Listening Guide 8.3

“Ko-Ko” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Trombones, tom-tom rhythms (8 measures)

0:13
Chorus 1
Tizol’s valve trombone solo, saxes answer (12 measures)

0:32
Chorus 2
Nanton’s plunger trombone solo, plunger brass (24 measures)

0:52
Chorus 3
Nanton’s solo continues
1:09
Chorus 4
Piano solo, long sax riff, plunger brass riff (12 measures)
1:28
Chorus 5
Trumpet riff, reeds and trombone answer (12 measures)
1:47
Chorus 6
Ensemble alternates with bass solo (12 measures)
2:06
Chorus 7
Sax melody, brass and clarinet chords (12 measures)
2:25
Coda P1
Trombones, tom-tom rhythms like intro (8 measures)
2:37
Coda P2
Ensemble rising chords over tom-toms (4 measures)
2:45
End
Analysis of “Ko-Ko” (SCCJ 3/4)

This recording was made in 1940 during a peak productive period for Ellington. It was also a time that saw the greatest combination of instrumentalists Ellington ever assembled.

“Ko-Ko” is a blues in E-flat minor, a key that creates a particularly dark quality in the voicing of the chords in the orchestra. It is classified as one of Ellington’s “jungle pieces,” featuring jungle-style drums by Sonny Greer, exotic chord voicings, savage, stabbing rhythms in the brass, and chantlike melodies.3 The most notable aspect of “Ko-Ko” is that it is a programmatic concert piece, not a dance number, even though it is played with a danceable beat at a danceable tempo.

The number opens with Sonny Greer’s tom-toms and a sustained bass note from Harry Carney’s robust baritone sax; together they give the effect of a timpani, or kettledrum. The trombones play a dramatic introduction followed by the first theme. It is played by Juan Tizol on valve trombone; this particular instrument’s musical character is plaintive and mysterious.4 Tizol is countered by the saxophone section’s aggressive answer to his chantlike melodic figures.

The next solo is also a trombone solo. Usually this would be considered a redundant and poor orchestrational choice, but Ellington knew his trombone section and how different the individuals could sound. This second trombone solo is by “Tricky” Sam Nanton. He played a trombone version of Bubber Miley’s plunger style, but his sound took on a strange vocal quality, like someone singing the vowels “Ya Ya.” He is playing forcefully in the upper range of his horn, and he is accompanied by two trumpets and one trombone playing short, jagged rhythms and using plunger mutes like Nanton. Beneath that is a more sustained line in the saxophones.

Ellington builds tension in the next section by compressing the individual brass and saxophone figures from the previous section. Over this he plays dissonant clusters and sweeping scalar lines on his piano, accentuating the savage character of the piece.

The intensity builds further in the next section with a climbing four-note figure layered in turn by the reeds, trombones, and trumpets, all meeting on an abrupt two-note figure. The shriek of the horns gives way to a two-measure walking figure played by Jimmy Blanton’s bass, then the horns return with the same degree of ferocity. The bass and horns continue this exchange for the remainder of this section.

In the final climactic section, the brass, topped by a screeching clarinet, hold long chords while the saxophones play a busy unison line. The introduction returns, and the piece ends with one more slowly climbing figure from the horns.

