
Duke Ellington 
 

LIFE & CAREER 

Youth & Early Life (1899—1926) 
• Born Edward Kennedy Ellington in Washington, DC, April 29, 1899 
• Earned nickname “Duke” by childhood friends for his “elegant demeanor” 
• 1917, founded first band The Duke’s Colored Syncopators, later renamed The 

Washingtonians 
• 1925, wrote and produced his first musical theatre production, Chocolate Kiddies 

Success (1926—1931) 
• East St. Louis Toodle-Oo, 1926 

Fame (1932—1942) 
• Mood Indigo, 1930 
• It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t Got That Swing), 1931 
• Caravan, 1936 
• Take the “A” Train, 1939 (composed by Billy Strayhorn, recorded by Ellington in 

1941) 

Experiments (1943—1951) 
• Black, Brown and Beige, 1943 (features “Come Sunday”) 

Eclipse (1952—1955) 
• Reduced demand for big bands, smaller R&B groups and rock and roll bands attracting larger audiences, radio 

transitioning from broadcasting live performances to playing records. 
• Satin Doll, 1953 

Resurgence (1956—1964) 
• Overseas tours with his band, regular appearances on television, amassed a large percentage of his discography (31+ 

albums during this period), continued collaboration with Billy Strayhorn 
• Wins 3 GRAMMY Awards at the 2nd Annual GRAMMY Awards (first of 11 wins and 22 nominations), 1959 

Final Years (1964—1974) 
• First Sacred Concert, 1965 
• In the Beginning God (from the First Sacred Concert) awarded a GRAMMY, 1967 
• Second Sacred Concert, 1968 
• Third Sacred Concert, 1973 
• Died New York, NY, May 24, 1974 

 

TRIBUTARIES OF AMERICAN JAZZ 
 

 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 
 
Buddy Bolden (1877-1931) = blues/jazz 

 

 Jelly Roll Morton (1890-1941) = blues/ragtime/jazz           
      “Syncopated orchestras” (F. Keppard, ODJB, NORK, etc.)        
       Dixieland (1923 – King Oliver/J. Dodds)        
        Chicago Dixieland (Bix Beiderbecke)      
        Big Band Swing (Duke Ellington, Fletcher Henderson)     
         Swing-to-Bop (1940 – Basie, L. Young)     
            Bebop (1945 – Parker, Gillespie)  
             Cool (1950 – Miles Davis)    
              Hard Bop (1955 – Art Blakey) 
                Jazz-Rock Fusion (M. Davis) 

 

COMPOSITIONAL STYLE 

• Jungle Style 
o Expressive growl sounds of the trumpets and trombones, exotic rhythms 
o Influenced by vaudeville shows and Ellington’s time at Harlem’s Cotton Club in the late 1920s 

• Mood Style 
o Ballads, “Moody” and sad, blues (even in selections that are not blues form) 

• Concerto Style 
o Refers to a set of small concerti for different soloists in the orchestra (“Concerto for Cootie”) 

• Standard Style 
o Standard jazz repertoire, colors and timbres typical of his orchestra 

• Choral writing is primarily unison or homophonic 
 



 

WORKS 

• Theatrical 
o 3 operas 
o 11 musical comedies 
o 9 revues 
o 5 ballets 
o 6 incidental music works 
o 5 pieces with narrator 

• 13 soundtracks 
• 3 sacred works 
• Extended Compositions 
o 5 rhapsodies 
o 4 tone poems 
o 4 diptycks 
o 29 suites 
o 6 large-form blues compositions 

• Albums 
o 71+ studio albums (10 released posthumously) 
o 31+ live albums (14 released posthumously) 

• Numerous short works (jazz standards, songs, hymns, etc.) 
 

The total amount of sheet music and recordings is still unknown. 
A full collection of Ellington’s works does not currently exist. 

 

Each member of his band is to him a distinctive tone color and set of emotions, 
which he mixes with others equally distinctive to produce a third thing, 

which I like to call the "Ellington Effect." 
Sometimes this mixing happens on paper and frequently right on the bandstand. 

I have often seen him exchange parts in the middle of a piece, 
because the man and the part weren't the same character. 

BILLY STRAYHORN ON DUKE ELLINGTON, 1955 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE SACRED CONCERTS 
 

The 1958 recording of Black, Brown and Beige featured Mahalia 
Jackson’s rendition of “Come Sunday.” This album caught the attention 
of Rev. C. Julian Bartlett and Rev. John S. Yaryan of Grace Cathedral in 
San Francisco. Bartlee and Yaryan wrote to Ellington, commissioning him 
to create a concert of sacred music for Grace Cathedral. Ellington initially 
refused, questioning his eligibility to compose for such a venue. He was 
reminded of the story of the man who was criticized for juggling before 
a statue of the Virgin Mary, to which the performer replied he was 
doing the skill he did best as an offering to God. Ellington later stated, “I 
believe that no matter how highly skilled a drummer or saxophonist 
might be, if this is the thing he does best, and he offers it sincerely from 
the heart in—or as accompaniment to—his worship, he will not be 
unacceptable because of lack of skill or of the instrument upon which he 
makes his demonstration, be it pipe or tom-tom.” Ellington found a similarity between the juggler and himself and agreed to 

perform the concert. 

The “sacred concerts” more closely reflect Ellington’s personal religious 
philosophy and the moral tenets of Christianity, rather than the dogma 
of particular denominations. He had no interest in creating a “jazz mass,” 
a form which grew in popularity in response to the relaxed regulations 
in the wake of the Second Council of the Vatican (1962-1965). Ellington 
was given license to present any music with a sacred theme and assured 
his benefactors and audiences that the performance would not include a 
“jam session” and that none of his hit pop songs would be included in the 
program. 

To mark the completion of construction and the consecration of the 
church in 1965, Grace Cathedral in San Francisco held a “Festival of 

Grace” which featured a variety of cultural works and speakers throughout the year. The festival featured a sermon given 
by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. on March 28, Vince Guaraldi’s Mass for jazz trio and choir on May 21, and Duke 
Ellington’s Concert of Sacred Music on September 26. 
 

CONCERT OF SACRED MUSIC: IN THE BEGINNING GOD 

Premiered at Grace Episcopal Cathedral, San Francisco, CA, September 16, 1965. It was 
recorded by local television station, KQED. Critic Gary Giddins characterized these 
concerts as Ellington bringing the Cotton Club revue to the church. 
 
In the Beginning God was awarded a Grammy in 1967. 
 
Selections (Movements) 
• In the Beginning God 
• Tell Me It’s the Truth 
• Come Sunday (Vocal) 
• The Lord’s Prayer 
• Come Sunday (Instrumental) 
• Will You Be There? / Ain’t But the One 
• New World a-Comin’ 
• David Danced (Before the Lord With All His Might) 
 
Performing Forces (on the 1966 album) 
• Piano (Duke Ellington) 
• Orchestra 

o 4 Trumpets (Cat Anderson, Mercer Ellington, Herb Jones, Cootie Williams); 3 Trombones (Lawrence Brown, Buster 
Cooper, Quentin Jackson); Bass Trombone (Chuck Connors), Alto Saxophone, Clarinet (Russell Procope, Jimmy 
Hamilton); Alto Saxophone (Johnny Hodges); Tenor Saxophone (Paul Gonsalves); Baritone Saxophone (Harry 
Carney); Bass (John Lamb); Drums (Louie Bellson) 

• 3 Vocal Soloists (Brock Peters, Queen Esther Marrow, Jimmy McPhail) 
• Choir (The Herman McCoy Choir) 
• Tap Dancer (Bunny Briggs) 
 
 



Come Sunday 

Written as part of the first movement of Black, Brown and Beige (1943). Originally written as a feature piece for alto 
saxophone player Johnny Hodges. A 1958 album included a vocal version of the piece with new lyrics by Ellington and 
featured gospel singer Mahalia Jackson. 

TEXT • DUKE ELLINGTON 

     Come Sunday, oh, come Sunday, that’s the day. 

     Lord, dear Lord above, God Almighty, God of love, please look down and see my people through. 

     I believe that God put sun and moon up in the sky. 
     I don’t mind the gray skies, cause they’re just clouds passing by. 

     Heaven is a goodness time, a brighter light on high. 
     Do unto others as you would have them do unto you, and have a brighter by and by. 

     I believe God is now, was then, and always will be. 
     With God’s blessing we can make it through eternity. 

LISTEN FOR 

• Spiritual-style text and setting 
• Non-chord tones on strong beats 

SCORE ACCESS 

• Høybe/Pedersen, p. 97 (CLICK HERE) 
• Schirmer, Vol. II, p. 275 (CLICK HERE) 
• The Real Book (Chart) (CLICK HERE) 

Please welcome Nelly Hawley-Hayes! 

Nelly Hawley-Hayes is a musician, music instructor, and sound therapist currently residing in 
Tucson. She performs regularly in Tucson and throughout southern Arizona, with upcoming 
performances at the Century Room, the Gaslight Music Hall, and Deep Sky Vineyards. Nelly 
studied voice at the Berklee College of Music prior to moving to Tucson where she is currently 
studying jazz (vocal) at the University of Arizona with Angelo Versace, Brice Winston, and 
Arthur Vint. 

Instagram: @sound_bringer 

YouTube: @Sound_Bringer 
 

 

David Danced (Before the Lord With All His Might) 

This number featured tap dancer Bernard “Bunny” Briggs (1922—2014). In his introduction, Ellington referred to Briggs as 
“the most super-leviathonic rhythmaturgically syncopated tapster-matician-ism-ist.” 

TEXT • II SAMUEL 6:14 

     David up and danced, David danced before the Lord. 
     He danced before the Lord with all his might. 
     Psalt’ries, timbrels, harps and cymbals rang out loud and clear. 
     Shouting, singing trumpets bringing love to ev’ry ear. 

LISTEN FOR 

• “Come Sunday” theme 
• Unison choir 
• Jon Hendricks scat singing 

SCORE ACCESS 

• Høybe/Pedersen, p. 100 (CLICK HERE) 
• Schirmer, Vol. I, p. 201 (CLICK HERE) 

 

 
 

 

 

http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Come-Sunday-Hoybe_Pedersen.pdf
http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Come-Sunday-Schirmer.pdf
http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Come-Sunday-copy.pdf
https://www.instagram.com/sound_bringer?igsh=MXUzaGI1aTNodWc1MQ==
https://youtube.com/@sound_bringer?si=sHOGyL0BI21UCVhl
http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/David-Danced-Hoybe_Pedersen.pdf
http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/David-Danced-Schirmer.pdf


 

SECOND SACRED CONCERT 

Premiered at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, New York, NY, January 19, 1968. 
 
Selections (Movements)  
• Praise God 
• Supreme Being 
• Heaven 
• Something About Believing 
• Almighty God 
• The Shepherd 
• It’s Freedom 
• Meditation 

• The Biggest and Busiest Intersection 
• T.G.T.T. (Too Good to Title) 
• Don’t Get Down On Your Knees To 

Pray Until You Have Forgiven 
Everyone 

• Father Forgive 
• Praise God And Dance 

 
Performing Forces 
• Piano, Narration (Duke Ellington) 
• Orchestra 

o 5 Trumpets (Cat Anderson, Mercer Ellington, Money Johnson, Herb Jones, Cootie Williams); 3 Trombones (Lawrence 
Brown, Buster Cooper, Bennie Green); Bass Trombone (Chuck Connors); Alto Saxophone, Clarinet (Russell Procope); 
Alto Saxophone (Johnny Hodges); Tenor Saxophone (Paul Gonsalves); Baritone Saxophone (Harry Carney); Bass 
(Jeff Castleman); Drums (Sam Woodyard, Steve Little) 

• 4 Vocal Soloists (Alice Babs, Devonne Gardner, Trish Turner, Roscoe Gill) 
• Choirs (The AME Mother Zion Church Choir, Choirs of St. Hilda’s and St. Hugh’s School, Central Connecticut State 

College Singers, The Frank Parker Singers) 
 

Heaven 

The Second Sacred Concert featured Swedish vocalist Alice Babs in “Heaven” and the wordless “T.G.T.T. (Too Good to 
Title).”  

TEXT • DUKE ELLINGTON 

     Heaven, my dream 
     Heaven, divine 
     Heaven supreme 
     Heaven come by 

     Every sweet and pretty thing 
     Life with love to bring 
     Heavenly heaven to me 
     Is just the ultimate degree to be 

     Heaven, my dream 
     Heaven, divine 
     Heaven supreme 
     Heaven come by 

     Every sweet and pretty thing 
     Life with love to bring 
     Heavenly heaven to me 
     Is just the ultimate degree to be 

     Heaven, my dream 
     Heaven, divine 

LISTEN FOR 

• Improvisational nature of vocal line 
• Suspensions 
• Dissonant resolutions 

SCORE ACCESS 

• Høybe/Pedersen, p. 12 (CLICK HERE) 
• Schirmer, Vol. I, p. 97 (CLICK HERE) 
• The Real Book (Chart) (CLICK HERE) 

 
 

 

http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Heaven-Hoybe_Pedersen.pdf
http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Heaven-Schirmer.pdf
http://claywhittingtonmusic.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Heaven.pdf


 

THIRD SACRED CONCERT 

Premiered in Westminster Abbey, London, United Kingdom, October 24, 1973 
 
Selections (Movements) 
• The Lord’s Prayer: My Love 
• Is God a Three-Letter Word for Love? (Part I) 
• Is God a Three-Letter Word for Love? (Part II) 
• The Brotherhood 
• Hallelujah 
• Every Man Prays In His Own Language 
• Ain’t Nobody Nowhere Nothin’ Without God 
• The Majesty of God 
 
Performing Forces (according to the 1966 album) 
• Piano, Narration (Duke Ellington) 
• Orchestra 

o 4 Trumpets (Johnny Coles, Mercer Ellington, Barrie Lee Hall, Money Johnson); 2 Trombones (Art Baron, Vince 
Prudente); Bass Trombone (Chuck Connors); Alto Saxophone, Flute (Harold Minerve); Alto Saxophone (Russell 
Procope); Clarinet, Tenor Saxophone (Harold Ashby); Tenor Saxophone (Percy Marion); Baritone Saxophone, 
Clarinet, Bass Clarinet (Harry Carney); Bass (Joe Benjamin); Drums (Quentin Whit) 

• 2 Vocal Soloists (Alice Babs, Tony Watkins) 
• John Alldis Choirs 
 

Hallelujah 

By the time of the creation of this concert, Ellington knew he was dying. This selection, while simple in text, seems to 
provide somewhat of a culmination of his compositional development. Each of Ellington’s four “styles” are on full exhibition 
here with muted, growling horns and syncopation (jungle style), subdued reeds (moody), the improvisation in his solo 
piano performance (concerto style), and the big band style he is so well known for (standard). This piece also reflects a 
more in-depth understanding of choral harmony than his first sacred concert. 

TEXT 

     Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah! 

LISTEN FOR 

• Syncopated rhythms and choral entrances 
• Homophonic texture in choral parts 
• Choral parts doubled by instruments 
• “Growling” horns 

SCORE ACCESS UNAVAILABLE 

 

“These concerts are not the traditional Mass jazzed up… 
I think of myself as a messenger boy, 

one who tries to bring messages to people, 
not people who have never heard of God, 

but those who were more or less 
raised with the guidance of the Church.” 

DUKE ELLINGTON, SECOND SACRED CONCERT PROGRAM LINER NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Clay Whittington 
www.claywhittingtonmusic.com 

 

http://www.claywhittingtonmusic.com/

