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Background:
William Thomas Strayhorn is hardly unknown, but his presence in the world of Ellingtonia has always been shrouded in a bit of mystery. It is only within the last ten years that mystery 
has been solved. The history of the family of William Thomas Strayhorn goes back over a hundred years in Hillsborough, NC. One set of great grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. George 
Craig, lived behind the present Farmer’s Exchange. A great grandmother was the cook for Robert E. Lee. Billy, however, was born in Dayton, Ohio in 1915. His mother, Lillian Young 
Strayhorn, brought her children to Hillsborough often. Billy was attracted to the piano that his grandmother, Elizabeth Craig Strayhorn, owned. He played it from the moment he 
was tall enough to reach the keys. Even in those early years, when he played, his family would gather to listen and sing.

Originally aspiring to become a composer of concert music, he was heavily involved in jazz and popular music by the time he was a teenager, writing a musical while in high school and 
playing gigs locally with a trio. His father enrolled him in the Pittsburgh Musical Institution where he studied classical music. He had more classical training than most jazz musicians of 
his time. In 1938, he met and played for Duke Ellington, who was sufficiently impressed and invited Strayhorn to join him in New York. Neither one was sure what Strayhorn’s function 
in the band would be, but their musical talents had attracted each other. By the end of the year Strayhorn had become essential to the Duke Ellington Band; arranging, composing, 
sitting-in at the piano. Billy made a rapid and almost complete assimilation of Ellington’s style and technique. It was difficult to discern where one’s style ended and the other’s began. 
Strayhorn lived in Duke’s apartment in Harlem while the Ellington Orchestra toured Europe. Reportedly, Strayhorn studied some of Duke’s scores and “cracked the code” in Elling-
ton’s words. He became Duke’s musical partner, writing original music and arrangements of current pop tunes. In the early fifties, Strayhorn left the Ellington fold briefly, arranging 
for Lena Horne and other singers, and writing musical reviews. By 1956, however, he was back almost full-time with the Ellington organization until his death from cancer in 1967. 

Some of Strayhorn’s compositions are: Chelsea Bridge, Day Dream, Johnny Come Lately, Rain-check, and My Little Brown Book. The pieces most frequently played are Ellington’s theme 
song, Take the A Train and Ellington’s signatory, Satin Doll. Some of the suites on which he collaborated with Ellington are: Deep South Suite, 1947; the Shakespearean Suite or Such Sweet 
Thunder, 1957; an arrangement of the Nutcracker Suite, 1960; and the Peer Gynt Suite, 1962. He and Ellington composed the Queen’s Suite and gave the only pressing to Queen Elizabeth 
II of England. Two of their suites, Jump for Joy, 1950 and My People, 1963 had as their themes the struggles and triumphs of blacks in the United States. Both included a narrative and 
choreography. In 1946, Strayhorn received the Esquire Silver Award for outstanding arranger. 

In 1965, the Duke Ellington Jazz Society asked him to present a concert at New York’s New School of Social Research. It consisted entirely of his own work performed by him and 
his quintet. Two years later Billy Strayhorn died of cancer on May 31, 1967. Duke Ellington’s response to his death was to record what the critics cite as one of his greatest works, a 
collection titled And His Mother Called Him Bill, consisting entirely of Billy’s compositions. Later, a scholarship fund was established for him by Ellington and the Julliard School of Music.

Strayhorn’s legacy was thought to be well-known for many years as composer of many classic pieces first played by Ellington. It was only after the Ellington music collection was 
donated to the Smithsonian Institute that Strayhorn’s legacy was fully realized. As documented by musicologist Walter van de Leur in his book on the composer, several compositions 
copyrighted in Ellington’s name were actually Strayhorn’s work, including entire suites, and particularly Satin Doll. Ironically, perhaps his most well-known song, Lush Life was written 
during his years as a student in Pittsburgh. The Ellington band never officially recorded it.

duke ellington/billy strayhorn series 



In recent years his legacy has become even more fully appreciated following research and biographies by David Hajdu and Walter Van De Leur, which led to properly crediting 
Strayhorn for songs previously credited to Duke or uncredited. Billy Strayhorn wrote beautiful, thoughtful, classic, and timeless music, and was brilliant as both a composer and an 
arranger. While enhancing Ellington’s style of striving to showcase the strengths of his band members, Strayhorn’s classical background elevated the group and its sound even further 
and helped the name Duke Ellington become eternally synonymous with class, elegance, and some of the greatest American music ever known.

The Music:
Duke Ellington and Billy Strayhorn were not shy about paying tribute to their favorite musicians in their own unique way. This first movement of their musical mini-suite dedicated 
to singing legend Ella Fitzgerald is meant to serve as a (somewhat over-exaggerated) tribute to her purported royal forbears.

Notes to the Conductor:
The original recording begins with Ellington giving a spoken word introduction over Strayhorn playing a rubato piano interpretation of the main melody, which has not been included 
here. The melody proper begins in the unison saxophones, accompanied at first by a slightly reduced brass section, with the 3rd and 4th trumpet not joining in until measure 25. 
Take note of the miniature trombone soli at the pickup to measure 20, as it is a cleverly devised little figure to fill in a gap in the melody.

The ensemble gradually leads into a tenor saxophone solo from Paul Gonsalves beginning at measure 33. The rest of the saxophones enter with a subdued but rhythmically punchy 
unison background at measure 41. The full ensemble returns at measure 65. The saxophones initially retain their background figure while the trombones take their turn with the 
melody and the trumpets and clarinet play some slightly dissonant accompaniment on top. The melody returns to the saxophones at measure 77, with a gradual fade out beginning 
at measure 93. The bass plays what counts more or less as a walking solo beginning at measure 98 with the rest of the ensemble gradually dying out in order to set up the next 
movement.

This arrangement is for jazz big band. It is not a transcription - it has been prepared from Strayhorn’s original sketch score and the set of parts used during the recording session. 

Doug DuBoff, Dylan Canterbury, and Rob DuBoff
- April 2017
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