Research

“Jazz, Revue and a Thriller”
The Response of the Birmingham Press

to Duke Ellington’s 1933 Tour
Pedro Cravinho, Birmingham City University

Introduction

I delivered a paper on this topic at the 25th
International Duke Ellington Study Group
Conference, hosted by the Royal Birmingham
Conservatoire between 25 and 27 May 2018.1 In
addition, given my passion about Ellington’s music,
it was my privilege to become a new Board member
of DESUK, joining a vibrant and passionate group
of Ellington enthusiasts, as Frank Griffith kindly
announced in Blue Light (Autumn 2018). My decision
to submit this essay to Blue Light was also linked to a
broader reflection about archives.i Over recent
years, I have been conducting original research,
sifting through local archives in Birmingham to see
what they can tell me about jazz history in this
multicultural metropolis.ii! In fact, most of my
research related to the first half of the twentieth
century has been conducted in local archives,™ as
they play a significant role in the reconstruction of
local jazz history. However, as has already been
argued, archives are “laced with contradictions and
ambiguities. ... What is saved in archives often
determines what gets theorized, analyzed,
interrogated, deconstructed, activated.”™ And, I
would add, celebrated too! As is the case with the
many historical essays published by Blue Light that
are dedicated to a celebration of Ellington’s life and
music.

This essay explores the reception that the
Birmingham press gave to the Duke Ellington
Orchestra and its music during his first tour of the
United Kingdom in July 1933. It is important to
highlight that it was Duke’s first European tour."
As Catherine Tackley observes, “there are nuances
in the writing published in response to Ellington’s
visit which tell us not only about the performances
themselves, including details that are otherwise
unobtainable, but also about British attitudes to
jazz”.Vit The same point could be made about any
African American artists visiting Birmingham up
to this period. Probably one of the earliest surviving
records documenting such a visit is an
advertisement for the “Female American
Serenaders” at Birmingham Town Hall on 9 July
1847,¥1ii who are appearing for the “First Time in

Birmingham”. What is described as an “invitation
card of the coloured ladies” depicts seven young
female musicians going by the names of “Madames
Cora, Jumba, Woski, Miami, Yarico, Womba &
Rosa” who are shown playing a banjo and
percussion instruments.™ The following decades
would see a number of prominent international
African Americans artists visiting the city,* Duke
Ellington and his orchestra being among them.
However, between 1935 and 1956, American artists
had their opportunities to work in the UK curtailed,
on account of a restriction instituted by the Minister
of Labour, who exercised their jurisdiction over
work permits,® a period often described as the
“Musicians’ Union Ban” i Although the Ellington
Orchestra would not perform again in the UK until
after World War 11, “they made a brief private visit
on 4 May 1939, when they stopped off en route from
Europe to New York. Duke did some shopping and
was interviewed by the Melody Maker; Rex Stewart
and Harry were interviewed for Rhythm.” il Duke’s
presence in Birmingham in later periods will be the
subject of (an)other article(s).

Over the last decade, British scholarship has
consistently reaffirmed that jazz has been firmly
established as part of Britain’s cultural diversity for
the best part of the past hundred years, reflecting
and responding to specific social conditions.
However, with a few exceptions, publications about
the history of jazz in Britain, whether written by
journalists, fans or scholars, have so far focused
primarily on London.® This state of affairs is
mirrored in other European countries, where the
capital city has become enshrined as the centre of
this music for the past century in each country’s
diasporic national history. Literature with a focus
on the history of jazz in Birmingham is scarce,®™
and this largely holds true regarding material on
Duke Ellington’s 1933 British tour,* although, the
performances in London, Liverpool, Manchester
and Glasgow are well documented.®i! And the same
can be said about the Duke Ellington Orchestra’s
appearance on a BBC radio broadcast, or Duke’s
interview during the same period.*i! In fact, there



is practically nothing published about his presence
in Birmingham.** This reinforced my decision to
investigate what might be unearthed in the local
press. With this exploration of the Birmingham
press’s reception of Duke Ellington’s music in July
1933, it is my aim to contribute to an understanding
of the British response to jazz outside its capital city.

Duke Ellington’s 1933 UK Tour

The Duke Ellington Orchestra’s 1933 UK visit was
part of the bandleader’s first European tour.*
Their arrival on 9 June was recalled by Peter
Tanner at Ellington ’85 in Oldham, during a
presentation on Duke’s 1933 UK tour:

And on June the ninth, Friday,
June the ninth the SS Olympic
docked at Southampton Docks,
and ..., stepping off were the
whole Duke Ellington
Orchestra, complete with singer
Ivie Anderson, dancer Bessie
Dudley, Irving Mills, and
Duke himself and Duke’s
manager then, Kay Kay
Hanson. They were met by
Jack Hylton and Percy
Mathieson Brooks, the then
editor of Mlelody] Mlaker], and
taken by train up to Waterloo,
where an enormous crowd
awaited them, including Jack
Hylton’s band who played on
the platform a welcome to the
Ellington band, and a lot of
press was there.

[ o s e [

i-.

This milestone was also
given significant coverage
by the press at the time, as
Tanner recalled:
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week came out with announcements of what
was happening, that they really were going
to arrive il

Indeed, Melody Maker had a significant role to play
in terms of the expectations generated around
Duke’s arrival. ¥ On 17 June, Ellington finally
made the front page under the headline “The Duke
at the Palladium”:

Well! He’s here! We have been reading about the Duke this
last four or five years; he has become an almost legendary
figure; it seemed impossible that we should ever see him in the
flesh, or hear those amazing sounds other than via a
gramophone. Yet, unbelievably, he is here.*
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Old members here, perhaps a B-O0 0080 0Pesentedby 0 0O B0 B
few of you anyway, will O 0
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the thought of Duke Ellington

and his Orchestra actually =
playing live for us. We'd a few
American dance bands like

Hal Kemp and Ted Lewis, but
here was the great Ellington

band itself. And, fostered by the
Melody Maker, (which) every

Scan of the cover to an original 1933 UK tour programme.
From the collection of Quentin Bryar.

Printed with his kind permission.
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Birmingham Press

Ellington’s first performance in Birmingham took
place at the Hippodrome in mid-July as part of his
tour. "t Jack Hylton and his band were the last to
perform at this significant West Midlands venue
before Duke’s arrival, supposedly presaging a
summer shutdown. According to the Birmingham Mail:

The final bill at the Birmingham Hippodrome before the
summer closure will be recalled until the house re-opens its
doors in August. Chief reason for this recollection will be the
visit of Mr. Jack Hylton and his band. This gifted purveyor
of “hot” music (one must avoid the temptation to describe it
as “jazz” because the term is a taboo to the modern
conductor) stands in the forefront of his vocation Vil

However, a few weeks later, the Birmingham Gazette
theatre correspondent penned a brief note under the
title “American orchestra: Week’s performance for
Birmingham Hippodrome” to announce the
temporary reopening of the venue occasioned by
Ellington’s visit to the city:

The Birmingham Hippodrome is to make a brief and
temporary return from the “summer vacation” next week. In
other words, it is to re-open on Monday for just the one week
- to present to Birmingham Duke Ellington and his
orchestra, which recently arrived in this country from
America and has aroused a great deal of interest by its
appearances at the London Palladium and its broadcast
performance. After next week, the Hippodrome will return to
its “vacation” until 7 August it

Duke’s arrival in Birmingham was widely covered
in the daily press. The Birmingham Mail front page of
14 July blared: “Hip! Hip!! Hippodrome!!! First and
only Midlands appearance! Jack Hylton presents (by
arrangement with Irving Mills) Duke Ellington and
His Famous Orchestra!!! A Revolution in Rhythm!
And full variety company.”* That same issue
included a photograph of Duke Ellington’s
Orchestra, and a short article under the title “Negro
band’s visit: Hippodrome reopens for a special
week”, as follows:

Though the summer vacation for the Birmingham
Hippodrome does not end until August Bank Holiday, it is
being suspended next week in order that local desire to see
Mr. Duke Ellington and his Orchestra may be gratified. This
remarkable group of negro musicians, who have such
noteworthy success in London, will accordingly open at the
Hurst Street house on Monday evening, supported by a full-
length vaudeville programme.

Mpr. Ellington will preside at the piano, and the orchestra,
whose playing is said to be alternately thrilling and soothing,
will expound negro music in all stages of its development from

the swamp to the night club. With the band are Bailey and
Derby, dancers, Miss Bessie Dudley, “the original Snake’s
Hips Girl”, and Miss Ivie Anderson, vocalist. >

The following day, the Birmingham Gazette confirmed
that the Birmingham Hippodrome would
temporarily reopen to present “Duke Ellington and
his Orchestra, the America combination which has
been in London, Liverpool and Glasgow and which
aroused both great interest and much musical
controversy.” i

After Ellington’s first performance at the
Birmingham Hippodrome on Monday, 17 July, the
Birmingham Gazette published a lengthy review under
the title “Jazz, revue and a thriller”, written by its
drama critic, “W.H.B.”:

I have already confessed that much-boomed jazz bands,
which from time to time appear on the variety stages of
Birmingham mean no more in my ears than a score of bombs
flung haphazard into a hardware factory. It appears that
Duke Ellington and celebrated orchestra have a reputation of
flinging the bombs with a surer hand than the members of
most jazz bands. Personally, I did not notice the difference,
but the audience at the Birmingham Hippodrome last night
seemed to do so. Duke Ellington and his orchestra - they are
all coloured gentlemen - received a very cordial - not to say
vociferous - reception, and I have no doubt that the people
who do not start as violently as I do when the trumpet blares
against a steel helmet will fill the Hippodrome night by night
during the week. This jazz band, it is true, is a little different
from most il

W.H.B. also had something to say about specific
routines, describing Bessie Dudley’s performance as
having “primitive appeal”. Ivie Anderson was
characterized as someone “who sings a song about
the weather which is in artistic accord with the
depression of most of the weather we get” (as Blue
Light readers will be aware, the reference was to
‘Stormy Weather’).=xiii Bailey and Derby are
mentioned, “who have the reputation of being the
most agile of the exponents of that most ungraceful
art, tap-dancing”.**v All the other vaudeville acts
earned W.H.B.’s praise for being “appropriate”, v
which included a gladiatorial number by Rome and
Romain, A.C. Astor the ventriloquist, Nicol and
Martin, “who bring comedy into trick cycling”, and
Jane Ayr and Eddie Leslie, “who produce laughs by
sheer foolery” Vi

The Birmingham Mail's review, under the title
““Hot music’ and poetry: A remarkable combination
of coloured performers”, struck a different tone,
finding much to admire in Duke’s music:



Duke Ellington and his Band have conquered Birmingham.
The Hippodrome has done well to open its doors for a week
to enable the city to hear this remarkable combination of
coloured performers in syncopated music.

One confesses to a distaste for much that is labelled “hot
music”, but this is subtly different. The whole atmosphere of
weird notes, produced with cunning art, conjures up visions
of a primitive people; of dark warriors in the frenzy of the
battle; of crooning songs in forest clearings; of winds
whispering through the leaves or bending the tall heads of
giant trees.

“Trees’ was one example of the hand’s art given at last night’s
performances. There was only a humming suspiration of the
well-known air; one could visualise in the super-imposed
notes the scene that moved the poet to his verse, and even the
composer could not have resented the liberty taken with his
work. ‘Indigo Blues’ was another of the triumphs, colourful
and moving Vit

It continued its appraisal with commentaries on the
other routines of the evening: “Individuals who
supported the band were Miss Ivie Anderson, a
singer who puts extraordinary feeling into her work;
Miss Bessie Dudley, whose every fibre responds to
the music in her dancing; and Messrs. Bailey and
Derby, tap dancers of rare distinctions,”*xviii

The same day, another local daily, the Birmingham
Post, also published a short review, under the title
“Variety theatre”:

The Hippodrome - Whatever one may think or say of “hot”
music, which, like an Egyptian cigarette, is very much an
acquired taste that may eventually suit the palate, there is no
doubt that, while a portion of the audience at the
Hippodrome last night was bewildered, the great number fell
ecstatically at the shrine of Duke Ellington and his band of
extraordinary modern virtuosity. They certainly do possess an
ejaculatory style of jazz instrumentation that has brought
London to their feet, but what suits the more cosmopolitan
taste at the Metropolis is no indication of the sometimes more
balanced opinion of Birmingham.

Consequently, before Mr. Ellington terminates a period in
this country, the curtain, which has remained lowered over
the scenes of local vaudeville in recent times, is raised at the
Hippodrome this week for the particular reason of giving
habitués the opportunity of seeing Mr. Ellington for
themselves, after which the house in Hurst Street will again
be in the decorators’ hands>>ix

It continued...

The music is the cult of the modern expressed in cacophonous
sound which gradually creeps into melody - extraordinary
music indeed. The band, which never seems to tire, is assisted
by Miss Anderson in peculiar but fascinating tunes; Miss
Bessie Dudley, the original snake-hips girl (the adjectives are
true); and by Bailey and Derby in “rhapsody in taps”. It is
certainly a remarkable band, if nothing elsex!

As the week progressed, the local press regularly
gave notice of Duke’s two daily shows at the
Birmingham Hippodrome (6.40 pm and 8.50 pm).
Additionally, the Duke Ellington Orchestra also
gave a two-hour performance at the Palais de Dance
on July 21, which was announced by the Birmingham
Mail as a double bill:

Gala Dance at the Palais de Danse, Monument Road
To night - Dancing at 8 p.m. (Bert Thomas and his Band)

Duke Ellington and His Band - 12 p.m. till 2 a.m.i

Duke’s last performance at the Birmingham
Hippodrome took place the following day, on
Saturday, 22 July.

Duke’s Short Interview And
Criticism

One outcome of Duke Ellington’s presence in
Birmingham that week is a brief interview
published in the Birmingham Mail under the title “A
chat with Mr. Duke Ellington: Why he is different
from other composers?”:xlii

Thanks to B.B.C.’s gramophone recitals, Mr. Duke Ellington
was known over here long before he arrived in the flesh. His
music, therefore, is not new to us, and if it is has more often
assaulted then soothed our somewhat conservative ears, it has
also intrigued them. Dance band music has become so
stereotyped that it seems to bear the stamp of mass
production. Well, Mr. Ellington is not that sort of composer.
He must express his own individuality. That much I learned
in the course of a few minutes’ chat with him the other night
before his show at the Hippodrome.




One could not help being impressed, in the first place, by his
modest bearing and his natural courtesy, which had almost
an old-world air about it. As a boy in Washington, D.C.,
where he was reared, he won a scholarship at school, but he
was always consumed with the idea of taking up music. The
piano was his first love, and he has remained forever faithful
to it. He studied theory but felt that it cramped his scope.

Theory too cramping

“I wanted to cultivate an independent style,” he
said. ‘I have known many people who were
naturally fine musicians until they began to study,
and then they became too stereotyped. If there is
something within one which is waiting to be
expressed, it cannot be brought out in the way
music is taught and written. Negro music has
never been written and taught; it comes naturally
from the people without any veneer.

“I was 19 years old when I stopped studying. I
know my compositions violate many rules. I have
got to do it or else be tied down and lose my
individuality. Of course, I have learnt a good deal
from the great composers by observing how each
may deal with an incident or a theme, but I keep
away from them as far as possible for fear of being
influenced by their styles.” (I notice that Mr. Ellington
was carrying two gramophone records, one of which was a
recording of Delius’s “On Hearing the First Cuckoo in
Spring”, conducted by Sir Thomas Beecham.)

Starved in New York
“And how did you start on your present career?” (I asked.)

“Five of us went to New York in 1923. We starved
for about five weeks, and then we got a cabaret
job. We have never looked back. We went to the
Kentucky Club in Broadway, and stayed for five
years, and then to the exclusive Cotton Club at
Harlem, where we remained four years. 1
gradually increased the band from five to 14
players, which represents our present strength.”

And broadcasting?

“In America, broadcasting is the lifeblood of the
artist as well as the salesman. You can sell
anything on the air, and to us, it has been the
means of achieving a large measure of our success.
We toured the States before coming to England,
but business has been so bad during the
depression that the schedule has constantly to be
revised.

“Anyhow, I hate schedules,” added Mr. Ellington.

And with that remark, so typical of his outlook on music, Mr.
Ellington left me to prepare for his first performance in
Birmingham. For the benefit of wireless listeners who know
his band only through the medium of wireless or the
gramophone, I ought to add that the stage performance gives
one a totally different idea of its capabilities. If you do not
care for the “hot” music, they will “roar you as gently as any
sucking dove”. But all the time you have the feeling that here
is something different from anything you have ever heard
before. i

The criticism that Duke Ellington and his
Orchestra received by the local press is to some
extent a product of how each journalist as an
individual translated Duke’s performances and
music, culturally.¥'™v Whereas the Birmingham Mail
and the Birmingham Post critics clearly enjoyed the
Ellington concert, the Birmingham Gazette critic had a
different perception, attacking both Duke and his
music. These reviews triggered some exchanges of
correspondence among their readers, with some of
them on the offensive. One such was the following
piece, “Anti-jazz”, written under the pen name of
“Cromwell”:

Sir,- I am sure that your dramatic critic, “W.H.B.”, will
receive much support from the theatre-going public for his
remarks on the jazz bands that appears on the Birmingham
stages. The impression this creates is truly as “W.H.B.”
describes. And Duke Ellington is no exception; he is worse!
After he had enjoyed a few items of entertainment, Ellington
put before us some barbaric sort of row which he has the
boldness (as Americans have) to call “musical compositions”.
It is difficult to imagine what opinion our composers of real
music would have of such stuff. -Yours, etc., Cromwell,
Marston Green, BirminghamX¥

Others came to Ellington’s defence, among them
the writer of a letter entitled “Duke Ellington’s
band”, published by the Birmingham Gazette:

Sir,- I have nothing but the deepest sympathy for your
dramatic critic, “W.H.B.” and your correspondent
“Cromwell”, who appear to be suffering from a severe attack
of anti-jazz complex. “Cromwell’s” sense of hearing has
undoubtedly been affected by the wildlife of Marston Green.
If he expected Mr. Ellington’s drummer to execute a few
birds’ warbles, cock-crows, pig-grunts, etc., then I can quite
understand that the vivid pulsating, rhythm and melody put
forth by Duke must have caused him some uneasiness. It
would be most interesting to learn exactly what “Cromwell”
expected. I had the great pleasure of hearing the band render
two of Mr. Ellington’s compositions - I refer to ‘Mood
Indigo’ and ‘Sophisticated Lady’ - and, remarkable though it
may appear to “Cromwell”, these were accorded a
magnificent reception by the audience. Although your



correspondent finds it difficult to imagine what opinion “our
composers of real music” would have of such stuff, it appears
quite simple to me: how they must envy the DukeX!Vi

In the months that followed, discussions that were
centred around jazz and “coloured musicians”, with
the inevitable racial connotations, also appeared in
the Birmingham press, accompanied by openly racist
comments, which is unsurprising given the colonial
ideology that dominated at that time.

Conclusion
This essay has analysed the response by the local
press to the Duke Ellington Orchestra’s
performances in Birmingham in July
1933. Birmingham jazz aficionados’
ideas at that time about “coloured
bands”, “coloured musicians” and the
sounds and images of jazz (or what
was perceived as jazz) had a huge
influence on how Duke Ellington was
received. The local press, alongside
the national press, also had a
significant role to play in moulding
those perceptions. Although local
critics may have failed to distinguish
Duke’s music from the jazz and dance
music played at that time in the West
Midlands dance clubs,*"i many local
jazz aficionados understood it as
‘authentic jazz’. As Katherine
Williams observes, “the relationship
between jazz and its performance
spaces is bound up with cultural
connotations and audience
expectations” Vil The criticism of
Duke Ellington’s 1933 Birmingham
concerts serves as an example of this.
The cultural connotations and the
expectations of Birmingham
audiences and journalists were related
not only to the musical aesthetics and
styles of the performance but were
also deeply bound up with individual
perceptions. As such, an analysis of
the discourses created by those who
experienced and wrote about the
music must take into consideration
the context in which they were
produced and the specific time and
place - whether watching vaudeville
acts at the Birmingham Hippodrome
or listening to dance music at the
Palais de Danse. In any case, the
general audience appears to have
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strongly approved - Duke and his music received a
“vociferous reception” - to the extent that Ellington
can be said to have “conquered” Birmingham. The
high expectations whipped up by Melody Maker
before Duke’s arrival in the UK, along with his
reception by the national press, also had an
enormous impact regionally. Yet not all local critics
enjoyed it. As such, this analysis of Duke
Ellington’s reception from a local perspective makes
a significant contribution - not only to an
understanding of Duke Ellington music in
particular but also in appreciating how African
American jazz artists, and their syncopated music,
were perceived and received outside the capital city.

PALAIS pE
- DANSE

BIRMINCHAM

THE SENSATION OF THE MIDLANDS.

1920s Advertisement for the Palais de Dance, Monument Road, Birmingham.
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