Listening Guide 7.1

“Grandpa’s Spells” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Ensemble (4 measures)


0:04
A
Guitar solo vs. ensemble, stop-time (16 measures)


0:23
A
Cornet solo vs. ensemble (16 measures)


0:41
B
Ensemble, piano solo break (16 measures)


1:00
B
Clarinet solo (16 measures)


1:18
A
String bass and trombone solos vs. ensemble (16 measures)


1:37
C
New key, muted trumpet solo (16 measures)


1:56
C
Clarinet solo, stop-time (16 measures)


2:15
C
Piano solo, clarinet solo (16 measures: 8 1 8)


2:33
C
Ensemble (16 measures)


2:51
Coda
Guitar solo, ensemble (2 measures)


2:54
End
Analysis of “Grandpa’s Spells” (SCCJ, 1/8)

“Grandpa’s Spells,” originally a piano rag written by Jelly Roll Morton, was recorded by him in 1924 as a piano solo. For our analysis we shall study the arrangement Morton did for his Red Hot Peppers band in 1926.

Typical of a rag, the piece has three 16-bar strains, with the third strain modulating up a fourth. Typical of the jazz treatment of a rag, the first two strains are repeated once apiece and the third theme is repeated four or five times, devoted to improvised variations by the different soloists. In this manner the first two strains act almost as introductory material or as a prologue to the third strain. 

Morton’s arrangement shows his characteristic variety of instrumental combinations that perfectly complement the composition. Following the four-measure introduction, the first A strain is played in stop-time rhythm by solo guitar in the low register answered by the ensemble. The second A is played in stop-time by the cornet and answered by the ensemble. It is not an exact repetition of the melody played by the guitar, but it is related to it rhythmically and in the design of its phrasing.

The presentation of the B strain compares and contrasts with the A strain in two ways. First, the full ensemble plays all the way through the strain, contrasting with the call-and-response format of the A strain. It compares with the A strain in that it continues the format of four bars of stop-time followed by four bars of steady rhythm. The repeat of the B strain is played by solo clarinet, balancing the ensemble presentation of the previous B.

The A strain appears once more; and Morton chooses, on this third time through, to fragment the music orchestrationally. Instead of one soloist versus ensemble, as in the first two A strains, Morton has two soloists. The trombone and bass, the two low instruments, play two measures apiece, followed by four measures of ensemble.

We now come to the C strain. The key moves up a fourth; and the solo cornet, playing with a mute this time, introduces the theme. To contrast with the fragmented orchestration of the previous strain, the cornet solo continues for the duration of the 16-bar strain. The second time through, C is a clarinet solo. In contrast to the cornet solo, the band plays stop-time accents behind the clarinet. The third time through, the C strain is shared by the piano and clarinet. The piano plays the first half unaccompanied by the rhythm section; the clarinet plays the second half accompanied by a calypso-flavored guitar rhythm. The fourth and final repetition of the C strain is played by the entire ensemble as a rousing finale.

