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Two of the greatest jazz musicians ever, Jelly Roll Morton and Duke Ellington, had important connections with Washington, D.C.  Morton lived an eventful, if not happy or successful, three years there and Ellington was born and raised there.


Today we sometimes think of these two great musicians together because they were the first great composers of jazz, with careers that overlapped for a time as band leader-pianists and recording and touring artists.  Their music was surely different in many respects, but it had some intriguing similarities too, particularly centered around development of jazz as a composer's music, not just an improviser's, and around the originality which set it off from what surrounded it.  And both Morton and Ellington had careers rooted largely in music they themselves had composed.


But, for reasons not entirely musical, they seem not to have had much regard for each other.


Jelly Roll Morton, 1890-1941, was a New Orleans Creole.  At the age of seventeen he was expelled from home for working in the city's red-light district.  Thereafter he traveled widely for years, always working in music, returning to Chicago for the second time in 1923, as the city was enjoying its heyday as the world's center of jazz activity.  Morton's career peaked there, with great best-selling recordings representing the ultimate refinement of New Orleans-style jazz and with publication of many of his compositions.


As Morton's career was running at full tilt in Chicago, Ellington's was making a strong beginning in New York, the city that would dominate jazz after the 1920s.  Morton himself went to New York in 1927 and after a period of ever-dwindling success there moved to Washington, where from 1935 to 1938, he managed and played in a never-successful nightclub on U Street, NW.  But being in the city did afford him the opportunity to make his monumental Library of Congress recordings for and with Alan Lomax in 1938.  And the recordings in turn provided the impetus for a brief and patchy comeback, during 1939 and 1940, that got him back, in a small way, into print and onto records during the last years of his life.


Duke Ellington, 1899-1974, was drawn from a comfortable and stable Washington milieu, with a supportive and progressive family, to an uncertain musician's life in glamorous Harlem in 1923.  His life-long career, touring and playing residencies with his bands, was remarkable for the originality and productivity that characterized its entire span.  This was helped a great deal by his wise policy of hiring extraordinarily capable musicians, using their talents sensitively, and keeping them with the band.


The later-1920s portion of his career paralleled--and his music probably helped to cause--both the near-total eclipse of the New Orleans style Morton was loath to leave behind, and the ascendancy in the jazz world of New York.


Although Ellington is known for his work with what might have looked like conventional big bands, his music was quite a bit different from that of the other such ensembles.  Perhaps a hometown loyalist like Morton (who always asserted the superiority of New Orleans musicians and was always looking for them for his groups) Ellington worked over long periods with musicians--Rex Stewart, Sonny Greer, Otto Hardwicke, Artie Whetsol--who shared with him a Washington background.


Morton and Ellington both made distinctive and original recordings with seven- and eight-piece ensembles; Morton because this was his preferred and most natural medium and Ellington as an alternative possibility--especially in the later 1930s--during a recording schedule otherwise devoted almost entirely to his big band.


"Jelly and the Duke" compares their music, showing the early Ellington that paralleled Morton's most successful period and the late Morton produced when Ellington was in the ascendancy.






James Dapogny
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