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AN EXCHANGE I HAD WITH SARAH VAUGHAN  
 
by Wynton Marsalis 
________________________________________________ 
 
[Wynton Marsalis posted this on his blog on October 20, 2017] 
 

 
 
Wynton Marsalis and Sarah Vaughan with The Boston Pops… 
 

 want to express gratitude and thanks to all of the parents and kids and young 
musicians and trumpeters and (not as young) folks that I have had the honor of 
meeting, talking to, teaching and learning from down through these many years. 

These voluminous interactions have defined a large portion of my life and have been 
so filled with warmth, love and basic human feeling that there is no way to convey the 
depth of my appreciation. Reading comments about that performance took me back 
to that time. 
 

 
 
Composer John Williams, who was also a jazz pianist 
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First of all, it was in Symphony Hall one of the most fantastic and beautiful places to 
play in the world. Secondly, it was with the Boston Pops and their tradition was 
known and respected across the country. Thirdly, John Williams was conducting and 
every trumpet player in the world loved him for writing Star Wars, and finally, I was 
playing with the Divine One, Miss Sarah Vaughan known to be hard on the 
unprepared. I was sooo nervous standing there wondering, (what in the world am I 
doing here?). But everyone was unbelievably kind and supportive from the back stage 
crew to the orchestra to Mr Williams himself (who was also a jazz pianist). Their 
treatment emboldened me to do the best I could. 
 
This is a story about an exchange I had with Sarah Vaughan that day: 
As we exchanged pleasantries and salutations in one of the backstage rooms, I 
thought would impress her by playing an obscure Duke Ellington song, Tonight I 
Shall Sleep (with a Smile Upon My Face) on an elderly upright piano. This piece has 
a sophisticated, involved melody and very advanced harmonies. 
 
Knowing that there was probably not a 21-year-old on the planet who knew this song, 
I assumed that this ignorance applied to all. I asked her, “Miss Vaughan, do you 
know this?” I played it through with very rudimentary piano skills and a few 
incorrect harmonies on the coda. 
 
(At that time, I didn’t know that she had grown up playing organ in her mother’s 
church, played second piano and organ in Earl Hines’ orchestra, played second piano 
in the Billy Eckstine Orchestra that featured Dizzy Gillespie, Dexter Gordon, Charlie 
Parker, Gene Ammons and Art Blakey, and she accompanied herself singing).  
 

 
 
R-L, Billy Eckstine, his wife June, Billie Holiday & Sarah Vaughan…PHOTO 
COURTESY PINTEREST 
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She said, “Wow, that’s a great song. Duke! But you played some wrong changes on 
the coda baby.” She then sat down and played the complete coda flawlessly and with 
so much technique I thought “Damn! she plays piano like that, but has chosen 
to sing?” 
 

 
 
Sarah Vaughan: when you learn tunes figure out how the melody is constructed 
and then learn the logic of the supporting harmonies… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
She smiled and said, “That’s it.” Then went on to say, “When you learn tunes figure 
out how the melody is constructed and then learn the logic of the supporting 
harmonies. That way, you will never forget a song. You understand the what and the 
why.” She finished making her point by playing the entire song with all kinds of 
alternate harmonies and elegant improvisational responses to the melody, and 
concluded by saying, “See baby?” 
 
“Yes ma’am. I see.” 
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
Eric Myers writes: I decided to post this article, from Wynton Marsalis’s blog, 
because of his astonishment at discovering how good a pianist Sarah Vaughan was. 
I discovered the same thing myself at the Kool Jazz Festival in New York, on July 2, 
1981, when I attended Sarah’s concert at the Lincoln Centre’s Avery Fisher Hall. I 
was lucky enough to be provided with two tickets in the front row, seated at Sarah’s 
feet. In my review of the festival, published in the September/October, 1981 edition 
of Jazz Magazine, I wrote: “…it was a wonderful experience to be in the same 
concert hall with Sarah Vaughan. To appreciate the full richness, power and range 
of her voice, you have to hear it live… This was the only concert I saw where, in pop 
concert style, people rushed the stage, so that Sarah Vaughan could clasp hands 
with her adoring fans. They, indeed we, all loved her to distraction.” Towards the 
end of the performance Sarah’s pianist vacated and she sat down at the piano, and 
played what I can only describe as splendid modern jazz piano; she sounded, to my 
ears, for all intents and purposes, like Bill Evans. 


