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Gerry Mulligan (1927-1996) is undoubtedly the most celebrated baritone
saxophonist of all time. For decades, both popular and critics’ polls consistently
recognized him as the best on his instrument. He took first place for forty-three
consecutive years (1953-1995) in Downbeat’s Readers’ Poll for best baritone
saxophonist, and his reviews by critics and fellow performers were, for the most part,
laudatory. He performed with such jazz icons as Chet Baker, Dave Brubeck, Miles
Davis, Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, and Ben Webster.

Perhaps as a consequence of this recognition as a performer, Gerry Mulligan’s
contributions as a composer and arranger have been overshadowed and therefore less

recognized. This is despite the importance of his writing and its influence on the



history of modern jazz orchestration. It was as a composer/arranger that he first made
his mark, and he would preoccupy himself with writing throughout most of his career.
The purpose of this dissertation is to study the history of Gerry Mulligan’s

composing/arranging career starting with his earliest professional writing projects as a
teenager (ca 1945) and ending with the dissolution of his first pianoless quartet with
Chet Baker (1953). To date, despite the availability of a huge collection of primary
sources that Franca Mulligan, Gerry’s widow, has donated to the Library of Congress,
no scholarly study has been undertaken to examine this material, particularly in the
context of Mulligan’s development as composer/arranger. A particularly invaluable
source has been made available to me for this project through special permission by
Mrs. Mulligan. In 1995, Gerry Mulligan recorded his oral history by way of a series
of interviews. The memoirs address such topics as his childhood; his associations
with Gil Evans, Miles Davis, Charlie Parker, Thelonious Monk, and Gene Krupa; his
pianoless quartet with Chet Baker; his ideas about counterpoint; and his heroin
addiction.

The dissertation draws particular attention to Mulligan’s unique creative and
intellectual processes, their context in his collaboration with other musicians, their
effect on the evolution of his style throughout his early career, and their influence on

other modern jazz composer/arrangers.
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Preface

In the spring of 2004, as a graduate student at the Peabody Conservatory, |
began visiting the Performing Arts Reading Room of the Library of Congress to make
use of the Aaron Copland Collection in support of my master’s thesis research. On
my first visit to the Library, as | turned the corner to enter the foyer to the Reading
Room, an object came into view that that stopped me in my tracks. In the center of
the room, enclosed in a glass case, stood Gerry Mulligan’s gold-plated Conn baritone
saxophone, the instrument he played in public performances the last decade of his
life. I learned that in 1999, this room had become an exhibition of the life and works
of Mulligan thanks to the generosity of his widow, Franca R. Mulligan. Being a life-
long admirer of Mulligan and a baritone saxophonist myself, I reveled in the objects
that were displayed in cases and on the walls around the room. The exhibition
featured numerous items drawn from the Library’s Gerry Mulligan Collection (also
donated by Mrs. Mulligan), including photographs, manuscripts, scores, record album
covers, the Grammy award he won for his album Walk on the Water (1980), and
miscellaneous artifacts such as reeds, mouthpieces, and ligatures. On each
subsequent visit to the Library for my Copland research, | doubt whether | walked
through that foyer once without stopping to examine something in the Mulligan
exhibition that I hadn’t noticed before.

When | became a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Maryland School of
Music in 2008, I began investigating the feasibility of using the Library of Congress’s
Gerry Mulligan Collection as the basis for my dissertation. The Collection consists of

almost 1500 items including scores, lead sheets, sketches, individual parts,



photographs, sound recordings, correspondence, and other writings. In the process of
my investigation, I learned that the Collection’s website features a section entitled
“Jeru: In the Words of Gerry Mulligan, an Aural Autobiography.” It consists of a
series of hyperlinked sound recordings of Mulligan speaking on such topics as his
childhood; his pianoless quartet; his drug addiction; his approach to counterpoint; and
his relationship with other jazz musicians, including Gil Evans, Miles Davis, Charlie
Parker, Chet Baker, and Thelonious Monk. | also learned that these recordings were
excerpted from a much larger oral history that Mulligan had produced during various
sessions in 1995, just months before he died.

| requested access to the entire oral history and was referred to the Mulligan
Publishing Company, Inc. of Darien, Connecticut. To my delight, when | called the
company’s offices, Franca Mulligan answered the phone. After I introduced myself,
she was happy to share with me little-known facts about Gerry—for example, that he
was a talented painter, and that he and actress Judy Holliday were a songwriting team
who even composed a musical theater work entitled Happy Birthday. This was the
first of a series of pleasurable communications between Mrs. Mulligan and me that
eventually led to an agreement whereby she granted me access to the entire twenty-
six hours of the oral history to be used solely for my dissertation research. Plunging
headlong into this invaluable primary source, I soon uncovered a personal chronicle
that educated me, enlightened me, entertained me, charmed me, and at times even
dismayed me. In the process of virtually living with the oral history over the next two

years, | eventually began to feel as if | personally knew Gerry, and could actually



imagine being there as his life unfolded. As a result, this project became quite
personally rewarding for me.

While this dissertation is based largely on the contents of the oral history, it
focuses on only one aspect of Mulligan’s career, his composing and arranging during
an eight-year period. But the oral history is potentially a valuable source for original
research on numerous additional topics about Gerry Mulligan’s world. It is my hope

that my work encourages others to pursue these opportunities.
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Introduction

Gerry Mulligan (1927-1996) is undoubtedly the most celebrated baritone
saxophonist of all time. For decades, both popular and critics’ polls consistently
recognized him as the best on his instrument. He took first place for forty-three
consecutive years (1953-1995) in Downbeat’s Readers’ Poll for best baritone
saxophonist, and his reviews by critics and fellow performers were, for the most part,
laudatory. He performed with such jazz icons as Chet Baker, Dave Brubeck, Miles
Davis, Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, and Ben Webster. For the
1958 Newport Jazz Festival, Ellington and Billy Strayhorn composed a duet jazz
concerto, “Prima Bara Dubla,” to showcase the relative strengths of Mulligan and
Ellington’s longtime baritone player, Harry Carney. Mulligan’s pianoless quartet, his
early fifties performance collaboration with Baker at the Los Angeles lounge the
Haig, was instrumental in the birth of the West Coast Jazz movement. Trumpeter
Rex Stewart, who in the company of Mulligan, Ben Webster, Lester Young,
Coleman Hawkins, and others, appeared with Billie Holiday on the 1957 CBS special
The Sound of Jazz, compared the first time he heard Mulligan with the first time he
heard Louis Armstrong: “I felt a kinship with him right away. If a man doesn’t feel
him, he must be dead.”

Perhaps as a consequence of this recognition as a performer, Gerry Mulligan’s
contributions as a composer and arranger have been overshadowed and therefore less

recognized. This is despite the importance of his writing and its influence on the

! Gary Giddins, Visions of Jazz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 356.



history of modern jazz orchestration. It was as a writer that Mulligan gained his
earliest recognition. At age seventeen, he began arranging for Johnny Warrington,
the leader of the WCAU (Philadelphia) radio band. Within a year he dropped out of
high school and went on the road with Tommy Tucker, who hired him to write three
ballad or two jump arrangements (including parts) per week in exchange for one
hundred dollars. While on a six-week engagement at the Chicago Stevens Hotel, the
impressionable young arranger witnessed, for the first time, live performances by the
bands of Earl Hines and Billy Eckstine with Dizzy Gillespie playing trumpet. He
spent his free time listening to the hottest bands like these so that he could incorporate
the techniques he learned from them into his own arrangements and thereby elevate
Tucker’s style from what others referred to as “mickey-mouse.”

After three months, Tucker released Mulligan, and he returned to Philadelphia
to begin writing and playing for Elliot Lawrence, who was now the band leader at
WCAU. Mulligan worked on and off for Lawrence until the early fifties. In 1945,
the Lawrence Orchestra, with Mulligan playing tenor saxophone, performed in a
concert at Philadelphia's Academy of Music that also featured Charlie Parker, Dizzy
Gillespie, and Sarah Vaughan. This began an association with Parker, who later
commissioned Mulligan to write several arrangements for his acclaimed string
ensemble. At age nineteen, Mulligan, now in New York, wrote for Gene Krupa’s big
band, and his 1946 composition “Disc Jockey Jump” for Krupa is one of the earliest

big-band pieces to integrate the bebop idiom.

2 Jerome Klinkowitz, Listen: Gerry Mulligan, An Aural Narrative in Jazz (New York:
Schirmer, 1991), 13.



In 1947, through an association with Gil Evans, Mulligan wrote and played
baritone sax for the Claude Thornhill Orchestra. Klinkowitz notes that “his ear for
the new phraseology of bop and feel for its intellectually impertinent rhythms and

% Also through

complex melodies made Mulligan the ideal new talent for Thornhill.
Evans, Mulligan met Miles Davis, which led to the formation of a nine-piece
ensemble, originally intended as a rehearsal band, and its subsequent recording of
twelve songs during three sessions for Capitol Records in 1949 and 1950. These
songs would later be released as the acclaimed compilation LP aloum, The Birth of
the Cool. Mulligan wrote seven of the Capitol session arrangements, including three
for his original compositions: “Jeru,” “Rocker,” and “Venus DeMilo.” His intention
was to replicate the Thornhill sound with a much smaller ensemble. J. Bradfoed
Robinson describes his writing for this band as being characterized by “intricate inner
parts, careful balancing of timbres, low dynamics, and light swing.”* While today
The Birth of the Cool is considered one of the most influential aloums of modern jazz,
it was less appreciated at the time of its release.

In 1952, out of work and addicted to heroin, Mulligan and his girlfriend Gail
Madden hitchhiked to California. Madden’s friendship with arranger Bob Graettinger
led to an engagement composing and arranging for the Stan Kenton Orchestra. This
resulted in several influential works, including “Young Blood,” “Limelight,”

“Swinghouse,” and “Walkin’ Shoes,” that incorporate such innovative compositional

techniques as counterpoint, polymeter, and asymmetric phrasing. He then went on to

% Ibid., 28.

4 J. Bradford Robinson, “Mulligan, Gerry,” In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/19340 (accessed July 2, 2010).



experiment with a ten-piece band that he formed. The instrumentation for this
ensemble was based on the Birth of the Cool configuration except that a second
trumpet and sectional baritone saxophone were added and the piano was excluded.
For most of the rest of the fifties, Mulligan worked primarily in smaller
groups, most notably his pianoless quartets featuring him with Chet Baker (trumpet)
at first, and subsequently with Jon Eardley (trumpet), Bob Brookmeyer (valve
trombone), and Art Farmer (trumpet). He briefly organized a conventional big band
in 1957 but “abandoned it when he became dissatisfied with its potential for new
sounds and ideas.” Four Mulligan originals emerged from the sessions with this
band: “Thruway,” “Motel,” “Mullenium,” and a new arrangement of “All the Things
You Are.” In 1960, he formed his “Concert Jazz Band” as a purely musical big band
— no dance music and no vocals. The CJB’s instrumentation, as configured by
Mulligan and Brookmeyer, was somewhat unconventional: three trumpets, valve
trombone (Brookmeyer), slide trombone, bass trombone, solo baritone (Mulligan),
clarinet (doubling on alto saxophone), alto (doubling on flute), tenor saxophone and
section baritone (doubling on bass clarinet). The rhythm section, once again
pianoless, contained only bass and drums. While most of the CJB’s arrangements
were commissioned by Mulligan from others, they all generally reflect his style.
With the backing of Norman Granz of Verve Records, the CJB debuted in 1960,
toured the United States and Europe, and eventually issued five albums before its
dissolution in 1965. It was re-formed in 1978 and toured occasionally through the

eighties.

% Klinkowitz, 32.



The Age of Steam (1971) represents Mulligan’s first fusion jazz creative
output. For this album, the wind instrumentation and arranging style were similar to
that of the Concert Jazz Band, but it is the rhythm section instrumentation and writing
that differs greatly. Where the CJB rhythm section consisted of only bass and drums
allowing the band to swing and play rather loose, the rhythm section for The Age of
Steam sessions consisted of six instruments: piano, bass, drums, guitar, vibraphone,
and percussion. Mulligan makes the writing for this full blown section an integral
part of the arrangements. As he says, “They are an ensemble unto themselves. The
trick is to make everything relate, to make all of the elements into one whole. In fact |
was listening to some of my old Concert Band recordings the other day and was quite
surprised at the lack of rhythm and push.”® On the next big band album, the Grammy
Award-winning Walk On The Water (1980), he expanded the brass to nine pieces and
used a more traditional jazz rhythm section: piano, bass, and drums.

So, notwithstanding Mulligan’s accolades as a baritone saxophonist, it was as
a composer/arranger that he first made his mark, and he was preoccupied with
arranging throughout most of his career. He explains, “I’ll always think as an
arranger. Each band represents another writing approach.”7

The purpose of this dissertation is to study the history of Gerry Mulligan’s

composing/arranging career starting with his earliest professional writing projects as a

® Michael Cuscuna, Liner notes to Gerry Mulligan: The Age of Steam, Hal Leonard 2004,
DVD & CD.

! Gerry Mulligan, Unpublished oral history, recorded at the home of Gerry and Franca
Mulligan (Darien, Connecticutt) in February, March, and July 1995. Permission granted by Franca R.
Mulligan.



teenager (ca 1945) and ending with the dissolution of his first pianoless quartet with
Chet Baker (1953). Mulligan and Baker split up just after a financial squabble
between the two on December 24, 1953, the day Mulligan was released from prison
after serving three and a half months for drug possession. Subsequent to the breakup
and during most of the 1950s and roughly half of the 1960s, Mulligan’s popularity as
a performer and leader skyrocketed, but his productivity as a composer/arranger fell
off significantly. His writing career was rejuvenated in the mid 1960s, and he spent
the rest of his life writing prolifically. Besides continuing to write jazz compositions
for various size ensembles, Mulligan also wrote film scores, musical theater, popular
songs (with actress Judy Holliday providing the lyrics), exotic eastern music, and
symphonic works.

To date, despite the availability of a huge collection of primary sources which
Franca Mulligan, Gerry’s widow, has made available through the Library of
Congress, no scholarly study has been undertaken to examine this material,
particularly in the context of Mulligan’s development as composer/arranger. This
Library of Congress Mulligan Collection consists of hundreds of items stored in
boxes that have been inventoried by the Library’s Music Division staff. The
Collection consists of alboum scores, lead sheets, sketches, Concert Jazz Band
arrangements, miscellaneous arrangements for medium size ensembles, combo
arrangements, symphonic scores, correspondence, and other papers relating to
concerts and projects.

A particularly invaluable source is also available to me for this study. In 1995,

Mulligan recorded his oral history through a series of interviews conducted by Ken



Poston, Director of the Los Angeles Jazz Institute. The memoirs address such topics
as his childhood; his associations with Gil Evans, Miles Davis, Charlie Parker,
Thelonious Monk, and Gene Krupa; his pianoless quartet with Chet Baker; his ideas
about counterpoint; and his heroin addiction. Through an agreement executed
between myself and Franca Mulligan, she has provided me with a digital copy of all
twenty-six hours of interviews and has granted me permission to use these recordings
for my research. In addition she has invited me to her Darien, Connecticut, home,
which she shared with Gerry, to see his studio, books, magazines, recordings, and
other items reflecting his wide-ranging interests.

Of particular interest will be Mulligan’s unique creative and intellectual
processes, their context in his collaboration with other musicians, their effect on the
evolution of his style throughout his early career, and their influence on other modern

jazz composer/arrangers.
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Childhood

And [Stan] Getz and | used to feel kind of like an isolated group
because we were a couple of the only guys born in New York City.
We were hanging out together in the forties. ®

Gerald Joseph Mulligan, the youngest of four brothers, was born in Queens
Village, New York, on April 6, 1927. The fact that he was three-quarters Irish later
prompted pianist John Lewis, “who felt that there have been too few men of Irish
descent among the major jazz figures,” to welcome him into that category with
special warmth.? Both his parents were descended from Irish immigrants who came
to America to work on the railroad. “My father’s family had worked on the Baltimore
& Ohio and Chesapeake & Ohio ... My mother’s family also were railroad men. My
grandfather on my mother’s side was an engineer on the Pennsylvania.”*° Mulligan’s
early fascination with trains would later be reflected in his thinking about music.

Mulligan’s parents married in Philadelphia where his older brothers were
born. His father, a management engineer, moved the family to Queens after
accepting a position with Merritt-Chapman & Scott, a New York marine salvage and
construction firm. George Mulligan would continue to move from one job to another
in different cities with his family in tow throughout Gerry’s childhood. Before he

dropped out of high school and hit the road with the Tommy Tucker band at age

& Mulligan, oral history.

% Nat Hentoff, “Profiles, ‘In the Mainstream: Gerry Mulligan - I, The New Yorker, March
21, 1959, 66.

% Mulligan, oral history.



seventeen, Mulligan had lived in Marion, Ohio; Franklinville, New Jersey; Lockport,
New York; Chicago; Kalamazoo, Michigan; Detroit; Reading, Pennsylvania; and
Philadelphia."* He later regrets the fact that, because of his transient childhood, he
never had the opportunity to form lasting friendships due to his always being the new
boy in town. “I became uncommonly insecure in my relations with other people. ... |
think it probably had a lot to do with the feelings of being an outsider I’ve always
had, which I nurse, pretty much, to this day.”*?

The Mulligan family lived in Marion from the time Gerry was one year old
until he was ten. He took his first piano lessons in the second grade at the Catholic
school he attended. “I took one semester of lessons ... we had the first recital of the
new students and | was terrible, an absolute failure. So, afterwards the nun told my
mother, ‘Save your money, he’ll never play this stuff the way it’s written.” So, my
career as a piano player was nipped in the bud, so to speak.”*® Apparently, he had
failed to memorize his assigned piece, and after two attempts to play it, raced to the
end, improvising. Even after this fiasco, he taught himself to play the family’s piano,
mostly by ear, and he would often transcribe the songs he wanted to learn. “And |
never learned to read fast. I never could read piano music.” *

His favorite memories of Marion are of Lily Rowan, the African-American

maid his parents hired to watch over him. She was kind, even-tempered, and not as

authoritarian as his father.

! Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 66.
2 Mulligan, oral history.
3 Ibid.

4 1bid.
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My father could be a pretty stern fellow; not given much to a sense of
humor and had some very authoritarian kind of rules. And even as a small
kid, I guess I was not eating something | should have been eating, and by
God you’re supposed to eat everything on your plate, and I don’t know if
he smacked me or what, you know, and Lily comes flying in from the
kitchen and said, “Don’t you hit my...”, what did she call me? “Don’t
you hit my Bonzo.” I was her baby. And it’s funny, because in that way
my relationship with Lily is really the thing that was so different
between my childhood and my brothers. And | suppose the youngest
always gets the rap of being spoiled, you know, but in this case, what
seemed perfectly normal to me, my relationship to Lily, must have
seemed to the rest of them like I was really spoiled, to have a protector
and to have a woman who was so warmhearted and outgoing. She
literally adopted me.*

Even after he was old enough for her not to have to take care of him anymore,
he would visit her and her husband, a hotel head waiter, at their house. “She had a
player piano and | used to love that. She had all kinds of things, Fats Waller rolls and
all sorts of things, so | used to be lean against the piano bench with nose at keyboard
height pumping away, playing this stuff.”*® Also through Lily, Mulligan met
numerous African-American musicians who stayed with the Rowans, as they
travelled through town.

In a tribute to Mulligan after he died, Ira Gitler wrote that as early as his
Marion childhood, Mulligan first dreamed of a life as a musician.

It was in Marion, Ohio, . . . (“I was in the second or third grade”), he

spied Red Nichols’ bus parked in front of a hotel. He remembered that

it was the first time he had the feeling of wanting to play in a band. “It

was a small, old Greyhound bus with a canopied observation

platform,” he reminisced, “and on the bus was printed ‘Red Nichols

and his Five Pennies.” It all symbolized travel and adventure. I was
never the same after that.”"’

' 1bid.
1 1bid.

" Ira Gitler, “Obituary,” Jazz Times, xxvi/5 (1996): 50.
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After New Jersey and New York, the Mulligans moved to Chicago for one
school year (1937-38). At the height of the swing era in one of the most musically
active cities, “My brother Phil and | would be off to the theaters all the time to hear
the bands.”® At that time, many of the important bands were playing the theaters as
well as ballrooms, which was fortunate for the then eleven-year-old Gerry, who was
not old enough to be allowed into the ballrooms.

Kalamazoo also exposed Mulligan to the alluring sounds of the travelling dance
bands as they passed through town. His musical education officially got started after
his family moved there in 1938. He borrowed a clarinet from the school and began
taking lessons from a young neighborhood trumpeter. From these earliest days as a
musician, Mulligan believed that whatever he learned, he would be better off teaching
himself, an attitude that would prevail throughout his career. He was the consummate
autodidact. “That guy [his trumpeter neighbor] taught me many bad habits I’ve been
years breaking. The way I’ve learned the instruments I play is by playing them, by
standing up and blowing at sessions. On the whole, I haven’t had much luck with
instruction.”*

Mulligan remembers that his first experience as an arranger came the
following school year when, as a member of the orchestra, he decided to score the
popular song “Lover” for the ensemble. His choice of this particular song, written by

Richard Rodgers for the 1932 film Love Me Tonight, shows his early fascination with

8 Mulligan, oral history.

9 Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 70.
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chromatic chord progressions. The harmonic structure of the first sixteen measures of
the 32-bar chorus is a descending sequence by half-step of ii7-\VV7 progressions:
Cmaj7/Cmaj7/ F#m7 /B7 / Fm7 /Bb7 /[Em7 /A7 [Eb7 /Ab7 /Dm7 IG7 [Em7/
A7/Dm7/ G7/

Because of the interesting melodic and voice-leading possibilities that such a
progression provides, numerous jazz artists, including Art Tatum, Charlie Parker, Ella
Fizgerald, Art Blakey, and even Mulligan himself with Paul Desmond, have recorded
versions of this song since the thirties. So it is quite impressive that Gerry Mulligan,
the precocious preteen, arranged and wrote out parts to this future jazz standard for
his grade school classmates. Unfortunately his arrangement never got performed.

It was very simple with a lot of whole notes and quarter notes and | tried

to get the moving parts working for our limited instrumentation. Well, |

ultimately never heard it because our school was taught by nuns and, like

a fool, I put on the top of each one of the sheets the title, “Lover.” It

never occurred to me that would be a problem. She took one look at the

title and that was the end my arranging career in Kalamazoo.”

In Detroit, Mulligan befriended his neighbors’ son, Jack O’Connor, who was a
newly ordained priest. “The O’Connors enjoyed life. For a while, Father Jack had me
won over to the point where | wanted to be a priest, not that | was ready to give up music
altogether; I thought there’d be a wide-open field for writing church music.” This desire
to serve the Church quickly diminished after Gerry found out how many years of school
would be required. He soon decided that he would need to find other channels for
writing music.

In the summer of 1943, the family landed in Reading where Mulligan worked as

an office clerk in order to save up enough money to buy a clarinet. It is here that he took

lessons from a dance band musician named Sam Correnti, the only music teacher whom

% Mulligan, oral history.
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he remembers in a positive light. “He [Correnti] liked to take jazz solos off records, and
so | was playing things that Jimmy Dorsey and Artie Shaw played.””* Mulligan’s
proficiency improved to the point where his high school band director would begin taking
him out on professional dates. “I’d go as his first clarinetist and he used to like it when I
would improvise solo parts instead of playing what was written.”?* This led to his
playing with various other bands in town. Eventually, at age sixteen, he formed his own
band which performed often at the various private clubs around Reading. Since the
theaters and ballrooms were closed on Sundays due to the Pennsylvania blue laws,
private clubs proliferated, creating a high demand for musicians.

| started a little quartet with the kids at school and | started another little

band with a friend in town. Both of us were alto players, and we’d have

maybe two or three saxophones and a trumpet. We’d be working every

weekend. We played the Seventh Democratic, the Polish-American

Democratic, The Sixth Ward Republicans Club, the Irish American Club,

the Jewish-American Veterans. ... You name it, we played it.?

The band played both stock and Mulligan arrangements. Correnti encouraged
Mulligan to write, and a portion of the weekly lesson was devoted to scoring techniques.
For example, one exercise was for Mulligan to take an existing arrangement of “Dark
Eyes,” written for three saxophones and three brass, and re-score it for four saxophones
and four brass.?* Mulligan responded well to this method of teaching through informed
experimentation, rather than through rote application of prescribed method. “When

Correnti gave me the score, I didn’t stop to figure that I didn’t know how to do it, so I

went ahead and did it. He knew there’d be problems, and that I’d work out the ones I

! bid.
% Ibid.
% bid.

2 bid.
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could and ask him about the rest. He had a stimulating attitude towards music and

toward kids.”%

% Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 74.
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Johnny Warrington Band

When George Mulligan moved the family to Philadelphia in 1944, Gerry
entered West Philadelphia Catholic High School for Boys. “There were over 2,000
boys enrolled and no girls and there was [virtually] no music in the place. They had a
band that was pretty dreadful, even by my youthful standards. You know, I had
played with some pretty good bands [in Reading] by that point.”?® Fortunately, his
mentor at the school, Brother Martin, understood Mulligan’s desire and potential, so
rather than forcing him to participate in the marching band, granted him unlimited
access to the band room, where he could be more creative. By that time, Mulligan
had bought a tenor saxophone, so he put together a band of schoolmates and began
arranging charts for it. The scoring for the instrumentation he inherited must have
been challenging, to say the least. “I wound up having four trumpets, one trombone.
The five reeds were the two saxes and the rest were clarinets. I probably didn’t have
a bass player at all; I had piano and drums. I can’t imagine what it sounded like.”?’
Perhaps this helped prepare him for his arranging work later in life for various non-
standard instrumentations. He recalls that, because he leaned heavily on clarinet lead
for voicings, the ensemble had, more or less, a Glenn Miller sound. Mulligan played
tenor saxophone in the band.

I’'m not too sure why | switched from clarinet to tenor [saxophone].

One thing was that there wasn’t any tenor [player] in the school and
there were a couple of clarinets. Then hearing Coleman Hawkins’

% Mulligan, oral history.

2 1bid.
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recording of “Body and Soul” didn’t hurt any. I continued on clarinet,

too, and admired Artie Shaw, Benny Goodman, and Irving Fazola. At

first, I preferred Shaw’s playing to Goodman’s, because Shaw was

more romantic, and had a mellower, bigger sound. As I came to know

more about the workings of jazz, | grew to ag)spreciate Goodman more,

because there’s more real jazz in his playing.

Arranging, however, was Mulligan’s primary focus. Through his experiences
at West Catholic, Correnti’s earlier guidance, the popularity of his ensemble work in
Reading, and the independent streak he developed thanks to the frequent family
uprooting making him always the outsider, Mulligan became more confident in his
writing. This confidence got him his first paid arranging job.

He had met a pianist in Reading who subsequently moved to Philadelphia and
worked with Johnny Warrington, the leader of a thirty-piece radio orchestra at
Philadelphia station WCAU during the 1940s. When the pianist heard that Mulligan
would be moving to Philadelphia, he suggested a visit with Warrington.

So once | got established in Philadelphia, I went down to WCAU, a

CBS station in Philadelphia and marched into Johnny Warrington’s

office and said, “I’d like to write for your band.” And Johnny laughed

and said, “Well, why not?”” And so he assigned some tune for me to do

and said, “Here, take this. See what you can do with it. We use it for

the weekly network show.” So I did.*

Warrington himself was a prolific arranger whose charts are still marketed. It took
Mulligan a few weeks to complete the arrangement and bring it back to the WCAU
studio. The two of them went through the chart and Mulligan recalls that Warrington

made numerous suggestions. “And he said, ‘Well, let’s see. You did this here. Why

don’t you try this? And you could have done so and so in these bars here. Now this

% Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 77.

% Mulligan, oral history.
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might be better here and why didn’t you voice this like this?>”* So Mulligan went
home, incorporated the suggestions, brought back the revision and Warrington bought
the arrangement for thirty-five dollars and assigned Mulligan another one. “And so
that was the beginning of my professional career as an arranger, with Johnny as kind
of a mentor helping me get started. He was more of an arranging teacher than I’d ever
had before or have had since.”

In an interview with Nat Hentoff, Warrington remembers Mulligan less for his
ability than for his impatience. He recalls that a few years after their first meeting,
Mulligan sold several arrangements “to an outfit that must have been the most
clamorous in quasi-jazz history.”*! After watching the band rehearse his work, he
was so horror-stricken with the quality of the performance that he threw down his
money and demanded his arrangements back. After being told of the incident,
Warrington recalls that “He [Mulligan] was real mad. He said the guys in the band
could play the notes but couldn’t interpret them.”*?

During the war, there was a great demand for musicians under eighteen, so in
the summer of 1944, it was easy for Mulligan to find work. He landed a job playing
tenor saxophone for Alex Bartha’s band, one of the house bands at the Steel Pier in
Atlantic City. Despite the fact that one of his bandmates said to him, “You’d better
concentrate on writing. You don’t play your horn that well,”* he generally got along

well in the band. When he heard that Bartha was making plans to take the band on

0 Ibid.
*! Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 78.
* Ibid.
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the road, Mulligan made plans to quit school. “Little did I know that Alex had been
saying this every summer for the last twenty years, but on the basis of that I quit
school.”® The tour never materialized, so in late 1944, Mulligan was out of school and

out of work.

¥ Mulligan, oral history.
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Tommy Tucker Band

Jimmy [Tyson, Johnny Warrington’s manager,] had nothing for me to
do, so | used to hang out in his outer office, and every band that came
through town would call him up and say, “We need a substitute
trombone player or a substitute trumpet player” and Jimmy would say,
“Well, listen, do you need a tenor [saxophone] player? An alto
[saxophone] player?” And nobody did, until finally Tommy Tucker’s
band came through around November [1944]. Tommy needed a
trombone player and so Jimmy asked, “Do you need a saxophone
player?” “No, I don’t need a saxophone player.” So Jimmy said,
“Well, how about an arranger? Can you use an arranger?” And
Tommy said, “Well, maybe. Tell me about him.” And so he told him
that | was a young kid who wants to write and that I’d love to go on
the road with him. And so Tommy said, “Send him around to the
theater.” And so | went around and met with Tommy and his wife and
he hired me, to a contract for $100 a week for three ballads or two
jump arrangements, copied. Oh yeah!®

During the Swing Era, big bands that sounded corny, trite, commercially slick,
and played in an old-fashioned way were affectionately known as “mickey-mouse”
bands. They most often found acceptance in the Midwest, perhaps due to the inherent
conservatism of the region. In his book The Big Bands, jazz writer/critic/publisher
George Simon devotes a (thankfully) short chapter to the mickey-mouse bands. He
notes that, “Most of these bands were led not by first-rate musicians (few could
stomach these sounds!) but by businessmen, many of whom were top flight
executives who knew how to keep their mechanical men operating at maximum
efficiency.”® Simon quotes some of his original Metronome reviews of several of
these bands and their leaders including: Blue Barron (*“...musical tricks that associate
corn with commercialism and commercialism with corn”); Del Courtney (“After

listening ... you may get a bit weak and commence yearning for something more

% Mulligan, oral history.

% George Simon, The Big Bands, 4th ed. (New York: Schirmer, 1981), 491.
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substantial—like a ham sandwich.”); Chuck Foster (““... made an impressive
appearance as a band leader, even though his band seldom played very good music”);
Jan Garber (“The Idol of the Air Lanes”); Gray Gordon (““... best remembered for his
‘Tic-Toc Music’ ... accentuated by a monotonous beating of two temple blocks™);
Everett Hoagland (“The most danceable and least boring of music’s mickey mice”);
Art Kassel (“Intonation must mean nothing to these boys”); Orville Knapp (*... jolted
its listeners with sudden, dramatic brass outbursts and subsequent sharp
diminuendos.”); and Gerry Mulligan’s new boss, Tommy Tucker. Simon’s review of
Tucker describes a bandleader whose conservative approach to music would
eventually be at odds with the free-spirited mind-set of the recent high school
dropout.

Tommy Tucker, a short, gentle man with a bright smile and a Phi Beta
Kappa key, used to wave a long, thin baton with broad sweeping
motions at an orchestra that produced most of the usual sweet staples
plus several very good singers ... [including] Amy Arnell, who sang
some songs better than others but projected a truly haunting quality
with a vocal group that sang the band’s lovely theme, “l Love You
(Oh, How I Love You).” Tommy worked regularly and in good spots
for many years. ... Then, in 1941, Tommy blazed when his record of
“I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire” became a smash hit. During
most of the band’s career it had suffered from emaciated-sounding
arrangements, which invariably made the band sound smaller than it
actually was. But in 1944, Tommy took on Van Alexander, Claude
Hopkins and Fred Norman to write new arrangements ... and the outfit
blossomed into a highly impressive musical one. Unfortunately,
Tucker had by this time become so identified with mickey-mouse
music that his fans didn’t go along with his switch, so he reverted to
his rodent routine. %

7 1bid., 493-4.
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Mulligan remembers Tucker’s band as being “a very stylized, commercial
band, but they also had some very good charts written by some first rate arrangers.”>
Perhaps, at that time, the band was performing charts by Alexander, Hopkins, and
Norman. Prior to his stint with Tucker, Alexander had arranged the version of “A
Tisket, a Tasket” which had become the breakout hit for Ella Fitzgerald with the
Chick Webb orchestra. He later worked for Bing Crosby and was subsequently
awarded several Grammies. Hopkins, originally a stride pianist, had been musical
director of La Revue Negre which starred Josephine Baker in Europe. When he
returned from Europe, Hopkins toured with several bands until forming his own
Harlem group which played successful residency engagements at the Cotton Club,
Savoy Ballroom, and Roseland Ballroom. Mulligan, was not only initially impressed
with the band’s arrangements, he liked the musicianship as well. “There were a lot of
good musicians in the band and Tommy was a good musician so it was like they were
very conscious of what they were doing, and their musicianship was very high.”*
This was the young arranger’s first experience writing for a touring band of such
stature, so it is not surprising that he was initially overjoyed with the opportunity.

That was my first experience on the road with a name band as an

arranger. That was 1945, | guess, and that would make me 17 going

on 18. It was the last year of the war. We traveled by cars. When we

hit a town, | would be out of the car like a shot and into the hotel. Is

there a room with a piano? It was always a search for a piano. And |

never managed to make the three ballads or two jumps a week. But |
got pretty close.*’

% Mulligan, oral history.
% 1bid.

“% Gene Lees, Arranging the Score: Portraits of the Great Arrangers (London: Cassell, 2000),
130.
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He went out of his way, however, to downplay his enthusiasm. “I resolved to be as
blasé as anybody else,” he recalls, “and I was.” **

It is also not surprising that the new sounds he would hear while on the road
would stir a new creativity at odds with Tucker’s ways. For almost two of the three
months that Mulligan worked for Tucker, the band was in residence at the supper club
of the Stevens Hotel in Chicago. During this engagement in the big city, Mulligan
took every opportunity to go out and experience the sounds of the bands touring
through Chicago. He specifically recalls hearing Billy Eckstine’s orchestra. “That
was the first time | heard Dizzy [Gillespie] play. He was with Billy Eckstine’s
band.”*

Eckstine had left Earl Hines’ band in 1944, taking tenor saxophonist Budd
Johnson and Gillespie with him to serve as the co-musical directors of his new
organization, one of the first big bands to perform bebop arrangements. During the
band’s four-year existence, Eckstine’s sidemen included Charlie Parker, Dizzy
Gillespie, Gene Ammons, Dexter Gordon, Miles Davis, Kenny Dorham, Fats
Navarro, and Art Blakey performing arrangements by Gillespie, Johnson, Tadd
Dameron, Gil Fuller, and Jerry Valentine. And the style of these arrangements was
the antithesis of the style of the mickey-mouse bands. As Eckstine recalls,

We didn’t have it easy; our type of music was more or less a concert

style of jazz. People would start to dance, and then they’d turn around

and listen. Sometimes our tempos were almost not danceable either.
Diz made an arrangement of “Max is Makin” Wax,” which was way

*! Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 78.
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up there, featuring him and Bird [Parker]. You couldn’t dance to that
at all, but people would stand there and watch.*

Eckstine also acknowledged the fact that his music was more popular among young
musicians like Gerry Mulligan, than among the dancing public.

We never had any problem with the young musicians; they loved it;
they loved the band. Everywhere we’d go there was a following of
young musicians. But the populace, in general, and the powers that be,
that booked the bands, and the clubs were used to listening to a certain
type of music. They were not thrilled by us coming in; young, wild,

crazy young cats playing this style. ... but the youngsters always dug
the band.**

So Mulligan absorbed everything he heard from the hippest bands, the bands
that would influence his writing for the next several years. He recalls, “I picked up
stuff from everything | heard, you know—all of those bands. My ears were constantly
ringing with the ideas that guys were working on. And | became more and more
influenced by the things I heard. I also heard Ellington’s band play so it was inevitable
that I’d start trying to incorporate these things and to try to start to learn how to use
them.”*®

Inevitably, Mulligan began to integrate the melodic phrasing, rhythms, tempos,
and other stylistic characteristics of modern jazz into his arrangements for Tucker, with
the predictable result.

My arrangements for Tommy started to get more and more wild, although

I think Tommy liked what I did. There’s one thing of mine on a

Hindsight record, taken from an aircheck. It’s called “Brass hats.” I used
plungers and hats. Years later, when | heard this thing, | fell off my chair,

*® Dizzy Gillespie with Al Fraser, To Be or Not... to Bop, Memoirs (New York: Doubleday,
1979), 190.

“ Ibid.
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because I had copied Erskine Hawkins® “After Hours.” I didn’t mean to
copy it, but it was very close.*

He later told Ira Gitler, “My charts kept getting wilder and wilder. So I wrote myself

right out of a job [laugh].”*’

6 Lees, 130.

*" Ira Gitler, Swing to Bop (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 133.
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Elliot Lawrence Orchestra

And | became more and more influenced by the things I heard. | heard
Ellington’s band play so it was inevitable that I’d start trying to
incorporate these things and try to learn how to use them. . . .so | heard
those bands and all of the other bands in town [Chicago] and of course
my arrangements for Tommy [Tucker] were getting a little wilder, and
when the three months were up, he [Tucker] said, ‘Well, listen, it’s been
great and you know, you’ve written a lot of good things for the band and I
like it, but I think that your path lies in a different direction. But if ever
you want to go into any kind of a business, you let me know. I’d be glad
to invest money in you in anything—except a band.”**®

The eighteen-year-old Mulligan returned to Philadelphia in early 1945, just in
time for his pre-induction physical exam for the United States Selective Service. The
war was still going on, so young men continued to be drafted, and Mulligan’s
eligibility exposed him to the possibility. “I think it was quite obvious that | was not
Army material because | was not about to be molded into anything requiring that
amount of obedience. If they had offered me a job in a band | would have been off like a
shot, because that’s something that I know. Carrying a gun, forget it. I’'m not
interested.”*® When it was time for the interview portion of his pre-induction exam,
Mulligan froze. A lump formed in his throat and he was unable to speak which led to his
rejection. He recalls, “And his [military interviewer’s] comment was, ‘Well, you’re
obviously a bad apple. You have one bad apple in a barrel and it’ll spoil the whole thing.’

And he made me so happy that day. So that was the end of it.”*

“® Mulligan, oral history.
* 1bid.
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His next stop was radio station WCAU, where he had previously written a
number of arrangements for Johnny Warrington’s studio band. The station was now
featuring the big band of Elliot Lawrence. Lawrence, who was open to innovative
approaches, hired Mulligan to write, and, since he could play both the clarinet and
saxophone, employed him in the reed section as well. Mulligan welcomed the
opportunity to be a central voice in the band that was led by the young, progressive
Lawrence. The ensemble had such novel features as a brass section that included a
French horn, and a pianist (Lawrence) whose delicate interjections and solos created a
departure from routine dance numbers. Mulligan was ready to create.

From the mid-forties to the mid-fifties Elliot Lawrence (b. 1925) led one of
the most exciting and original big bands of the late-to-post swing era. Stan Woolley
observes that “although it was essentially a dance band, Lawrence also had an ear to
what was happening on 52" Street [bebop], and throughout its existence, the band
presented a very modern aspect.”51

After graduating from the University of Pennsylvania where he studied
conducting with Leon Barzin,> Lawrence was hired in 1944 as music director of
Philadelphia radio station WCAU where his father was an executive. There, he
assembled a studio big band that performed regularly on the air. The original band
was composed of three trumpets, three trombones, a French horn, five saxes, and a

four-piece rhythm section: solo piano, orchestra piano, bass and drums. Jazz critic

George Simon happened to be listening to WCAU one evening because the New

> Stan Woolley, “Elliot Lawrence--Forgotten Big Band Leader,” Jazz Journal International,
50, no. 5 (1997): 8.

%2 Barzin was also the founding musical director of both the New York City Ballet and the
National Orchestral Association (NOA).
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York Stations were blacked out, and heard the Lawrence band performing. He was so
impressed that he raved about it in the March 1945 issue of Metronome.

At times the band sounded liked Claude Thornhill’s, especially when

Lawrence played his delicate piano solos and fill-ins and the

arrangements spotted his very good French-horn player. But the band

also had a great deal of rhythmic sparkle, some of it attributable to the

scores (Gerry Mulligan was one of the arrangers, Lawrence was

another) and some to the tremendous drive of the trumpet section.*

The arrangements that Mulligan wrote for Lawrence were instrumental in
elevating the band beyond the dance floor. Thanks to the talents of the then eighteen-
year-old, Lawrence’s book gradually filled with fresh, energetic, boppish
arrangements. Mulligan’s “Elevation” for Lawrence, a brisk (232 beats per minute)
twelve-bar blues, has rhythmic and melodic interest comparable to such Charlie
Parker blues-form tunes as “Billie’s Bounce” and “Blues for Alice.” The
arrangement of “Elevation” recorded by the Lawrence band in 1949 begins with a
lively introduction followed by the presentation of the melody by a cross-sectional
combination of saxophones and trumpets.>* The melody is repeated in the second
chorus accompanied by a descending harmonized figure on the saxophones. The
band then plays four bars of shout chorus with the remainder of the chorus covered by
bop-style improvising on tenor saxophone. The next several choruses consist of
alternating figures between the band and various improvising soloists. “Elevation” is
an impressive early demonstration of the unique talent of the young, self-taught Gerry

Mulligan. It is no wonder that the sweet dance band leader Tommy Tucker sent

Mulligan on his way after three months, for Tucker’s dancing fans would have clearly

*3 Simon, 318.

* Gerry Mulligan: The Arranger, Columbia JC-34803, 1977.
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not appreciated this arrangement. While “Elevation” demonstrates bebop’s influence
on Mulligan, British jazz writer Raymond Horricks points out that, with respect to
melody, Mulligan presents an original lyricism.

“Elevation” was a Mulligan original in every possible sense; and

would lend itself to several recordings, including Red Rodney’s Be-

boppers in 1947 on Keynote. The title of “Elevation” suggests height,

but in fact, after a “showy” first phrase develops into typical Mulligan

long, moving, elastic and very horizontal melodic line in complete

contrast to the current, jaggedly chordal themes of the bebop pioneers.

On the other hand, its own inherent chords lent themselves to a ready

source for modern jazz improvisation. *°

“Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea” was written by Harold Arlen in
1932 and originally recorded by Cab Calloway. With his arrangement for Lawrence,
Mulligan transforms this pre-war popular standard to an arrangement that would
foreshadow the progressive writing style inherent in the work he would do for Stan
Kenton seven years later. The arrangement, as performed on the Lawrence album
entitled Sugar Beat, follows the 32-bar (AABA) song form of the Arlen original.®
Lawrence starts things off with an initial statement of the melody on piano followed
by the formulaic restatement, this time in the saxophones accompanied by attractive
patterns in the brass. The saxophones continue through the bridge, but instead of
repeating the opening theme as is normally the case in the last eight bars of 32-bar
song form, the saxophones enter and play an alternative melody in the style of Charlie

Parker over the original’s harmony. The trumpets continue into the next chorus with

a riff that accompanies the improvising trombone soloist. Later in the song, after a

% Raymond Horricks, "Gerry Mulligan's Own Special Sense of Good Movement", Crescendo
and Jazz Music, Dec 1997 - Jan 1998, 6.

% Sugar Beat, Elliot Lawrence Orchestra, Big Band Archives 1219, 1949.
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chorus of call-and-response in the brass, Mulligan himself enters on baritone
saxophone for an improvised chorus in the horn’s upper register. The final statement
of the melody is in the contrasting lower register of the unison trombones. As
Klinkowitz observes, “Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea” demonstrates
numerous techniques the young arranger has already developed:

In three minutes and five seconds Mulligan has done almost

everything: redistributing melodic statements from one section of the

band to another, dropping the piano and then the baritone sax into the

unlikeliest contexts, and dividing bridges—into even smaller elements,

giving part to ensemble playing and part to soloist.>’

The Sugar Beat album also contains Mulligan’s first of several big band
arrangements of the popular song “How High the Moon,” originally written by
Morgan Lewis and Nancy Hamilton for the 1940 Broadway revue, Two for the Show.
Benny Goodman’s 1940 hit version of the song is one of its earliest jazz adaptations.
Since then, numerous jazz arrangements have been recorded by such artists as Duke
Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Dizzy Gillespie, Lionel Hampton, Stan Kenton, and Les
Paul. Other jazz musicians have composed contrafacts to the song—that is, newly
created melodies written over the chord progression of “How High the Moon.” The
most notable example is Charlie Parker’s “Ornithology.” The probable reason for the
popularity of the song’s harmonic structure as a basis for not only jazz arrangements,
but for entirely new melodies, lies in the fact that its descending chord progression
lends itself well to creating interesting melodic ideas. Essentially, the harmony is

based on a string of three ii-V7-1I progressions where the ‘I”” of one progression

becomes the “ii” of the lowered next progression by virtue of a change in its quality.

5 Klinkowitz, 16.
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Mulligan’s 1945 arrangement for Lawrence precedes “Ornithology” by one
year. Interestingly, for his arrangement of the song for Gene Krupa a year later, the
astute young arranger quotes Parker’s contrafact. The 1945 arrangement has a much
more traditional feel than either the Krupa arrangement or Mulligan’s “Between the
Devil and the Deep Blue Sea” on the same Lawrence album. This is clearly a dance
arrangement with a considerable level of excitement to keep jitterbuggers happy and
several good solos, including one by Lawrence on piano.

Even though Mulligan was as eager to play as to arrange, Lawrence only
rarely let him perform, considering him an amateur. Mulligan asserts, “My playing
may have been amateurish, but it was different. Most of the kids at that time were
playing a hard honking style of tenor, and were running all over their horn. My
approach was gentler. | preferred to compose on my horn—to compose a real simple
melody that came off.”*®

It was during his tenure with Elliot Lawrence that Mulligan would meet and
perform with Charlie Parker, beginning an association that would later lead to several
collaborations. In 1945, both the Elliot Lawrence Orchestra and the Charlie
Parker/Dizzy Gillespie Quintet were booked to perform a concert at the Philadelphia
Academy of Music. This was one of the early attempts to program a jazz concert in
an important orchestra hall. Mulligan recalls:

My first experience with Bird [Parker] personally was kind of

remarkable. I was arranging for Elliot Lawrence’s band and Bird came

into town with Dizzy [Gillespie] to do a concert at The Academy of

Music. They had their quintet. Sarah Vaughn was on the show also. |

guess this was one of her first concerts. She was a shy stick kid, man. She
must have been 18 or 19 years old and had this big voice. They [Parker,

%8 Hentoff, “Profiles (Part 1),” 80.
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Gillespie] got into town on | guess Saturday because that was the day we

had the [regular] network program with the band. Red Rodney [a

Lawrence trumpeter at the time] had [previously] met him [Parker] in

New York. So, he brought Bird by the studio to meet everybody and

hear the band. Bird was great. Everybody liked him and he was very

complimentary and he liked the charts of mine that he heard. *°

Even though the Lawrence Orchestra would be playing some of his
arrangements at the Academy concert, Mulligan was not initially scheduled to
perform with the band. This was unfortunate because he had wanted Parker to hear
him play. A sudden turn in events, however, worked in his favor. “I went home that
night. The next morning | got a call from an exasperated Elliot [Lawrence]. He said,
‘Better bring your tenor today. Frank Lewis tripped on his kid’s skate on the stairs
and broke his wrist. So, he can’t play.””®® So Mulligan wound up playing the
concert.

Parker must have been impressed with the teenager at the earlier radio
broadcast, because, as Mulligan recalls, prior to the Academy concert Parker and
Gillespie visited with him: “I met with Bird then, and we talked, and he said, ‘After
the show [concert], bring your tenor over to the Downbeat [Club] behind the Earle
and play.”®" So they played the concert, and afterwards, Mulligan went to the
Downbeat with his saxophone in tow, and he stashed it in the cloak room. Parker was
participating in a jam session led by fellow saxophonist, Don Byas. Mulligan

remembers that it was Parker who eventually retrieved the saxophone from the cloak

room, removed it from its case, and handed it to the youngster saying, . . . ‘Here.

> Mulligan, oral history.
% 1bid.
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Now. O.K. Let’s play.” And he made me play with him. And he was terrific because
he gave me the confidence in myself that | lacked. Unfortunately for my confidence
up to that point, some of the guys that | knew in Philadelphia, the attitude towards me
was, ‘Well, man, you don’t play very well. But, uh you can write.” . . . So Bird was
really the first one who ever encouraged me to play.”® As impressionable as the
young Mulligan was, he began to perform more frequently, perhaps as a result of
new-found confidence from this incident.

Mulligan and Parker would remain friends and associates until Parker’s death
in 1955. In the spring of 1951, Parker fronted a big band for a week-long engagement
at the Apollo Theater in Harlem. Sahib Shihab, Charlie Rouse, and Gerry Mulligan
comprised the saxophone section of the ensemble, which also included strings.
Mulligan had arranged two of the pieces for the strings unit, “Rocker” and
“Goldrush.”®® Despite not being fond of the inclusion of orchestral instruments in the
ensemble, Mulligan was happy with his arrangements, particularly with respect to
Parker’s approach to integrating their simplicity with his playing style. Mulligan
recalls:

There was one week that | worked with Charlie at the Apollo Theatre.

| worked it with the group that was based around a string band, with

some incredibly stupid string section. | think there were three violins,

a viola, and a cello. The very pedestrianness of the arrangements

made the absolute perfect foil for Bird. Because later on guys wrote

more interesting arrangements, and the results were not nearly as

effective. By the very simplicity of the arrangements, it was a better

framework to hear Bird do what he could do. He’d &:)Iay a bloody
melody and would elevate it into something that was art.*

%2 1bid., 221.
% Brian Priestly, Chasin’ the Bird (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 84.

% Gitler, Swing to Bop , 222.
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During his initial tenure in the Lawrence organization, Mulligan and his band
leader became good friends. “He [Lawrence] and | became friends because we were
both a lot younger than the guys in the band.”®® This would lead to jealousy towards
Mulligan from the other musicians resulting in his leaving the band in 1946.

Mulligan believes that Lawrence’s policy of publicly acknowledging each
piece’s arranger, particularly after the band’s weekly WCAU show had begun to be
broadcast nationally by CBS, helped him gain the recognition that would lead to later
successes.

Elliot always wanted to give the arrangers credit and Miles had that

attitude too. If you were going to put the personnel of the bands on the

bill, you should put the names of the arrangers on the bill as well. And so

I wound up becoming very well known because we were doing a weekly

show featuring Elliot’s band from Philadelphia. And so he was always

announcing, ‘this is a composition by Gerry Mulligan’ and then I became

like a personality. So by the time | left there, | wound up having some

fame to ride on. Wherever I went, they’d heard of me and heard of my

charts and that kind of eased the way for me.

Mulligan attributes his individuality at that time to the fact that he was an
autodidact. Since he had not learned formal arranging techniques, he was required to
approach each arranging project with a blank canvas, forcing him to create fresh
ideas. “And this is part of the thing of being self taught. I didn’t learn a system for doing
things. I had to solve my problems as they came for everything | wrote. And so | would

approach each project as an individual thing.”®" As a result, he avoided using formulaic

approaches, which allowed his arranging style to continually evolve. “I could never sit

% Mulligan, oral history.
% 1bid.

7 1bid.

35



down and just duplicate the kind of harmonization that I did with a saxophone chorus in
the previous chart. | was always very critical of arrangers who did that — you know, kept
writing the same arrangement over and over and over again.”®® Upon reflection on those
early days, he astutely observes,

The very restrictions of my technique forced me to find my own way, and

often my own way would produce an individuality that wouldn’t have

been there otherwise. But I wasn’t really consciously trying to do that. I

was just trying to come up with a fresh approach to a tune or an idea for a

jazz piece that would be interesting to blow on and try to make good

settings for the soloists and exciting shout choruses and that sort of thing.

So it was really just doing the job as | perceived it. | started to realize that

what | was doing sounded a lot different than what other guys were doing,

but I never really knew why. I never really understood that and yet it was

the sort of thing that | could usually recognize, of the arrangers, the

leading arrangers — | could usually identify their writing, in short order. A

lot of lesser known arrangers I wouldn’t be able to identify because they

were writing by rote, as | say, doing the same arrangement over and over

again.”®

For Mulligan, this was a significant confidence-building stage of his young
arranging career. Lawrence, a progressive bandleader who had achieved national
recognition, saw in Gerry Mulligan, his contemporary and friend, an opportunity to
bring fresh jazz sounds to the airwaves. Mulligan, whose self-esteem was enhanced
by the public recognition he had gotten from Lawrence and by the opportunity to
work with such jazz superstars as Charlie Parker, continued to find his individual
voice not only through his writing, but now also through his playing. Even though
Mulligan ended his fulltime arrangement with Lawrence in 1946, he would continue
to write for him occasionally between other projects until he left the east coast in

1952.

% Ibid.

% 1bid.
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In 1946, Elliot Lawrence left WCAU and Philadelphia to ride on his success
that had resulted from the weekly national broadcasts. His father, Stan Broza, also
quit his job at the station to become his son’s manager. Lawrence remembers, “I got
my big break when CBS began taking broadcasts of the WCAU band and networking
them all over the country.”® After a successful engagement at the Café Rouge in
New York’s Hotel Pennsylvania, he increased his exposure on the radio and signed a
recording contract with Columbia.

To satisfy the dance crowds, the Lawrence orchestra initially played mostly
sweet music featuring vocalists Roz Patton and Jack Hunter. In 1947, the band
grossed a quarter million dollars. From 1947 to 1949 it was chosen as the most
promising new orchestra on Billboard's Annual College Poll. In that same year,
Downbeat and Metronome listed Lawrence as one of the ten best bands in the
country. Billboard ranked the band as the number seven “All-Around Favorite,”
behind Vaughn Monroe, Tommy Dorsey, Tex Beneke, Les Brown, Stan Kenton, and
Guy Lombardo.™ Despite this recognition, Lawrence downplayed the “sweet” label
in an interview with Metronome: “We're not strictly a sweet band, not by any means.
Maybe when you hear us in hotel rooms and spots like that you think so, but listen to
us on one-nighters and on college dates, and you'll hear us jump, too. I'd die if we

didn't and so would the guys."”® Thanks to the Mulligan arrangements, the

" Woolley, 8.

™ Drew Techner, “A Review of the Elliot Lawrence Career,” The Mulligan International
Newsletter, December 2004 - June 2005.
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ensemble’s sound became increasingly progressive, much to the favor of both
Lawrence and his sidemen. Lawrence recalls:

In those days, in order to make a living you had to play for dances but

all the guys in the band, and I always had great players in the band,

wanted to play the bop things. It was the same when we were

recording. Today, the young rock stars are very smart and handle their

own careers and decide themselves what they are going to do.

Simon notes that the band “didn’t feature any really great soloists except for young
Red Rodney and for a while Mulligan and then Alex Fila, who under Lawrence began
to show that he could play good jazz as well as great lead trumpet.””™* Eventually
Lawrence hired other young innovative arrangers such as Johnny Mandel, Al Cohn,
and Tiny Kahn. After the popularity of big bands began to decline, Lawrence
arranged and conducted for several television shows. He eventually became musical
director for such Broadway musicals as Bye Bye Birdie, Golden Boy, and The Apple
Tree.

The album Elliot Lawrence Plays Gerry Mulligan Arrangements was released
in 1955.” While Lawrence enthusiastically included Mulligan arrangements on
many of his albums, this was the first time that he would dedicate an entire release to
the arranger’s works. Mulligan actually took exception to the release of this album
and publicly accused Lawrence of being opportunistic for exploiting his now (1955)

internationally recognized name. Apparently Mulligan wanted to record the

arrangements himself. He wrote in the May 7, 1955 issue of Melody Maker:

" Woolley, 9.
™ Simon, 319.

" Elliot Lawrence Plays Gerry Mulligan Arrangements , Fantasy 3-206, 1955.
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People often ask me what | consider my best arrangements. Well, for
a period of three or four years, at the end of the forties, | think the best
things | wrote were those | did for Elliot Lawrence. | wrote a whole
book for Elliot at the time, but later he got Tiny Kahn, Al Cohn, and
Johnny Mandel to do some new arrangements and junked mine. |
guess they were passe. . . . Elliott never did anything much with my
scores, though | prevailed on him to do so. At that period, Elliot
wanted to be recognized as a jazz leader, and | feel that if he had
recorded my pieces, he would have got some good out of them. The
numbers were widely dissimilar, from dance tunes to originals, but
there was a feeling running through the arrangements which would
have given the band something of a style. . . . A few months ago, |
thought of getting a band together and doing something with the same
old scores, partly because I’d spent a lot more time on them than I can
spend writing these days. In the old days, | worked any time from two
weeks to a month on an arrangement. . . . Anyhow, | got on to Elliot.
But before I could ask him for the scores, he said he was thinking of
recording some of them. . . . | rather gather that the record company
with whom Elliot was arranging the session, wants my arrangements
now. It makes me fed up. Just because my name has some sales value
on records these days, they want to turn around and cash in on it. Not
because of the music or the character of it, but just to put my name in
big letters on the album cover because they think it’ll sell more copies
for them. . . . Besides which, the arrangements aren’t going to do
Elliot as much good now as they would have done when he’d first
taken them. | think it was probably the record company that caused
him to junk my things then. . . . So Elliot would steer off them, and
that’s that. Elliot loses, I lose, and the record company loses. Until
my name means something—and then the record company wants me
back. . .. Ican’t help but resent the whole thing.”

The album consists of eight Mulligan originals (“The Rocker,” “Happy Hooligan,”
“Mullenium,” “Bweebida Bwobbida,” “Apple Core,” “Elegy for Two Clarinets,”
“The Swinging Door,” and “Mr. President”) and four Mulligan arrangements of
standards written by others (“Bye Bye Blackbird” by Mort Dixon and Ray

Henderson, “My Silent Love” by Edward Heyman and Dana Suesse, “Strike up the

Band” by George and Ira Gershwin, and “But Not for Me” also by the Gershwins).

’® Gerry Mulligan, “Gerry Mulligan Writes about His Arrangements for Elliot Lawrence,”
Melody Maker, May 7, 1955: 12.
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Mulligan sold these twelve charts to Lawrence after leaving the Claude Thornhill
Orchestra in the fall of 1948 to devote more time to the Miles Davis nonet.

In his review of the two well-known standards “My Silent Love” and “But
Not for Me,” Klinkowitz remarks, “Together they serve as somewhat predictable
bookends for his [Mulligan’s] late 1940s approach to familiar standards: taking
George Gershwin’s usually slow and sentimental ‘But Not for Me’ and giving it a
light briskly swinging treatment, while cranking up the traditionally softer “My Silent
Love” for a broadly voiced, Broadway pit-orchestra rendition.”’’ The other Gershwin
tune, “Strike up the Band,” was intended as a novelty introduction to the band’s
opening at New York’s Paramount Theatre. Klinkowitz regards it as “a standard
swing treatment along the lines of Glenn Miller’s ‘American Patrol,” although
Mulligan keeps the decks clear for more open blowing by the soloists, alternating
Sousa-like trumpet riffs with boppish ensemble lines from the saxes (producing the
humor of Al Cohn sounding like he’s woodshedding behind the barracks of a
marching band).”’® This arrangement is a precursor for Mulligan’s composition,
“Bike up the Strand,” performed by his 1956 quartet which included valve trombonist
Bob Brookmeyer. The song is an upbeat contrafact of the original Gershwin tune.

“Mullenium” is an early example of Mulligan’s use of counterpoint, a
technique which would become prominent in his pianoless quartets of the 1950s and
larger ensemble arranging. According to Lawrence, it is “most typical of Gerry's little

group, what with its trumpet and trombone counterpoint and then with the saxes

" Klinkowitz, 33.
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coming along and adding a third line.”"

This “concerto grosso” approach would also
become a signature of Mulligan’s later big band writing. The title of the song
“Bweebida Bwobbida” comes from the words the trombones seem to be saying in
their cute opening statement of the theme. “Apple Core” opens with a full unison of
the theme, a technique used by Mulligan and other arrangers to give big bands the
intimate feeling of a smaller ensemble with fewer voices. Mulligan wrote for Claude
Thornhill in the late forties to early fifties, and “Elegy for Two Clarinets” is
reminiscent of the tender moods of the Thornhill orchestra. According to George
Simon, “the piece was so titled because Gerry just didn't like writing for clarinets in
big bands and wanted to bid them farewell in a nice, polite, musicianly manner.”*°
Ironically, there are no clarinets in this piece. The “Swinging Door” was named for a
club over a garage in Manhattan where Mulligan and well-known saxophonist Zoot
Sims (who co-wrote the piece) played jam sessions. As Mulligan remembers, “The
club’s actual name was ‘The Red Door,” but Elliot didn’t think that was such a good
idea in the days of Joe McCarthy, so it became ‘The Swinging Door.””%! “Mr.
President” is Mulligan’s tribute to the acclaimed tenor saxophonist Lester “Pres”
Young and is a scoring of Young’s solo from his 1939 recording “You Can Depend
on Me” with Count Basie. Mulligan greatly admired Young, particularly with respect
to the swing-era tenor saxophonist’s elegant and graceful style.

Pres [Young], even in his youth, when he was popping the rhythm out the

way he was in [Count] Basie’s band, there was always this kind of elegant
grace to the phrases that he played. . . . He kind of sails through the scene

™ Liner notes to Elliot Lawrence Plays Gerry Mulligan Arrangements.
& |bid.
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without leaving any footprints or anything. Pres was soaring, especially at

his best, and in his youth. He used to soar with the horn and soar over the

rhythm section and soar over the band. I mean that’s one of the greatest

musical illusions of that period, of Pres playing with Basie band in the
thirties. God, it must have been rewarding to be there.®?

On December 8, 1957, both Mulligan and Young appeared with Billie
Holiday, Coleman Hawkins, Ben Webster, Roy Eldridge, and others on the CBS
television special “The Sound of Jazz,” performing Holiday's tunes “Lady Sings The
Blues” and “Fine and Mellow.”

“Mr. President” and the other Mulligan charts for Elliot Lawrence Plays
Gerry Mulligan Arrangements provide plenty of solo space for Al Cohn’s tenor
saxophone, Eddie Bert’s trombone, Hal McKusick’s alto sax and the trumpets of Dick
Sherman and Nick Travis. As George Simon points out, “Mulligan’'s scores are
marked by [his] warmth and taste. ... The section work is wonderfully firm and
precise and swings crisply”.

Of the album’s eight original compositions, six would be recycled for the
smaller groups Mulligan would lead in the 1950s. These would include his 1951
New York tentette, his 1953 California tentette, his 1954 quartet with Bob
Brookmeyer that toured Paris, and the sextet formed in 1955 when he added Zoot
Sims on tenor saxophone and Jon Eardley on trumpet. “Rocker” would be one of
Mulligan’s several contributions to the 1950 Miles Davis Nonet sessions and
therefore end up on the landmark album The Birth of the Cool. Later that same year,

Charlie Parker would perform a Mulligan arrangement of “Rocker” at Carnegie Hall

with strings (and Mitch Miller on oboe!). See Figure 1.

% Ibid.
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