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FOREWORD

“You never see an armored car following a hearse.”
So spoke the great Art Blakey when attempting to
bolster the flagging confidence of young, weak, and
less concerned musicians (we were always around
in case this sort of verbal inspiration was proffered
— it often was). So interjected Abdullah Ibn
Buhaina as high priest of mythology at the most
recent funeral for jazz in explaining why the meat
hook of commercialism would not slice into his
soul sliding him, embarrassed from the stage as jazz
master to the spiritual freezer of publicly acclaimed
puppet (it had snared so many of his even more-
renowned colleagues). This is what Art Blakey said
when convincing again his many enthralled audi-
ences that the hot sound of a band swinging would
proudly resound no matter how deteriorated the
contemporary social virtues.

Mikell’s Night Spot early eighties: people
packed, unabashedly exhibiting the love and
respect reserved solely for the most venerated of
long- standing warriors. Art Blakey at the helm of a
band of young would-bes, perched on the orange
throne of a drum set, head cocked heavenward,
mouth open in wonder, eyes flashing in the act of
creating, listening as he hammers the supremacy of
swinging out into the still, smoky night air. The
young not believing their good fortune — sharing
the bandstand with the living embodiment of what
they want to dedicate their lives to. They too
thought the funeral for jazz was last week — they
read it in all the magazines — but here is a priest of
it, alive and willing to teach by playing with them
— to give himself up to them and those listening.
Why should he? “From the creator, to the artist, to
you.” So spoke the great Art Blakey in explaining
why he played every gig like it was his first and last.

He was the greatest man most of us will ever
know. Capable of doing more of “everything” than
anyone you ever heard of. Folks used to say, “On
the eighth day, God created Art Blakey.” He was
just made of something else, different from us
(mere) mortals. It was the integrity and soul of the
man; he was unshakable, with an indestructible
belief in soul and intelligence melded into an
inseparable one through jazz music that inspired
him to stay on the road shaping excellent band
after band long after most of his generation and

younger had faded and curled like bad, old and
loud wall paper. He loved this music and the musi-
cians that played it and they loved him back even
under the most adverse circumstances (of which
there were many).

He loved to swing and help others to swing.
That’s what he did full out, all night long —
daytime too ... all the time!! You thought it wasn’t
hard for him to live with this heroic intensity
because, well, he lived jazz music and was at all
times totally himself, unique, inimitable, bred by
Mrs. Blakey to too-hard work. He could even tell a
lie with such integrity as to have you agreeing —
even when it was on you. He was a great storyteller
who loved and knew intimately all sorts of people
from criminals to the judges. Yes, and they loved
him because he was a magician and everyone loves
magic. His was the magic of powerful rhythms. Yes,
he was a magician whose sleight-of-hand tricks
converted a trap set from cow skin, wood, and
sheet metal to the many creaks, moans, groans,
hollers, and whistles of nature of a quiet then
stormy night. “Never let one hand know what the
other is doing.” So spoke Bu in describing the exe-
cution of some impossible to play polyrhythm. So
he spoke as Merlin in the process of casting a spell
to unify contrasting rhythms into harmonious
tapestry of swinging sound. He was a drummer,
could control the sound of a band like you would-
n’t believe, but would give you chances to control it
— if you wanted to, if you could, or if you were
trying. Because he was patient; would let you learn
how to play at his expense. But now, if you were
bullshitting, “here comes this bass drum right up
your ass to make you play something — mother. . .
... !II” He was no saint, but a hero bred to battle.
Possessed of an inborn fire that could not be
doused. A hot, passionate combination of fury,
calm, greed, generosity, intelligence, and soul, yes,
that is what he was most of all — unconquerable.

You might have heard that he could do more of
“everything” than anyone else (people like to talk
about things like that — and maybe it was true)
but did I mention that really, he loved to swing and
help others to swing too? Well, that is the truth —
about him anyway.

Wynton Marsalis, May 1994
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VARIATIONS ON A THEME

Ex. 3f Play the buzz two to three inches from the edge of the drum.

(buzz unison hands)
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REFERENCE “One By One” 8th bar of A section of head
album: Oh By the Way
Timeless Records SJP 165
Ex. 3g Play the left cymbal crash with the butt of the stick (matched grip).
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RerereNce  “Along Came Betty” |6th bar of trumpet solo
album: Moanin’
Ex. 3h Blue Note BN 4003
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REFERENCE “Along Came Betty” 3rd and 4th bar of last
' A section of trumpet solo
album: Moanin’
Blue Note BN 4003
Ex. 3i Art would sometimes set up ensemble figures like this:
3 3 (buzz unison hands)
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REFERENCE “The Egyptian” introduction

album: Indestructible
Blue Note 84193 or
CD: The History of Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers
Blue Note CDP 7 97190 2
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Ex. 3j Try playing this with the right hand on the small tom.
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REFERENCE “Theme For Penny” 7th and 8th bar of bridge
during trumpet solo

album: One for All
A&M Records 75021 5329 4

Ex. 3k Like in 3j, you can play the right hand on the small tom-tom.
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Ex. 3L Variation 3m (buzz unison hands)
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“BLAKEY SHUFFLES”

Ex. 4a Shuffle #1

@ [Jl = near edge of drum (closest to you)
WY/ V = deadstroke center of drum

(Firmly dig the stick into the drumhead — don’t allow the stick to rebound or buzz.)
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REFERENCE “Moanin’” title cut
Blue Note BST 84003
“Dat Dere”

album: The Big Beat
Blue Note BST 84029 also

CD: The History of Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers
Blue Note CDP 7 97190 2
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Ex. 4b Shuffle #2

REFERENCE “Blues March”

album: Moanin’

Blue Note BST 84003
Ex. 4c Shuffle bossa
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REFERENCE “Pensativa”
« » album: Free for All

BLAKEY MAMBOS Blue Note BN 84170

Ex. 5a Jazz mambo — even eighths
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Art’s Jazz Messages

The great drummer Kenny Clarke would often come  Another time when | was road manager for the Jazz

to see the band when we played in Europe (he lived Messengers | was backstage with Kenny Clarke at
in Paris). One time the Big Band played in Torino, the New Morning Club in Paris. | had been road
Italy, in the middle of a big soccer stadium. Kenny managing for sometime and | told Kenny | was frus-
was playing in the festival the next night, so Art trated because | hadn’t been playing. Kenny said,
asked him if he wanted to play with the band during “Yeah, you need to play with other people because
our show. | was stunned to find myself playing in a that's where you get your ideas from.”

Big Band with three drummers — myself, Art Blakey
and Kenny Clarke! | was even more stunned when |
noticed Max Roach and the members of his percus-
sion group M-Boom walking across the field toward — John Ramsay
the stage. Incidentally, Roy Haynes was there too,

having just played the night before.

That same evening Art gave me one of his two snare
drums and told me to ask Kenny to tune it for him.
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