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LICORICE STICK: SOME THOUGHTS ON THE CLARINET IN JAZZ 
 
by Ian Muldoon* 
_____________________________________________________ 
 

n 1979 I was invited to present a jazz programme on 2ARM-FM, a community 
radio station based on the campus of University of New England, Armidale. The 
station manager was Karen (Kaz) Harris, who gave me free reign over the content 

of my programme consistent with the broadcasting act. It was a very fine community 
radio station which served the (musically and culturally diverse and well educated) 
community well.  
 
After a time Kaz asked whether I’d be interested in making a series of 30-minute 
radio programmes on Australian jazz using a contemporary as opposed to historical 
approach. I said I was willing but funds would restrict my efforts to Sydney to which 
she replied, “Well something is way better than nothing, and we have very little at 
our station relevant to the present scene regarding Australian jazz.” I was loaned a 
professional recorder and travelled to Sydney at a time when Terumasa Hino, John 
Scofield and Adam Nussbaum were among the international musicians appearing in 
Sydney at that time. I interviewed Bob Barnard, Judy Bailey, Dick Hughes, Merv 
Acheson and others but the musician that gave me an unforgettable musical moment 
was John McCarthy. 
 

 
 
John McCarthy: an unforgettable musical moment…PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*Ian Muldoon has been a jazz enthusiast since, as a child, he heard his aunt play Fats 
Waller and Duke Ellington on the household piano. At around ten years of age he was 
given a windup record player and a modest supply of steel needles, on which he played his 
record collection, consisting of two 78s, one featuring Dizzy Gillespie and the other Fats 
Waller. He listened to Eric Child’s ABC radio programs in the 1950s and has been a prolific 
jazz records collector wherever he lived in the world, including Sydney, Kowloon, 
Winnipeg, New York and Melbourne. He has been a jazz broadcaster on a number of 
community radio stations in various cities, and now lives in Coffs Harbour.  

I 
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I was directed to his Paddington home through the good graces of Bob Barnard who 
told me that Mr McCarthy “can play the clarinet.” Arriving at the appointed time, I 
was met by the gracious and gentle John McCarthy and made welcome. After some 
chat John asked me about any interests I had in the clarinet, and I mentioned that I 
loved the chalumeau sound Benny Goodman gets on his sextet version of As Long As 
I Live and I also found Edmond Hall and his vibrato a most appealing sound.  
 
John left the room to return with a clarinet and placed the mouthpiece in his lips and 
withdrew it and then again placed it in his lips then jiggled his fingers and then made 
some sounds on the clarinet that sounded like a beautiful girl saying “yes” - a 
comment Eddie Condon made on first hearing Bix Beiderbecke. As a lone listener in 
the still sweet silence of his lounge room, John McCarthy’s clarinet spoke as the 
angels speak. The chalumeau sound and the quote from the Harold Arlen song and 
then the take on Edmond Hall had me somewhat dumbfounded at the beauty of, and 
difference of, both.  
 

 
 
The take on Edmond Hall (pictured above) had Ian Muldoon somewhat 
dumbfounded… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
Bob Barnard was right - John McCarthy could play the clarinet. This was one of those 
Six moments musicaux (Schubert or Rachmaninoff) that remain embedded in one’s 
memory. 
 
After the meeting with John McCarthy I wandered down to the Paddington record 
shop and bought an LP of Goodman's small group work on Capitol. My musical 
moment with John McCarthy had me suddenly driven to start listening all over again 
to what I had been part-hearing for the past 30 years - Johnny Dodds, Jimmy Noone, 
Woody Herman, Barney Bigard, Benny Goodman, Buddy DeFranco, Tony Scott and 
so on. What is it about this astonishing instrument that is able to produce such an 
amazing range of sounds of such beauty? 
 
I recall the first time I really noticed the clarinet was when I played a Duke Ellington 
10” LP Brunswick compilation of his jungle band of the 1920s which had on it Tiger 
Rag Parts 1 & 2 recorded in 1929. I’d already heard a marvellous version of this 
rousing number by a 1946 sextet led by Benny Goodman and was quite unprepared 
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for the Bigard tour de force. From the opening Bigard is in control backed by the 
Ellington Jungle Band of Bubber Miley, Arthur Whetsol, Freddie Jenkins (trumpets); 
Tricky Sam Nanton (trombone); Barney Bigard, Johnny Hodges, Harry Carney 
(reeds); Duke Ellington (piano); Freddy Guy (banjo); Wellman Braud (bass); and 
Sonny Greer (drums).  
 

 
 
Barney Bigard: a wondrous joyous performance… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
On Part 1 Bigard has the lead and the opening solo. He traverses the range of the 
instrument, in complete control, reminiscent of a beautiful musical black snake let 
loose in the backyard trying to escape or jitterbug - solos by Fred Jenkins, 
Harry Carney on baritone, and on Part 2, Johnny Hodges solos, then Bubber Miley, 
then Bigard enters in chalumeau register, then runs the range of the instrument once 
more, from, chalumeau to clarion to altissimo. It’s a wondrous joyous 
performance. On the original 78” record this Ellington performance is noted as an 
instrumental foxtrot! Ellington also engaged Sidney Bechet as a clarinet player in his 
group called The Washingtonians. 
 
Bigard and his Albert system clarinet was central to the “Ellington sound” and he was 
a member of the orchestra from 1927 to 1942. It is useful to recall for instance 
that Mood Indigo was based on a theme Bigard had learned in New Orleans from his 
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clarinet teacher Lorenzo Tio Jr who called it Mexican Blues, and that Mood 
Indigo provided a brilliant example of the arranging genius of Ellington. It was the 
first tune Ellington composed specifically for microphone transmission and was first 
broadcast by radio in October 1930.  
 
Ellington's arrangement was first recorded by his band for Brunswick on October 17, 
1930. It was recorded twice more in 1930. These recordings included Arthur 
Whetsol (trumpet), Joe Nanton (trombone), Barney Bigard (clarinet), Duke 
Ellington (piano), Fred Guy (banjo), Wellman Braud (bass), Sonny Greer (drums). 
Ellington blended muted trumpet, muted trombone, and clarinet. 
 

 
 
Ellington took the traditional front-line—trumpet, trombone, and clarinet—and 
inverted them. At the time of these first three recordings in 1930, the usual voicing of 
the horns would be clarinet at the top (highest pitch), trumpet in the middle, and the 
trombone at the bottom (lowest pitch). In Mood Indigo Ellington voices the 
trombone right at the top of the instrument's register, and the clarinet at the very 
lowest. This was unheard of at the time, and also created (in the studio) a so-called 
"mike-tone"—an effect generated by the overtones of the clarinet and trombone 
(which was tightly muted as well). The "mike-tone" gives the audio-illusion of the 
presence of a fourth "voice" or instrument. Ellington used this effect 
in Solitude (1932), Dusk (1940), and many other pieces throughout his career.  
 
The Ellington band performed and recorded Mood Indigo continuously throughout 
its 50 years, both in its original form and as a vehicle for individual soloists. 
Interestingly, the melody voicings for the 1950 version of Mood Indigo which went 
for 15’26” and released on Masterpieces by Ellington were by Tyree Glenn and 
Quentin Jackson on trombones and Harry Carney on bass clarinet. 
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After 1942 Barney Bigard went on to perform with the Louis Armstrong band in the 
1950s and appeared in the movie The Glenn Miller Story. Bigard died on June 27, 
1980, in Culver City, California. He was 74. 
 
The clarinet was central to jazz from the beginning and is present on the very first 
recorded performance by a jazz band called Livery Stable Blues which featured Larry 
Shields on clarinet (1917). To some ears the clarinet on this record sounded jocular 
even silly with its “whinnying” sound but Bigard’s teacher Lorenzo Tio Jr had taught 
that it was useful to put in whining in your tone or crying. There may have been 
less whining or crying in performances by Omer Simeon with Jelly Roll Morton, and 
Johnny Dodds with Louis Armstrong and his Hot Fives and Sevens but they still 
loved to bend notes, to swoop and soar, and favour glissandos. Lonesome Blues by Lil 
Hardin performed by the Hot Five on 23/6/26 is a good example of Dodds' central 
role. It is a long clarinet solo by Dodds interspersed by a vocal by Louis Armstrong. 
The Albert- system clarinet has exceedingly difficult fingering but has a woody and 
generous sound.  
 

 
 
Clarinetists such as Johnny Dodds (above) loved to bend notes, to swoop and soar, 

and favour glissandos… PHOTO COURTESY DEFINITIVE ILLUSTRATED ENCYCLOPEDIA OF 

JAZZ & BLUES 

But it was in the 1930s that the clarinet came to dominate popular music. Benny 
Goodman, Artie Shaw and Woody Herman were the stars of that instrument.  But 
there were also the likes of Don Redman who played clarinet with Fletcher 
Henderson’s Big Band where he arranged numbers featuring clarinet trios, with 
Coleman Hawkins, Buster Bailey and himself playing. And let’s not forget such 
brilliant practitioners as Sidney Bechet, Irving Fazola, Jimmy Dorsey, Buster Bailey, 
Lester Young and Edmond Hall. Nevertheless, the big three especially Goodman 
dominated the airwaves and record sales over this period.  
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When the clarinet dominated popular music in the 1930s the Big Three were Benny 
Goodman (above), Artie Shaw (below) and Woody Herman (far below)…   
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It’s interesting to observe that these three gentlemen, descendants of members of the 
Jewish diaspora, arose and prevailed and attained hitherto unimagined popularity 
for the new music of “jazz”, helping to break down racial barriers as they did, at the 
very time that the Nazis were assuming power in Germany especially from 1933 
onwards, with their policies of anti-semitism and bizarre but widely held views of 
racial “purity”. The contrast between The Lindy Hop and The Shag with hundreds of 
dancers descending into joyous chaotic delirium to the sounds of jazz and swing, and 
the measured thunder of jackboots on cobblestones could not be starker.  
 
One might speculate that the clarinet is to modern Jewish culture as 
the tabret or shofar was to ancient Jewish culture. In any case, the Klezmer tradition 
and the clarinet's role in that tradition is having a major influence on modern jazz. 
John Zorn and Don Byron et al are instances of this.  
 

 
 
John Zorn (above) and Don Byron (below): the Klezmer tradition and the clarinet's 
role in that tradition is having a major influence on modern jazz… 
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David Krakauer: story of two New Yorkers… 
 
One particular stunning example is the programme on David Krakauer’s Klezmer 
Madness! recorded in New York City 23-26 September 1997. Mr Krakanauer made 
the following comments on this programme in 1998: 
 
According to John Chilton (Sidney Bechet: The Wizard of Jazz) Bechet had included 
A Yiddishe Momme as part of his repertoire in France during the 1950s. A light bulb 
went off in my head. What if Sidney Bechet and Naftule Brandwein had met? For 
over fifteen years (part of the ‘20s into the late ‘40s) these two unique individualists 
of the clarinet shared New York City as home base. I imagined an encounter 
between them - with the anecdotes, hard drinking, surreal clarinet shop talk, and 
musical inspiration. One came from New Orleans, the other from Poland. This is 
my story of two New Yorkers. 
 
Interestingly, the Klezmer traditional playing recalls the lessons of Lorenzo Tio Jr 
of News Orleans who urged students to put whining or crying into their tone. 
Klezmer is distinguished by its human expressiveness where it seeks to imitate the 
human voice with laughing and weeping as in khazone and paraliturgical singing. 
 
Appearing on the Klezmer, NY CD is David Krakauer (clarinet, bass clarinet); Adam 
Rogers (electric guitar); Ted Reichman (accordion); Kevin Norton (drums, 
percussion); Oren Bloedow (electric bass) and Ben Neill (electronics). The track The 
Meeting explores the expressive range of the clarinet with a wide range of emotion, 
including anger, and horror it seems; The Roumanian Wine Cellar with its accordion 
drone background recalls traditional singing of harvest and wine making; Okey 
Doke a quirky comical trip backed by a catchy drumming figure; Klezmer a la 
Bechet reminds one of the New Orleans marches; Okay Ak a celebratory village 
dance; B Flat Major Bulgar very Klezmer like in its joy and Klezmer NY, a sad slow 
improvisation on the bass clarinet. 
 
But before the liberation of the clarinet in the modern era beginning with Buddy 
DeFranco, Goodman, Shaw and Herman ruled. The burgeoning melodies flooding 
out of Tin Pan Alley in response to the demand for staged musicals and film scores, 
was met with the works by other members of the Jewish diaspora, Irving Berlin, 
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George and Ira Gershwin, Harold Arlen, Lorenz Hart, Jerome Kern, Oscar 
Hammerstein, Mel Torme, Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne, Jay Livingstone and Ray 
Evans, et al. These were beautiful and catchy melodies bolstered and enlivened by 
witty, romantic, ironic, sweet, sardonic and charming lyrics. And when the 
clarinet master of tone and rhythm and control took on a song like Where or 
When by Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart the combination of melody, exquisite 
tone, and lyrical embellishment by the languid perfection of Goodman’s clarinet it 
was beauty incarnate and enough to make Angels weep.  
 

 
 
Benny Goodman never sounded better than when he had a superior melody to 
paraphrase… 
 
I believe it is true to say that Benny Goodman may have sounded great in many 
formats and on many occasions over many years, but he never sounded better than 
when he had a superior melody to paraphrase such as those of Stardust, Poor 
Butterfly, I Surrender, Dear, These Foolish Things, I Can’t Give You Anything 
But Love, Body and Soul et al. 
 
Shaw also directed his playing to some great melodies including Cole Porter’s Begin 
the Beguine which became a huge hit. 
 
Though Goodman made many many records, my favourites include a recording made 
of Martin Block's Make-Believe Ballroom radio program on WNEW, 1st April, 1951 
called The Benny Goodman Trio plays for the Fletcher Henderson Fund. The first 
seven tracks were classics of swing: China boy --Body and soul --Runnin' wild --On 
the sunny side of the street --After you've gone --Basin Street blues --Rose room (In 
sunny Roseland) performed by Teddy Wilson, Gene Krupa and Goodman, the final 
three: Honeysuckle rose (Part 1 and Part 2) --I found a new baby --One o'clock 
jump (Part 1 and Part 2) were played by the trio augmented by Lou McGarity on 
trombone, Buck Clayton on trumpet, Eddie Safranski on bass, and John Smith on 
guitar. This LP has a dedicated warmth in the playing by all musicians perhaps in 
recognition of an era that has now past, and they in the (musical) autumn of their 
years (Krupa born 1909, Goodman, 1909, Clayton 1911, Wilson 1912) plus the two 
formats in which Goodman excelled, the small group and the jam session. 
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Charlie Christian (left) with Benny Goodman: note the rich, throaty tone of 
Goodman’s clarinet in each of its three clearly articulated and sustained registers, 
not to mention the stunning sounds of Charlie Christian’s guitar… PHOTO COURTESY 
PINTEREST 
 
Nevertheless, my favourite Goodman recorded music is of his sextet especially those 
cuts he made with Charlie Christian. These were made between 2 October 1939 and 
13 March 1941. The recordings were made with excellent equipment and first class 
engineers that captured the depth of Artie Bernstein’s bass, the range of Nick 
Fatool’s percussion, Lionel Hampton’s vibraphone and the crispness of his attack, 
and most tellingly, the rich, throaty tone of Goodman’s clarinet in each of its 
three clearly articulated and sustained registers. This is not yet to mention the piano 
of Fletcher Henderson or Johnny Guarnieri or Count Basie or Dudley Brooks or Ken 
Kersey or the stunning sounds of the guitar of Charlie Christian.  
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Perhaps the combination of young and old, of the minimalist pianism of Basie and 
his ability to perfectly place notes that add to rhythmic tension, of the relaxed 
atmosphere of the sessions, of Goodman’s ability to build around Christian’s classic 
chorus on Stardust for example and to tell the musicians that this was the case, 
but whatever the reason, Goodman plays with unusual conviction, passion and 
inventiveness on these works. Even on originals, such as Benny’s Bugle recorded 7th 
November 1940, Loren Schoenberg the Executive Director of the Jazz Museum in 
Harlem notes: “The issued take, with its perfectly formed and executed solos 
followed by Goodman wailing over the band, would look good sculpted in 
marble”. That band comprised Cootie Williams (trumpet); Goodman (clarinet); 
George Auld (tenor saxophone); Count Basie (piano); Charlie Christian (electric 
guitar); Artie Bernstein (acoustic bass); Harry Jaeger (drums).  
 
After Goodman and Shaw and Herman, perhaps because of them, the clarinet 
became less and less the instrument of choice for aspiring jazz musicians. It may 
have been because these masters with their beautiful tone, ability to swing, and 
impeccable control had taken the instrument as far as it could be taken. Added to 
which it is a difficult instrument to master. As Artie Shaw remarked: “The clarinet 
squawks”.  
 
Added to this was the bebop revolution that emerged in the 1940s with an emphasis 

on saxophones, trumpet, piano - woodwinds were relegated it seemed 

to “miscellaneous instruments”. Although the beautiful clarinet sound itself, swing, 

control, passion had been mastered, inventiveness and exploratory range of the 

instrument in the ways that Lorenzo Tio Jr had mooted and Klezmer had introduced, 

had yet to be unleashed. As Mel Tormé sang in response to the move to modernism 

in jazz:  

I like to recognise the tune, I like to savvy what the band is playing’, I keep saying’ 
must you bury the tune? 
…. And is anyone immune to kill the Billy Roses and Puccinis - don’t be meanies, 
must you bury the tune! 
 
(Billy Rose wrote lyrics for It’s Only a Paper Moon, and I found a Million Dollar 
Baby). 
 

 
 
Mel Tormé: must you bury the tune? PHOTO CREDIT JAN PERSSON 
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To this day, many rue the loss of an emphasis on melody in jazz, especially as its 
relates to The Great American Songbook. But, some others might claim, other joys 
await, not least of which is instrumental virtuosity and intriguing improvisations 
involving advanced harmonies and complex syncopation. Two clarinet players in 
particular liberated that instrument in the post war years: Buddy DeFranco and Eric 
Dolphy. 
 

 
 
Two clarinet players in particular liberated that instrument in the post-war years: 
Buddy DeFranco (above) and Eric Dolphy (below)… 
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Interestingly, DeFranco claimed that Artie Shaw’s clarinet solo on Stardust was the 
greatest clarinet solo on record, yet DeFranco went on to extend the style of playing 
into the bebop era. Unlike Shaw’s, DeFranco’s tone was nothing to write home about. 
But he was featured on George Russell’s experimental A Bird in Igor’s Yard (1949) 
where Mr Russell obviously considered his playing of the highest standard and in the 
modernist style.  
 
Beginning in 1954 DeFranco made a series of records under the auspices of the great 
Norman Granz (another member of the Jewish diaspora and what would jazz have 
lost had he not been its most active promoter especially from 1944 to 1960 featuring 
Gillespie, Parker, Holiday, Hodges, O’Day - the first artist to sign with Verve -
Peterson, Powell, Tatum etc?). This series of records included Sonny Clark on organ 
or piano, Gene Wright on bass, and Bobby White on drums with Tal Farlow added on 
the album Sweet and Lovely.  
 

 
 
These 38 tracks, mainly of melodies from the Great American Songbook, 
including Stardust, Autumn Leaves and Deep Purple, also include a smattering of 
originals such as The Bright One (Kenny Drew/DeFranco), Moe (Sonny Clark) 
and Cable Car (Sonny Clark) which swing like mad, and the last mentioned 
demonstrates amazing harmonic unity between piano and clarinet in the opening 
chorus. A lengthy clarinet solo follows where DeFranco clearly seems to be having 
fun, mainly in the upper register. Sonny Clark follows with a Bud Powell-style solo. 
All in all this series of records stands as one of the finest examples of modern jazz 
clarinet extant. It is worth quoting Mr DeFranco at length on his views regarding the 
clarinet: 
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There are several reasons that the clarinet is such a difficult instrument. The oboe, 
the flute, the saxophone are all octave instruments, but the clarinet's three registers 
- chalumeau, middle, and altissimo - are built in twelfths. If you press the octave 
key on a saxophone, you go up are down an octave, but on a clarinet you go twelve 
tones, from, say, low F to middle C. Saxophones have pads over the air holes. When 
you press a key, the pad closes the hole and you get a note. Clarinets have seven 
tone holes and no pads, and you have to close them with the ends of your fingers. So 
you have to have absolute finger control. If any air escapes, you get a terrible 
squeak or no note at all. Going from then middle register of the clarinet to the 
altissimo is very awkward because the fingering changes completely. That’s the 
reason so many clarinettists seem to lose control when they go into the top register, 
why they tend to shriek. Clarinets are made of granadilla wood, which comes from 
the south of France and North Africa. It is one of the hardest of woods, almost like a 
metal, and it has to be seasoned several years after it is cut. Even so, heat and cold 
affect the wood to an astonishing degree. A night club’s heating up during a set will 
make your instrument sharp, and air-conditioning will do the reverse. Too much  
expansion and contraction of the wood can ruin the bore. You have to develop an 
embouchure that is good enough to compensate for this constant fluctuation. If I 
were a symphony clarinettist, I’d use a closed mouthpiece and a soft reed. But to 
play jazz, I use a stiff reed and an open mouthpiece. That way I can get percussive 
effects and be heard over a loud rhythm section, and even over a big band. Most 
bassists and some drummers are electrified now, and I have to use a very stiff reed 
and twice the lung power. It is quite exhausting. What is also exhausting is the 
amount of time you play on the average night in a club. If you play three one-hour 
sets, you may play a third of that time, which means one solid hour of clarinet 
playing. Perhaps that is why there have been so few good clarinettists.* 
 

 
 
Buddy DeFranco: There are several reasons that the clarinet is such a difficult 
instrument… 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
 * American Musicians II: Seventy Two Portraits in Jazz, Whitney Balliett, Oxford, 
1986, pp 291/292). 
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It also worth quoting Mr Balliett on Mr DeFranco: 
 
DeFranco is all business when he plays. He stands straight and motionless, and 
points his clarinet at the floor - unlike Benny Goodman and Artie Shaw who in 
exultant moments would rear back and point their instruments directly at God. 
DeFranco’s playing is constant motion. The clarinettists who preceded him seemed 
to hang their melodic lines between their notes. DeFranco doesn’t appear to use 
notes. His solos are pliable, glistening tubes of sound that move steadily up and 
down the instrument’s three registers. His solos are always disappearing over the 
next ridge , and it is not easy to keep up with them whatever the tempo. He has a 
sunny, aluminium sound, a Bahaus clarity and smoothness. His tone, even in the 
chalumeau register, has one of the plumminess of Irving Fazola or the low-register 
Pee Wee Russell. He uses almost no vibrato, and likes avalanches of eighth notes, 
often repeated two or three times. He uses double time passages that blur in the ear. 
He likes little out-of-breath pauses, placed oddly, and he likes to skid from an 
arpeggio into a glissando, as if he were sliding into base. One of the finest 
recordings he ever made was with Art Tatum (in 1956).*  
 

 
 
Whitney Balliett: DeFranco doesn’t appear to use notes. His solos are pliable, 
glistening tubes of sound that move steadily up and down the instrument’s three 
registers. 
 
Eric Dolphy can lay claim to liberating the bass clarinet. He began playing the 
clarinet at age six. In junior high school he played oboe. In his teens he played alto 
sax in a “jump” band. He played flute in his backyard attempting to imitate birds.  He 
joined the band of Roy Porter in 1946. He left the Chico Hamilton Quintet in 1959 
and went to New York. During 1960 he played on 16 recording sessions  
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
* American Musicians II: Seventy Two Portraits in Jazz, Whitney Balliett, Oxford, 
1986, p 293). 
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including Ornette Coleman’s Free Jazz. Between 1/4/60 and 8/9/61 he recorded 
with leaders Oliver Nelson, Ken McIntyre, Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis, Ron Carter, Mal 
Waldron and under his own name 17 Prestige albums all of them contained in the 
wonderful Eric Dolphy The Complete Prestige Recordings.  
 

 
 
On the first album under his leadership he played the bass clarinet on the second 
track On Green Dolphin Street, a number made famous in modern jazz by Miles 
Davis. But a stunning example of the power of his playing this instrument occurs on 
his album Out There, with Ron Carter on cello, George Duvivier on bass, and Roy 
Haynes on drums.  
 

 
 
The track Serene is a twelve-bar blues in which Dolphy explores a huge range of 
sounds from sax-like upper register to the warm, reedy, vibrating lower ranges 
including moaning and talking sounds harping back to the origins of the instrument 
in New Orleans playing. When working with Charles Mingus (Charles Mingus 
Presents Charles Mingus 10/60) Dolphy argues with the bass in a virtuoso display on 
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the bass clarinet using the cadences and inflections of speech - squawks, grunts, 
splats, blurts, mutters and misshapen cries as well. It’s a remarkable, passionate 
and emotional moment in jazz music. The 16/7/61 recording was made live at 
the Five Spot night club in New York. The band was Dolphy (bass clarinet, flute, alto 
sax); Booker Little (trumpet); Mal Waldron (piano); Richard Davis (bass); and Ed 
Blackwell (drums). The second number recorded was an unaccompanied bass 
clarinet solo called God Bless the Child. The melody disappeared in the maze of 
invention and decoration but cemented his role as a major figure on this instrument. 
The following number Aggression was played at an amazing tempo, with references 
to Charlie Parker and was followed by a stunning drum solo by Ed Blackwell.  
 
Dolphy was also leader of a band put together for a Blue Note date called Out To 
Lunch. It was Dolphy’s only Blue Note date and it occurred on 25th February 1964. It 
has one of Reid Miles’ most distinctive covers. It had five tracks as follows: Hat and 
Beard – 8:24; Something Sweet, Something Tender – 6:02; Gazzelloni– 7:22; Out to 
Lunch – 12:06; and Straight Up and Down – 8:19. The players were Eric 
Dolphy (bass clarinet [1 & 2], flute [3], alto saxophone [4 & 5]; Freddie Hubbard 
(trumpet); Bobby Hutcherson (vibraphone); Richard Davis (bass) and Tony Williams 
(drums). In retrospect it was an all-star band of masters of modern jazz.  
 

 
 
The opening two tracks feature Dolphy on bass clarinet. In the words of John 
Litweiler: “Something Sweet, Something Tender (written by Dolphy as were all the 
compositions on this disc) is in five parts of equal length, with Dolphy on bass 
clarinet. He plays an introduction that concludes in a drawn-out harmonic, followed 
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by a theme statement; his fast solo, with lines shooting up high and low, is over 
virtually no pulse at all despite the rhythm section’s high activity, then after the 
theme reprise, bass clarinet, in a lovely low unison, play the theme a final time, in 
dark hues, and without hardness or harshness.”* 
 
The opening track called Hat and Beard is a homage to Thelonious Monk. Again the 
words of John Litweiler say it like it is: “The theme of Hat and Beard is in walking 
tones, bass clarinet and bass together, but this meter is 9/4; the line dissipates to 
faint vibes walking, but then comes a splash of band melody, and Dolphy is off with a 
convoluted solo which plays of the theme and against Williams in fantastic knots and 
gnarls”.** 
 
There is no reckoning of the impact on jazz or on jazz musicians of the album Out to 
Lunch but what is evident is that the bass clarinet emerged as a prominent indeed 
vital member of jazz instrumentation in the ensuing years - some claim 
Dolphy invented the bass clarinet.  
 
Just one example of the impact the bass clarinet has had is to consider the two Don 
Grolnick albums with two separate septets: the first Weaver of Dreams made 
in February 1989, with Michael Brecker, tenor sax; Randy Brecker, trumpet; Bob 
Mintzer, bass clarinet; Barry Rogers, trombone; Dave Holland, bass; and Don 
Grolnick, composer, arranger and pianist ( exc. Weaver of Dreams Jack Elliot- Victor 
Young; and I Want to Be Happy Irving Caesar - Vincent Youmans).  
 

 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*The Freedom Principle, Jazz After 1958, John Litweiler, Da Capo, 1984, New York, 
pp 74/75).  
**Litweiler, ibid; p75. 
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The second was made September 1992 and was called Nighttown. Don Grolnick 
composed, arranged and played piano; Randy Brecker (trumpet); Joe Lovano (tenor 
sax); Marty Erhlich (bass clarinet); Steve Turre (trombone); Dave Holland (bass) and 
Bill Stewart (drums). A distinguishing feature of these fabulous charts, these 
recordings, is the use Grolnick makes of the bass clarinets and the artistry both 
Mintzer and Erhlich bring to their roles. Heady stuff. A John Pochée-led band 
played Nothing Personal at the Bellingen Jazz Festival one year. It was the highlight 
of the festival. 
 
Other modern masters to give voice to the bass clarinet include David Murray (cf the 
track Herbie Miller on album The Hill); James Carter;  Louis Sclavis; John Surman; 
Anthony Braxton and Don Byron. In the Downbeat musical award categories, bass 
clarinet is listed as Miscellaneous. 
 
 
 

 
 
American clarinettist John Carter: his Roots and Folklore: Episodes In The 
Development Of American Folk Music, is one of the greatest musical suites of the 
20th century of any genre… 
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To finish off these thoughts on the clarinet, I’d like to put the case that one of the 
greatest musical suites of the 20th century of any genre was the creation by a clarinet 
player called John Carter. The work is known as Roots and Folklore: Episodes In The 
Development Of American Folk Music.  As well as composer, saxophonist, 
clarinettist and flautist, Carter was an educator and hence the title of the suite 
eschews the word “jazz” but in effect the work traverses the beginning of the roots of 
jazz in Africa, the slave trade, the journey to America, the work in the South, and the 
legacy including the religious legacy of African Americans, but most importantly the 
cultural legacy culminating in the music known as jazz. It is an ambitious work, 
which ambitions are realised by the brilliance of the compositions, arrangements and 
playing of the participants. 
 
The title and opening track of the first suite, Dauwhe, who is the Ancient African 
Goddess of Music and the Arts (to some she is the Goddess of Happiness) begins 
with the sounds of the old, the water phone, and that of the new, the clarinet. This 
conjunction is prevalent throughout the suite of five parts. For example the tuba of 
Red Callender is reminiscent of the blown bass of New Orleans jazz. Sometimes the 
music is reminiscent of birds singing (flutes and clarinets) against the deep valley of 
tuba and bass. One highlight is the altissimo playing and wild improvisations of 
Carter on Enter From the East. The musicians are: John Carter, clarinet; Bobby 
Bradford, cornet; Red Callender, tuba; James Newton (flute, bass flute); Charles 
Owens (soprano saxophone, oboe, clarinet); Roberto Miranda (string bass); William 
Jeffery (drums); Luis Peralta (water phone and percussion). Considering this octet 
and the variety of sounds possible from the range of instruments, one can imagine 
before listening the rich palette possible above the impressive percussion and rhythm 
suggested by the balance between the two, four and four.  
 

 
 
John Carter: the most gifted and creative musical thought can only come to life in 
the hands of equally gifted and creative players… 
 
John Carter commented: “There are many areas of consideration in the successful 
production of an LP. Once the music is scored, among the several primary 
considerations is the availability and selection of musicians. The most gifted and 
creative musical thought can only come to life in the hands of equally gifted and 
creative players. To be sure, the original thought often assumes a new dynamic with 
the added contributions of fine players. The demands of contemporary music are so 
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exacting that the very first level of playing ability begins with virtuosity, and from 
that point, on to the extremes of what the absolute possibilities are on the 
instrument. The players on this suite are among the finest.* 
 
Dauwhe was recorded and mixed at The Music Lab, Los Angeles, 25th and 28th 
February, and 8th March 1982. Engineer was Dennis Moody. 
 
The second suite is Castles of Ghana. The composer comments: “By the 16th Century 
there was great turmoil among many of the countries along Africa’s west coast. Many 
African chiefs, in collaboration with European traders, used this chaotic period to 
form a new arena of trade, one involving the illegal gathering and trading of African 
citizens to be eventually shipped from Africa to other places in the world, in 
permanent detention and generally for purposes of uncompensated labor. Many of 
the forts and castles became holding stations for African captives, awaiting a 
sufficient number for shipment. The inspiration for my compositions is rooted in this 
historical period. They are musical projections of the high emotions that must have 
gripped all the participants of this real life human dilemma.”** 
 

 
 
There are seven parts to the suite. The musicians are: John Carter (clarinet, vocals); 
Terry Jenoure (violin, vocals); Marty Ehrlich (bass clarinet, bells, gong); Bobby 
Bradford (cornet); Baikida Carroll (trumpet, vocals); Benny Powell (trombone);  
____________________________________________________ 
 
*Notes to CD on Dauwhe Black Saint 120 057-2 
**Notes to Gramavision CD R2 79423.  
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Richard Davis (acoustic bass); and Andrew Cyrille (drums and percussion). This 
suite was commissioned by the New York Shakespeare Festival, and recorded in New 
York in November 1985. Engineer Jim Anderson. 
 
The third suite is Dance of the Love Ghosts. The title track which opens the suite has 
the following note, inter alia: 
 
The ghosts of those lost loved ones dance in eternal rhythm to the song of a 
desperate people who would never again view their homeland. There are five parts 
to the suite: Dance of the Love Ghosts, The Silent Drum, Journey, The Captain’s 
Dilemma, and Moon Waltz.  
 

 
 
The clarinet work is especially striking on The Silent Drum (chalumeau register 
against the bass and drums), and the range of passion and expression on The 
Captain’s Dilemma. It was recorded in New York in November 1986 by engineer Jim 
Anderson with the following musicians: John Carter (clarinet); Terry Jenoure (violin 
on The Captain’s Table, simulated Marengo - African one string violin - on The Silent 
Drum); Marty Ehrlich (bass clarinet, flute); Bobby Bradford (cornet); Benny Powell 
(trombone, bass trombone); Don Preston (synthesiser, electronics); Fred Hopkins 
(bass); Andrew Cyrille (drums); Ashanti Drummers: Kwasi Badu (master drummer, 
vocal); Osei Assibey William (kete, vocal); Osei-Tutu Felix- dawuro (vocal). 
 
The fourth suite, Fields, consists of seven vignettes depicting life during the fields 
period in early America. The composer notes: “The Fields period in American history 
represents the first great economic mainstays of our country. The early subsistence 
patches of various grains, tobacco and cotton would in time grow into vast industries 
that supplied many areas of the world. The field life that was witness to the labor, 
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grief and pain that harnessed production unseen in the world before also cradled the 
beginnings of national music that would grow to be respected and admired the world 
over.”*  
 

 
 
The musicians are: John Carter (clarinet); Bobby Bradford (cornet); Theresa Jenoure 
(violin, vocals); Marty Ehrlich (bass clarinet, flutes); Benny Powell (trombone); Don 
Preston (synthesisers, keyboards); Fred Hopkins (bass); Andrew Cyrille (drums); 
children’s voices on Children of the Fields: grandchildren of the composer, Erin, Akili 
John, Jamaal, and Erica Carter. Frederick Phineas plays harmonica on On a Country 
Road. The suite was recorded in May 1988, in New York, by Jim Anderson. 
 
The final suite is the six part Shadows on a Wall. The composer notes, inter alia, 
(Africans came north) “bringing with them their folk melodies and hymns, the 
rhythms, rhythms and dances, ripe for development into the twelve bar-blues and 
thirty two-bar, AABA formats that would become much of the basic foundational 
materials for American music. Only now did these innate and ingrained elements of 
their music have an opportunity for unhampered development by the African-
Americans. The element of improvisation, so characteristic of music, dance and 
poetry in West African societies is quite evident in the development of early sacred 
and secular American music. The life blood of the song sermon, the Kansas City blues 
shouter and the jazz solo issue from the ability to improvise a beautiful and complete 
picture on the spot.”** 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
*Notes to Gramavision CD R2 79425.  
**Notes to Gramavision CD R2 79422. 
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Shadows On A Wall was recorded in August 1989 in New York by Jim Anderson. The 
musicians are John Carter (clarinet); Bob Bradford (cornet); Andrew Cyrille 
(drums); Marty Ehrlich (bass clarinet, flute); Fred Hopkins (bass); Terry Jenoure 
(violin, vocals); Benny Powell (trombone); Don Preston (keyboards and electronics); 
Gospel Musicians - Yes My Jesus Lives; Singers: Rochelle Shorts, Jackie Simley, 
Michael Starr; Bill Marshall (organ). 
 
Bizarrely, the otherwise admirable Richard Cooke and Brian Morton in their Penguin 
Guide to Jazz Recordings, 9th Edition dismiss these suites as “an intriguing but 
isolated experiment” (p 233). I would contend John Carter is the peer of Aaron 
Copland,  the Gershwins, Bernstein, and Ellington regarding the major work he 
called Roots and Folklore and documented as shown above over the decade of the 
1980s. Some other examples of his mastery on clarinet include his solo album A Suite 
of Early American Folk Pieces for Solo-Clarinet on Moers Music and the 
Mosaic compilation John Carter and Bobby Bradford The Complete Revelation 
Sessions. One final masterpiece is the double album The Dark Tree released on Hat 
Art with Horace Tapscott (piano), John Carter (clarinet), Cecil McBee (contrabass) 
and Andrew Cyrille (drums).  
 
Just to demonstrate once again the importance of the clarinet in modern music, is to 
witness the 12(+1)tet that Anthony Braxton led at the Iridium Club on New York in 
March 2006, which included four clarinet players Carl Testa (bass clarinet); Anthony 
Braxton (clarinet, Eb contralto clarinet); James Fei (clarinet, bass clarinet); and 
Andrew Raffo Dewar (clarinet).  
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My insignificant words above regarding this magnificent instrument, for what they 
are worth, I dedicate to the late dear John McCarthy  -  “he could play the clarinet." 
 

 
 

The late dear John McCarthy: he could play the clarinet…PHOTO CREDIT RON JOBE 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 


