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Background:

Claude Thornhill and Gil Evans met when MCA, the agency representing Evans’ big band, sold it to former Hal Kemp singer/
drummer Skinnay Ennis (the unusual spelling of Ennis’ name was the result of a typographical error on a record label). 
Thornhill came with Ennis as his musical director/arranger, and the band was soon signed as the studio orchestra for the 
Bob Hope radio show. Evans later said that he respected Thornhill tremendously, and was delighted when Thornhill invited 
him to join his own big band. Thornhill developed an unusual, warm sound with seven reeds (fi ve doubling on clarinet, two 
on bass clarinet), three trumpets, two trombones and two French Horns. Evans took the essence of this sound and added 
some ideas of his own. The band impressed everyone who heard it, and it was moderately successful. 

After World War II ended, Thornhill and Evans reunited when the pianist re-formed his orchestra. This ensemble’s fi rst 
post-war record date included a rare 12” pop single, and the extra playing time the larger disc afforded still wasn’t enough 
to record the entire arrangement of Arab Dance. While the recording served as a welcoming-back to one of the era’s unique 
big bands, it also reminded listeners that the band would continue and build on its previous identifi cation. This was the band 
that would be described by Thelonious Monk as “one of the best bands I’ve heard in years.”

The Music:

Arab Dance was copyrighted in 1941 (although Stephanie Stein Crease says that the arrangement was written in 1942, per-
haps in error). It is credited to both Thornhill and Evans, although the manuscript is clearly in Evans’ hand. It is now hard 
to ascertain who contributed what to this setting. The two musicians may have discussed it and then Evans went off on his 
own to write, or Thornhill may have had nothing to do with it and simply cut himself in on composer royalties (the melody 
comes from the Arabian Dance section of Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker ballet, and was in the public domain when the setting was 
written). What is clear is that Evans is the main voice of the arrangement, from the instrumental voicings to the inclusion of 
Duke Ellington’s Koko at the end, clearly an homage to a composer Evans admired very much. One presumes that Ellington 
heard this arrangement and approved; when Thornhill died, Ellington was deeply affected, calling him “this beautiful man.”

There are minor differences between this arrangement and the arrangement recorded in 1946, particularly the brass fi g-
ures from bar 211. It was decided to present the arrangement exactly as written in 1941 or 1942, as it is one of the few ex-
amples of Evans from this early period. Also please note that due to time constraints, bars 19-43 were cut for the recording. 

For this publication, the French horn parts alternately may be played by a 4th trumpet and 3rd trombone as follows:

 French horn 1 = Trumpet 4
 French horn 2 = Trombone 3



Notes to the Conductor:

The Thornhill ensemble was based on the premise of a rich ensemble sound backing the warm piano stylings of the 
leader, although the band played a swing number impressively as well (Evans’ Buster’s Last Stand is a good idea of how this 
band could swing out). Thornhill was a great stickler for precision, intonation and a wide variety of dynamic levels. The 
band’s very soft passages could scare audiences to death, particularly when they built to loud but smooth fortissimos. 
Even though this arrangement is pure swing from beginning to end, these same values must be kept in mind to fully real-
ize the challenges of this setting of a re-composition of a classical piece.

Except when playing ‘classic’ big band music from this era, many saxophonists do not get much opportunity to work on 
their clarinet chops in an ensemble setting. Where once the big band musician mastered both the clarinet and sax, today 
a saxophonist’s time is more often spent playing the fl ute. The Thornhill book needs strong clarinet players to make the 
music sound properly, so a sectional rehearsal or two is recommended not only to get the clarinets to phrase together 
and play in tune, but to also get a smooth blend once the ensemble changes to clarinets and saxes (particularly when 
clarinet 2 switches to soprano sax, one of the rare instances of this saxophone used in an ensemble during this period).

Speaking of the soprano sax part, this can certainly be covered by the clarinet (and in fact, it sounds like the part was 
played that way on the 1946 recording). 

Jeffrey Sultanof
- November 2009
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