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scorpio (1946)

The Music:
Originally part of the Zodiac Suite, this is one of the last contributions Mary
Lou made to the Duke Ellington Orchestra. Trumpeter Harold ‘Shorty’ Baker
was no longer with the band, and their marriage had ended sometime before
the composition of this work. All evidence points to 1946 as the date this
was written. None of Williams’ music entered the Ellington book; only her
setting of Blue Skies was played on a regular basis (this subsequently became
Trumpets No End when it was turned into a showcase for Ellington’s trumpet
section).

Because there was very little turnover in the Ellington band, she probably
wrote this piece for the following instrumentalists: Taft Jordan, Shelton
Hemphill, Cat Anderson, Rex Stewart (trumpets); Ray Nance (cornet and
violin); Lawrence Brown, Joe ‘Tricky Sam’ Nanton, Claude Jones (trombones);
Johnny Hodges, Russell Procope, Jimmy Hamilton, Al Sears, Harry Carney
(reeds); Fred Guy (guitar); Oscar Pettiford (bass); and Sonny Greer (drums).

Clearly, this piece was meant to feature clarinetists Jimmy Hamilton and
Russell Procope, trombonist Lawrence Brown, violinist Ray Nance, and Duke
Ellington. The publisher has turned the violin solo into a trumpet solo.
Williams did not complete the guitar part on the score; we have completed the part for this edition taking into
account how she wrote for the instrument within the context of a big band arrangement.

Notes to the Conductor:
Williams was expanding her musical vocabulary during this time, studying with bassist/arranger Milton Orent.
Scorpio is a slow, moody piece that needs careful rehearsal and careful listening by everyone to carefully balance
the rich, unusual harmony. The bass line at bar 4 should be played as legato as possible, and two-beat triplets
should be played evenly. As stated above, the solo at bar 62 was originally written to be played on the violin, and
if you have a violinist who improvises, this is preferred.

Acknowledgements:
Special thanks to Father Peter O’Brien of the Mary Lou Williams Foundation for his help in completing this
publication.

Jeffrey Sultanof
- July 2010
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