to Armstrong. Listen to Hines.” It seems he may not 
have been able to do so in his own music. 
 

 
 
STAN KENTON: another well-dressed white man trying his best to use the black man’s 
music but unable to let go of the European art music tradition… PHOTO CREDIT 
HERMAN LEONARD 

 
To my untrained ear, Kenton was exciting but lacked the swing and feeling that 
seemed to flavour music I’d become accustomed to when talking about jazz - Fats 
Waller, Count Basie and Duke Ellington (some of whose musicians were also 
featured on Benny Goodman at Carnegie Hall) and others. But the thing I learned 
about Kenton was that his music was something of a smorgasbord and you needed to 
pick and choose what you wanted to hear. His great contribution to the music must 
have been his educational role and the training ground he provided for hundreds and 
hundreds of musicians, some of whom were amongst the greatest in the music, such 
as Art Pepper and Lee Konitz. 
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Some musicians from the Basie and Ellington bands were featured at the Benny 
Goodman 1938 Carnegie Hall concert, L-R, Gene Krupa, Benny Goodman, Cootie 
Williams, Vernon Brown,  Johnny Hodges… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
After Kenton’s innovative ambitions, the one musician who may have assumed the 
leading educative and training role or at the very least been a major influence, is 
Anthony Braxton. An example might be his recording 4 (ensemble) Compositions 
1992. The 13-piece orchestra comprised: tpt, tb (2), clarinets(4), accordion (2), 
organ, vibes, percussion, steel drums as well as bass clarinets, alto saxophones, 
piccolo, tenor sax, flute, alto clarinet, bamboo flute, body sounds, voice, and 
marimba, depending on the combinations of each composition. In that particular 
orchestra there were at least four world-class improvising artists and leaders in their 
own right: Don Byron, Marty Ehrlich, Amina Claudine Myers, and Jay Hoggard. 
Some present outstanding leaders in the music and Braxton alumni include Gerry 
Hemingway, Mary Halvorsen, Jessica Pavone, Dave Holland, Marilyn Crispell, 
Kenny Wheeler et al. Mr Braxton has had a profound influence on modern music 
known as jazz.  
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The Mastery of Edward Kennedy Ellington 
 
In 1955 Duke again beckoned with a 10” LP compilation of the Blanton-Webster 
band circa 1940  called Duke Ellington and His Famous Orchestra.  The first track 
was called Ko Ko (designated a foxtrot for dancers!), a 12-bar blues, opening with the 
theme played by the band and a trombone solo by Juan Tizol, backed by a chorus of 
reeds by Barney Bigard, Johnny Hodges, Otto Hardwick, Ben Webster, and Harry 
Carney, a throbbing exotic brass chorus of Wallace Jones & Cootie Williams on 
trumpets, Rex Stewart on cornet, Joe (Tricky Sam) Nanton and Lawrence Brown 
(trombones), and the piano of Duke, then Nanton on trombone with wa wa effects, 
the ensemble in throbbing support behind, punctuated by the piano of Ellington, 
chords and trilling runs building the tension, then the band repeating the theme, 
with a solo by Jimmy Blanton, to climax, then the rousing coda. A miniature 
masterpiece about which when Miles Davis was asked in 1960 about his own music, 
he responded: “You want modern? Listen to Ko Ko by Duke.”  
 

 
 
This 10” LP with the following tracks Ko-Ko, Concerto For Cootie, Conga 
Brava, Cotton Tail, Bojangles, Portrait Of Bert William, Blue Goose, Harlem Air-
Shaft, Sepia Panorama, Take The A Train may be, for its time, the finest example of 
jazz orchestral music.  Live performance cannot be equalled as a listening experience 
but within the confines of a studio with a time limit pre-long play record of three 
minutes, Ellington managed to produce a series of miniature works that remain 
nonpareil in the history of the jazz orchestra, the so called “big band". It includes 
various forms, a mini concerto; the great swing number Cottontail which in some 
iterations I would take as the greatest single swing record of all; Blue Goose based on 
Star Dust with a soprano and baritone sax introduction and short solos for trumpet, 
trombone, and tenor and featuring a sax solo with clarinet lead and dense harmonies 
- this is Duke at his elegant swinging best - and Sepia Panorama, an impressionistic 
homage to African American life with Blanton’s bass featured prominently and a 
stunning brief piano solo mid-song backed by bass alone - superlative solos (eg 
Ben Webster, and listen to Sepia once, concentrating on the piano!) and ensemble 
work at the peak of creativity. The programme  is bookended by Duke’s theme Take 
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the A Train written, ironically, by Billy (Swee’ Pea) Strayhorn, Duke’s finest 
collaborator.  
 

 
 
Sepia Panorama is an impressionistic homage to African American life featuring 
prominently the bass of Jimmy Blanton (pictured)… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
On Duke, Dave Brubeck remarked:  “A memorable moment in my career came in 
1954 when my group toured with the Duke Ellington Orchestra and I learned so 
much by observing how he led the band and conducted himself on stage. He was a 
night owl like me, and so in the middle of the night, we two were frequently the only 
ones awake on the train. Duke liked to sit in the very last car over the wheels, so that 
he could feel the steady clicker-clack rhythm as they passed over the railroad ties. 
Sometimes, he and I would both be writing music; sometimes we would sit and talk. 
Those intimate conversations are some of the most treasured moments of my life. 
Not long after that I wrote a piece, an homage to Ellington. I called it The Duke and 
recorded it on my first solo album Brubeck plays Brubeck. Later, Miles Davis and 
other jazz artists recorded that piece in honour of Duke. I was thrilled to be there 
when Duke received the Medal of Freedom from President Nixon in 1969. It must 
have meant so much to him to be honoured as a special guest in the very same room 
in the White House that his father had worked in as a butler. That was a joyful, 
unforgettable night.”* 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*Quoted in Duke Ellington - An American Composer and Icon by Mercedes 
Ellington and Steven Brower, Rizzoli, NY (p56). Dave Brubeck was named a Duke 
Ellington Fellow at Yale University, in 1977.  



13 
 

As a composer Duke said (possibly with his knowing smile): “Bach and myself both 
write with individual performers in mind.” He also recalled: “The memory of things 
gone is important to a jazz musician. Things like the old folks singing in the 
moonlight in the back yard on a hot night, or something someone said long ago. I 
remember I once wrote a 64-bar piece about a memory of when I was a little boy in 
bed and heard a man whistling on the street outside, his footsteps echoing away. 
Things like these might be more important to a musician than technique.”* 
 

 
 
Ellington (right), pictured here with Billy Strayhorn: Ellington was the first serious 
musician to incorporate the didgeridoo into music… 
PHOTO COURTESY TERRY TEACHOUT’S DUKE: THE LIFE OF DUKE ELLINGTON 
 
Ellington was the first serious musician to incorporate the didgeridoo into music in 
his eight-part suite the Afro-Eurasian Eclipse (subtitled A Suite in Eight Parts), pre-
dating Peter Sculthorpe by over a decade. Like Haydn and Mozart, Ellington 
conducted his orchestra from the piano. By 1944 Duke had composed over 1,200 
pieces many of them of such worth that Stokowski, Grainger, Stravinsky and Milhaud 
called him one of the greatest modern composers. By 1944 he had made some 1,100 
records which had sold 20 million copies. Edward Kennedy Ellington composed over 
3,000 separate works. 
 
To me, Duke seems to get some mysterious and elegant balance in his music between 
on the one hand the orchestration and the structure of a piece, whilst on the other, 
allowing the individual brilliance of his musicians to shine at the same time 
suggesting the throbbing rhythms of the music’s African heritage. Whether its Jack 
the Bear with the bass of Jimmy Blanton or Take the A Train with Ray Nance on  
_____________________________________________ 
 
*The New Yorker, June 24 1944, “The Hot Bach” by Richard O Boyer. 
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open and muted trumpet (The Rolling Stones used the song as the introductory track 
on their 1982 live album Still Life) or Across the Track Blues with Barney Bigard, it’s 
Duke’s music.  
 
I keep coming back to the likes of Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, Haydn’s Piano 
Trios, Bach’s Cello suites, Duke Ellington et al for my salvation. About the Duke, the 
surrealist poet Blaise Cendrars wrote: “Such music is not only a new art form but a 
new reason for living.” Ellington died in 1974 but his influence on music has been 
lasting (eg on Charles Mingus et al). Especially on orchestras in the jazz tradition.  
 
The claim that Duke Ellington is the greatest composer/arranger/musician of the 
20th century might have as its foundation in the fact that Ellington, more than any 
other artist, reflected the historical transition that occurred from monarchies to the 
rise of democratic secular societies. His music did not ignore the past - his Jungle 
Style (1930) or his Concert of Sacred Music (1965) did that - but he wrote music for 
all strata of society reflecting a new democratic musical vision encompassing not 
just Doin’ The Voom Voom , but The Togo Brava Suite and The Queen’s Suites. He 
won 14 Grammy awards. His leadership too helped raise jazz up the “social ladder". 
With its origins in slavery, and its association with brothels, or with places 
frequented by the poor and indigent, and with so-called “street life”, Ellington 
brought his live music to the White House, the Queen of England, and to the 
Cathedral whilst never forgetting those of us at street level. 
 

 
 
Duke Ellington (right) meets Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip in Leeds in 1958: 
Ellington helped raise jazz up the “social ladder"… 
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Duke’s Legacy 
 
Whether 1960 augured the end of the rock and roll era or its renaissance, no matter, 
it was a singularly brilliant year for big band jazz, building on the legacy of Duke and 
other big bands. Randy Weston, pianist and composer, recorded Uhuru Afrika on 
17th and 18th November 1960 in New York. A casual listener may mistake Weston's 
piano style for Duke Ellington who, Weston acknowledged, was a seminal 
influence.  "Uhuru" means "freedom" in Swahili. Weston owned the African Rhythms 
Club in Tangier for five years, from 1967 to 1972 so his commitment to the roots of 
African American music were profound. The Uhuru suite is in five parts including the 
introduction made by Langston Hughes, the poet. Four movements follow. The 
orchestra had 25 musicians,  including two bass players: George Duvivier, Ron 
Carter, and six percussionists: Max Roach, Charlie Persip, G T Hogan, 
Babatunde Olatunji (African percussion), Candido Camero (congas) and Amando 
Peraza (bongos, congas). The work emphasised the percussive elements of jazz which 
the pianist too emphasised in his approach to that instrument. Even so, the second 
movement revealed the impressionist sounds of the new dawn, birds awakening 
(flutes of Les Spann and Yusef Lateef) and a muted trumpet sunrise song by Benny 
Bailey’s backing Brock Peters’ vocal African Lady.  Ellington alumni in the band 
included Clark Terry. Melba Liston arranged the work. 
 

 
 
Randy Weston, pictured above) recorded Uhuru Afrika on 17th and 18th November 
1960 in New York… PHOTO COURTESY IAN MULDOON 
 
Nelson Riddle 
 
One big band leader who provided much needed work for jazz musicians over many 
years in recording sessions and whose music was jazz influenced, was Nelson Riddle. 
His arrangements of the Great American Songbook and his work with many artists 
over nearly 30 years was substantial.  The George and Ira Gershwin Songbook with 
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Ella Fitzgerald (1959) must be considered a major work. He also conducted and 
arranged Frank Sinatra’s Only the Lonely amongst many other memorable and 
musically outstanding albums. 
 

 
 
Nelson Riddle (pictured above)… Below, as a younger man, he is pictured with 
Frank Sinatra: his music was jazz influenced… 
 

 



17 
 

Gil Evans 
 
On the 18th November 1960, as Randy Weston was recording in New York, in nearby 
New Jersey, Gil Evans was recording Where Flamingos Fly by John Benson Brooks, 
later to be incorporated into the album Out of the Cool. This album was subsequently 
adopted by the US Information Service as a representative piece of American culture 
as part of its soft diplomacy during the Cold War. I came across it in the USIS facility 
in Penang, Malaysia.  
 

 
 
One important element with Evans is the space allowed for the musicians to 
“breathe” as opposed to the crisp perfection of say Ted Heath or Harry James or Stan 
Kenton. In short, Evans does not over-write and the most affecting, and perhaps one 
of his most brilliant pieces, is La Nevada.  This work began as a number of sketches 
which evolved in performance with the contributions of the individual soloists - John 
Coles (trumpet), Tony Studd (bass trombone), Budd Johnson (tenor) Ron Carter 
(double bass) and Ray Crawford (guitar). The vamp-like section, the insistent rhythm 
of Charlie Persip and Elvin Jones on drums, with Ray Crawford on guitar, and Ron 
Carter on bass, the colour, and voicings, punctuated by Evans on piano, drive the 
piece behind the great solos to a satisfying climax. Tuba, piccolo, bassoon, add to the 
flavour with particularly effective trombone section of Keg Johnson, Jimmy Knepper 
and Tony Studd.  
 
But an indication of how an artist such as Gil Evans can draw out the best, and not 
just depend on the world’s best individual musicians, is his later recording Gil 
Evans/Laurent Cugny Big Band Lumiere and the track London which he composed 
and arranged and recorded on 3rd November 1987 in Paris on which he also played 
electric and acoustic piano. Again it has the space for some wonderful solos and 
rivals La Nevada in impact. A beautiful work involving 17 (mainly French) 
musicians; tuba, french horn, keyboards, piccolo are involved. The band in full flight 
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in a series of choruses behind Evan’s piano solo towards the end, still raises the hair 
remaining on my head.  
 

 
 
The collaborations between Miles Davis and Gil Evans from 1947-1968 are a high 
point in big band music, building on the legacy of Evans’ work with Claude Thornhill, 
Gerry Mulligan, John Lewis, and John Carisi and which utilised the interesting mix 
of instruments such as French horn, tuba, baritone sax, to impressive effect, and 
culminating in such works as Solea on Sketches of Spain, one of my favourites.  
 
Another favourite is Time of the Barracudas recorded with Miles but again extended 
to over 12 minutes later on with the magnificent Wayne Shorter soloing. The later 
version was  recorded on 9th July 1964 with inter alia Kenny Burrell on guitar and 
Elvin Jones on drums - the album was called The Individualism of Gil Evans. In the 
sleeve notes Gene Lees wrote about how Evans handled melody, harmony and 
rhythm: “As the melody is played, a certain sequence of chords occurs beneath it. 
Now the bottom note of these chords sets up a sort of melody of its own. This is 
referred to as the ‘bass line’, and it has great importance to the texture and flavour of 
the music….try not hearing the melody, but listening to the bass line… Between the 
bass note and the melody note fall the other notes of the chord. You can put them 
down in a slap dash fashion, so that you’ve merely got chords occurring in sequence 
like a line of telephone poles holding up the wire of melody; or you can link the inner 
notes of one chord to the inner notes of the next one, setting up still other melodies 
within the music. These new lines are called ‘inner voices’ of the harmonisation. How 
well he handles inner voices is one of the measures of a composer’s or an arranger’s 
writing skill. Gil’s handling of them is astonishing. His original melody, his bass line, 
and his inner lines are always exquisite.”  
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Returning to late 1960, and in December, Gerry Mulligan appeared with his Concert 
Jazz Band at the Village Vanguard. Consisting of three trumpets, three trombones, 
five reeds including the leader, and the rhythm section of Mel Lewis (drums) and Bill 
Crow (bass). The opening piece on the recording Blueport written by Art Farmer, 
arranged by Al Cohn, is a prime exhibit with which to counter my childish belief held 
as a teenager that white guys can’t swing. Pretty much every note Mulligan ever 
played was somehow drenched in rhythm, but Blueport is a classic of big band swing. 
Speaking of which…. 
 

 
 
Gerry Mulligan (pictured below on baritone sax): pretty much every note he ever 
played was somehow drenched in rhythm… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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European Big Bands 
 
The Kenny Clarke-Francy Boland Big Band was an outstanding European big band of 
the 60s that swung. Its leader Boland, like Basie, Kenton, Ellington and Evans, was a 
pianist.  His compositions, arrangements, and leadership were outstanding and the 
album, Sax No End, featuring six of his compositions with one by Kenny Clarke 
(Boland arrangement) and one by Sahib Shihab, are amongst the best in modern big 
band history. Soloists included Benny Bailey (flugelhorn), Johnny Griffin (tenor), 
Eddie ‘Lockjaw’ Davis (tenor), Idrees Sulieman, and Ronnie Scott. It consisted of 
four trumpets, three or four trombones; five reeds; piano (leader); bass, bongos, and 
drums. Sax No End, the title track, based on the chord changes of Chinatown, was 
also recorded by Oscar Peterson in Germany to a live audience and is on his 
album Travelin’ On. Peterson recorded thousands of tunes but his performance 
of Sax No End with Bobby Durham (drums) and Sam Jones (bass) is six minutes of 
the best recorded swing jazz piano ever put down. Magnificent stuff. 
 

 
 
Kenny Clarke (left) and Francy Boland: they led an outstanding European big band 
of the 60s that swung. Below is the cover of their Sax No End album… 
 

 
 



21 
 

Another European big band but more akin to the work of Ellington and Evans in 
instrumentation and voicings and might be considered a big band concerned with 
“painting” a picture and a mood, was Edward Vesala’s big band of 1986 called Sound 
and Fury. Trumpet, four reeds, trombone or tuba, piano or harp, guitar, accordion, 
bass and drums (Vesala). The sounds of the bass clarinet, soprano saxes, harp, and 
various percussion provide a rich palette on which to draw.  The music is pictorial in 
mood - his album Lumi (Romanian for worlds) includes the title, Third Moon, The 
Wind, and Frozen Melody.  
 

 
 
Finland’s Edward Vesala: his big band Sound And Fury contained instrumentation 
and voicings concerned with “painting” a picture and a mood… Below is the cover 
of his album Lumi on ECM… 
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Basie 
 

 
 

Count Basie, pictured in Hamburg in 1974: the bandleader who may epitomise the 

best of the so-called “swing” big bands… PHOTO CREDIT HEINRICH KLAFFS. Below is a 

shot of Basie with his longtime guitarist Freddie Green in the background…  
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Count Basie may be reckoned to be the bandleader who epitomised the best of the so-
called “swing” big bands with Jo Jones on drums, Walter Page on bass, Freddie 
Green on guitar and Basie on piano, he led a band of 16-18 members. The Basie band 
is one of the longest surviving big bands of all, lasting in its various iterations over 80 
years. William “Count” Basie died in 1984 but his legacy, including his influence as a 
pianist and his use of space (cf Ahmad Jamal) lives on. My favourite Basie record is 
not by Basie at all, but the presence of that wonderful musician is 
everywhere evident, from the former members of his orchestra, such as Thad Jones 
who plays flugelhorn and conducts, and the greatest of his many vocalists, Joe 
Williams. The album is Joe Williams and Thad Jones/Mel Lewis Orchestra, 
recorded in September 1966 and reissued on Blue Note/Capitol in 1984.  
 

 
 
As well as two tunes by Duke Ellington, Come Sunday (the best extant version of this 
great composition), and It Don’t Mean a Thing If It Ain’t Got That Swing, it includes 
a classic blues number Keep Your Hand on Your Heart by Bill Broonzy; a soul 
number by Ray Charles Hallelujah I Love her So;  a brilliant opening song called Get 
Out of My Life written by Allen Toussaint, the influential New Orleans R&B musician 
and composer; the swing number Gee Baby Ain’t I Good to You by Andy Razaf and 
Don Redman, and a superb Nobody Knows the Way I Feel This Mornin’ written in 
1925 by Pearl and Tom Delaney (who also composed Jazz Me Blues) and recorded by 
inter alia Clara Smith, Margaret Johnson, David Bromberg, Sidney Bechet, Aretha 
Franklin, Big Joe Williams, Dinah Washington, and Alberta Hunter. Of all the 
hundreds of Basie records including those with great vocalists, such as 
Jimmy Rushing, this record is the one I keep coming back to, to listen to again and 
again. It exemplifies what a great big swing band with a great vocalist can do. What a 
classic! Not a dud track on this one. 
 
A thrilling big band, led by a communist with a political agenda and including some 
of the most acclaimed modern musicians, was The Liberation Music Orchestra led by 
bassist Charlie Haden. His album Dream Keeper, features the title track suite in four 
parts. The suite includes traditional songs from El Salvador, Venezuela, and the 
Spanish Civil War with the main composition by Carla Bley. The anthem of the  
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The bassist Charlie Haden: he led the Liberation Music Orchestra… PHOTO CREDIT 

DRAGAN TASIC… Below is the cover of their Dream Keeper album… 
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African National Congress is given a jazz treatment as part of the suite. Other music 
includes two tracks composed by Haden, Sandino at seven minutes, and Spiritual at 
nine minutes, dedicated to Martin Luther King, Medgar Evans and Malcolm X. The 
Oakland Youth Chorus is featured. Carla Bley conducts. Four reeds, two trumpets, 
french horn, trombone, tuba, piano, guitar, drums and percussion, bass and pan 
pipes compose the orchestra.  Soloists include Haden on bass; Tom Harrell trumpet; 
Ken McIntyre alto; Don Alias percussion; Juan Lazaro Mendolas on wood flutes; Joe 
Daley, tuba; Paul Motian drums; Mick Goodrick guitar; Joe Lovano tenor; Dewey 
Redman tenor; Sharon Freeman french horn; Ray Anderson trombone; Branford 
Marsalis tenor; and Amina Claudine Myers on piano.  
 
For a communist, Charlie Haden was very democratic in his leadership duties! 
Haden (1937-2014) was one of the most loved musicians of his generation.  The 
group Old and New Dreams which consisted of Don Cherry pocket trumpet, Dewey 
Redman tenor, and Ed Blackwell, drums and Haden on double bass might have been 
a name symbolic of his life, meaning that he came out of country music yet was quick 
to embrace the new black “freedom” sounds of the 50/60s.  
 

 
 
Old and New Dreams, pictured in Australia 1981. L-R, Charlie Haden (bass), Don 
Cherry (pocket trumpet), Dewey Redman (tenor saxophone), Ed Blackwell 
(drums)…PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
The 21st Century 
 
Other bass players leading big bands (pace the late Charles Mingus) are William 
Parker and Dave Holland.  



26 
 

What Goes Around is Holland’s January 2001 recording which reveals an Ellington 
influence as well as Mingus. Four reeds, six brass, vibraphone, bass and drums 
comprise the band. All compositions and arrangements are by the leader. Unlike 
Ellington, Holland’s is one reassembled for the occasion of the recording though the 
rhythm section is a constant in his quintet. The recording of What Goes Around  is 
noteworthy for its swing, superb arrangements, elegant trombone voices of Andre 
Hayward, Robin Eubanks, and Josh Roseman, and outstanding solos. How a 
musician must feel to have such a band backing him during his solo must be truly 
inspirational. 
 

 
 
The programme consists of seven pieces, the shortest seven minutes, the longest 17. 
One is a slow, sly, swaggering blues featuring fine bluesy vibraphone work from Steve 
Nelson, and is dedicated to Charles Mingus. The title track features a bass figure 
counterpointed by the vibes, extended solos including a great one by Chris Potter, 
and a brilliant one by Robin Eubanks reminding us of Ellington, and some beautiful 
ensemble work of reeds and muted trumpets. Trombones and flugelhorns give a 
beautiful burnished buttery sound to proceedings. The final track opens with a long 
bass solo, followed by the vibraphone, and sounds of a flute and tsk tsk of the drums 
as if dawn is breaking. The rousing climax of the piece is a fitting end to a fine 
programme of big band music. 
 
Composer and leader and pianist Maria Schneider (no relation to the actor in Last 
Tango In Paris) formed the Maria Schneider Jazz Orchestra in 1992. One iteration of 
the band on the recording Sky Blue has five reeds (including bass clarinet), eight 
brass (including bass trombone), guitar, piano by Frank Kimbrough, bass, drums, 
accordion, voice, cajon and palmas and percussion by two plus bird sounds provided 
by  Rich Perry, Ingrid Jensen, Maria Schneider, Scott Robinson, Jason Carder, 
Pernell Saturnine and Marshall Gilkes. No surprises that she is a committed 
birdwatcher.  
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Schneider is a major composer and leader in the tradition of the great jazz big 
bands. Gil Evans was a mentor to Ms Schneider and employed her as copyist and 
assistant. She has also worked with Bob Brookmeyer. She helped Sting write the 
soundtrack for the film Color of Money. She has won six Grammy awards and over a 
dozen “best” Downbeat awards. Clearly Gil Evans was an influence but her unique  
 

 
 
Maria Schneider, pictured in Melbourne in 2013: Gil Evans employed her as copyist 
and assistant…Below is the cover of her Sky Blue album… 
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approach to orchestration and arranging and composing has meant she has 
established herself as a leading artist in her own right. Sky Blue is an immensely 
impressive effort and as good a place as any to sample her work. 
 
Australia 
 
Ten Part Invention has been a much loved big band in Australia for over 20 years 
and one I’ve heard many times live, which is the best experience. But my greatest big 
band thrills since January 2002 have been courtesy of the Australian Art Orchestra 
(AAO) beginning with Testimony: The Legend of Charlie Parker performed in the 
Sydney Opera House in January 2002 in a major work composed by Sandy Evans. 
Paul Grabowsky led the 19-piece Australian Art Orchestra (AAO) augmented by 11 
local jazz and blues singers – including Shelley Scown, Kristen Cornwell and Joe 
‘Bebop’ Lane. The inspiring aural performances were augmented by visuals which 
literally illustrated elements of Parker’s lived experience, cityscapes, maps, trains and 
chain gangs. There was also a repeated kaleidoscopic shot of Parker playing as his life 
unravelled and his body gave in, under the punishment inflicted on it by an 
uncontrolled appetite for food, drugs and… anything to dull the pain of being the 
sensitive black genius in a racist society. Such narrative elements added to the 
experience, and the enjoyment of the work.  
 

 
 
Better still was the next major AAO homage, this time to Miles Davis called Miles 
Davis: Prince of Darkness performed at 8pm, 15th March 2012. Better, partly 
because the Adelaide Town Hall has (weirdly?) brilliant acoustics even when sitting 
in a far corner, which I wasn’t. Interestingly it was in musical “competition” with the 
Adelaide Symphony which performed Bernstein’s Mass from 1971. I attended both, 
and the AAO on every level was a more rewarding experience. Phil Slater played 
trumpet on a performance of the original Gil Evans arrangement of Sketches of Spain 
(Concierto de Aranjuez).  Scott Tinkler was magnificent in the title role of Prince of 
Darkness, but what was also thrilling was the narrative that accompanied the musical 
journey that Davis took - and might have taken had he lived longer courtesy Anthony  
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The Australian Art Orchestra, performing Miles Davis: Prince of Darkness, 
Adelaide, 2012. PHOTO COURTESY ADELAIDE FESTIVAL OF THE ARTS 
 
Pateras’  Ontetradecagon. Whatever the intention, the point was clearly made in a 
thrillingly original way suggesting visually, theatrically if you will, and musically, the 
constant turbulence that drove the creative juices of Miles Davis throughout his 
life.  After that evening performance I could only say that Miles Dewey Davis may 
well have approved by croaking “Paul” in the same way he croaked “Teo” when he 
approved of Teo Macero, his producer at a recording session. Miles was all music, 
and few, very few, words. 
 

 
 
Miles Davis: he was all music, and few, very few, words... PHOTO CREDIT IRVING 
PENN 
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Even better still, at least more emotionally powerful for me, was Struttin’ With Some 
Barbecue - A Tribute to Louis Armstrong  presented on the night of 31st October 
2014 at the Wangaratta Jazz Festival. I think this was better also because of the more 
significant narrative which, though it followed the Armstrong African American boy 
from the most wrenching poverty to the acclaimed recognition of the world as the 
great musician and, along with Duke Ellington, the greatest ambassador for 
American culture ever, it also through that interpretative journey, traced the 
evolution of jazz itself. The work was composed and arranged by Eugene Ball who 
played trumpet, Peter Knight present AAO leader was on electronics, Ngaaire, voice 
and sampler, Paul Grabowsky piano and melodica, Allan Browne drums and text, 
Phil Noy sax, Sam Pankhurst bass, Brett Thompson guitar, Tim Jones, tuba, Martin 
Ng, turntables, Matthias Schack-Arnott percussion. Barbecue means “girl” in the 
title, a jive word to do with the connotations of “smoking” and “eating”, and to be 
“strutting” is to be “one proud cock of the walk” so to speak. Thus the music captured 
the sly joy of Armstrong’s music and its wistfulness and poignancy and suggested 
its undercurrent of pain - the blues. It was easily the highpoint of that festival and a 
moving and musically stunning performance. What a great night! 
 

 
 
Louis Armstrong(above & below): the narrative followed this African American boy 
from the most wrenching poverty to the acclaimed recognition of the world as, 
along with Duke Ellington, the greatest Ambassador for American culture 
ever…PHOTO CREDIT BELOW HERMAN LEONARD 
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An intriguing recent recording by the AAO is Water Pushes Sand which gives 
collective expression to experiences of a Chinese journey and includes musicians of 
Sichuan province, China. I was somewhat taken aback to learn that composer Erik 
Griswold and percussionist Vanessa Tomlinson (together known as Clocked Out) 
spent 15 years researching Sichuan's music and culture. There are 11 pieces in the 
recital. The band consists of ten performers and 11 instruments as well as voice and 
“changing faces”. The bamboo flute and percussion are prominent with traditional 
jazz instruments trumpet, piano, bass and saxophones included. Peter Knight is 
responsible for laptop electronics. In theory it’s a pianist-led orchestra, but in 
practice seems more of a collective. The program opens with voice leading into a 
collective improvisation of a variety of instruments and provides a 
provocative soundscape. The next piece swings, with percussion playing a large role, 
changes of tempo and mood, and weave-like sounds at end fading to silence.  A 
beautiful slow tempo throbbing bass figure features in the third piece with great 
ensemble work and a joyful tone, with solos by flute and trumpet. 
 

 
 
Composer Erik Griswold (right) and percussionist Vanessa Tomlinson (together 
known as Clocked Out) spent 15 years researching Sichuan's music and culture... 
 
There is an extended Chinese zither solo in the next track with impressive voices 
creating a reflective mood. The title track begins with a chant related to Chinese 
Opera in brisk waltz time, persistent percussion effects, and an extended and 
expressive flute solo. Insistent back rhythm brings it to a satisfying climax. An 
interesting confluence of two musical genres which works a treat.  



32 
 

 
The Soft Power of Jazz and the Big Band 
 

 
 
I recall hearing An Electrifying Evening With Dizzy Gillespie Quintet on the Voice of 
America radio program around 1962 in Penang, Malaysia, when Willis Conover was 
compere. I can’t recall listening to Radio Australia for music especially jazz, but 
presumably it was a service provided. In 1968 the United States Information Service  
 (USIS) sponsored the Keith Jarrett Quartet on a tour of South East Asia. I attended a 
concert of theirs in the Chinese Girls School, Penang. Dave Brubeck was a musical 
Ambassador for the USA in the 60s as was Duke Ellington. Duke perhaps began it all 
in a serious way by touring  Europe in 1933 then the USA. In 1939 Ellington 
undertook a 34-day, 28-concert tour of Europe. And so it went…. 1970 he toured 
Japan, Australia, New Zealand and the Far East. 1971 toured Europe. 1972 toured 
Southeast Asia, Ceylon, Australia, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Japan etc. A true 
ambassador for the music and his country.  
 
Another very successful USIS Ambassador was Louis Armstrong. Jazz represented 
the only original art form to arise in the USA and because it symbolised freedom, jazz 
played a serious weapon in the soft power diplomacy of the Cold War.  The 
USA’s  cultural, artistic achievements have proved to be incredibly effective over 
time. Bluster and posturing by countries has limited effectiveness compared to the 
long-term investment in soft power as Britain has proved.  The West won the Cold 
War, and it wasn’t because we had more ICBMs.  
 
The new (world) war is an economic one presently being waged between China and 
the USA and its allies. The most influential Chinese citizen outside China is Ai 
Weiwei, an artist. This must say something to our political leaders if they are 
listening. The process works in reverse too. The most influential Westerners to the  
 



33 
 

 
 
The Chinese artist Ai Weiwei:  the most influential Chinese citizen outside China… 
 
Chinese are most likely to be artists. Paul Keating was Prime Minister when the AAO was 
established and it’s remit was for the AAO, inter alia, to explore "relationships  
between musical disciplines and cultures, imagining new musical concepts that reference 
how 21st century Australia responds to its cultural and musical history.” Ouch! It might 
better be said by Thelonious Monk when talking about his music when asked if it was too 
“avant-garde” replied: “My music is now. The people just have to catch up.”  
 

 
 
Thelonious Monk: my music is now… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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Jazz, for want of a better term, is the perfect artistic vehicle to connect with the 
people of different cultures by incorporating into it the sounds of any culture and to 
make beautiful music of it. Examine for instance Clouds in White from Water Pushes 
Sand which begins with the sound similar to an arco cello followed by tinkling 
exquisite harp-like sounds then the bursting through of sunlight by the violin into the 
soundscape, a flute solo and the trumpet emerges, calling out (in joy?) whilst backed 
by the chattering collective sounds of bamboo flutes, shimmering, chirping, and then 
the splashing percussion and insistent rhythms ending a six-minute 
impressionistic journey into the traditions of Szechuan Opera as now felt by the five 
Chinese artists and five Australian artists led by Peter Knight. Beautiful music a child 
will respond to.  
 

 
 
Five Chinese artists and five Australian artists led by Peter Knight (pictured 
above): beautiful music a child will respond to...  
 
Although bodies such as the Australia Council funded by the Federal Government 
support the AAO, my feeling is that there is a serious undervaluing and under-
appreciation of the value of such an orchestra in its ability to wield soft power in a 
very effective way. Any Chinese citizen would hear at least some of the music 
on Water Pushes Sand  even if some small parts of it at first, such as the collective 
improvisation, may sound like “Chinese music” in the Eddie Condon meaning. But 
that’s the point - to take traditional music and explore its possibilities through jazz. 
And music is the most universal and directly felt of all the arts.  
 
Their work Water Pushes Sand shows that the AAO can be a seriously powerful 
weapon in the path to understanding and co-operation between 19% of the world’s 
population (1.4 billion) and us. Our elected representatives are eager to spend $6 
billion on six drones as some sort of surveillance shield, but a relative pittance on an 
organisation like the AAO. A 50-city tour of China by the present AAO could produce 
serious long-term subtle and nuanced but positive results that thousands of cocktail 
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parties funded by Foreign Affairs officials with Australian flag pins in their lapels as 
instructed by the Prime Minister’s Department might not. 
 
Just as Maria Schneider’s work The Thompson Fields is a musical response and 
reminder of the glory and significance of Nature, especially birds, and our intimate 
relationship and interconnection with it, and that if we destroy it through climate 
change for example, we destroy ourselves, so the work Water Pushes Sand is a 
reminder we have more in common with the Chinese people and culture than we 
have differences - that we live in one world, and our survival will depend more on co-
operation than on competition. 
 
Perhaps the word “jazz” is so loaded for so many with a variety of different 
connotations and implications, that its usefulness may seem limited. But to call The 
Thompson Fields “classical music” or to call Water Pushes Sand “Chinese music” is 
misleading. To call both New Music might be more helpful but somewhat vague and 
also misleading, because in 50 years it may not be “new” at all. Jazz simply needs to 
stand up for itself. Like “democracy” it comes in a great variety of styles and it is for 
all peoples wishing to be “free”. It is inclusive and that is its great strength. It is 
adaptable, and it evolves and changes and grows, and speaks to the heart and mind 
in equal measure, and addresses the poorest and richest in all lands, without favour. 
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In this regard the nation should thank Paul Grabowsky and his vision, and 
subsequently and presently, Peter Knight, for the Australian Art Orchestra and the 
wonderful works it has given,  and continues to give, through the commitment and 
dedication of some of our finest musicians and artists. 
 
As a 12-year-old I enjoyed Les Brown and Sentimental Journey sung by Doris Day, 
and still enjoy it. But thanks also Mr John Birks Gillespie for Things to Come which 
alerted me to “other worlds” in the music, the possibilities inherent in jazz. Those 10” 
shellac records with their brown paper covers unleashing their magic sounds, their 
“other worlds”, was a revelation, a joy,  and because of the severely limited electronic 
stimulation of those times, a serious focus and deep listening experience. 
 
In the 21st century we are drowning in visual and aural stimulation and the easy 
availability of the recording history of all music in multiple box sets, streaming 
television, etc. To sit and focus and remain listening to a work such as Water Pushes 
Sand brings back that joyous revelatory feeling once again. 
 

 
 
The nation should thank Paul Grabowsky (pictured above) and his vision, and 
subsequently and presently, Peter Knight, for the Australian Art Orchestra and the 
wonderful works it has given and continues to give through the commitment and 
dedication of some of our finest musicians and artists… 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
 


