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Billy Strayhorn was a very important 
Jazz composer for me when I was 
first starting out trying to write 

music. Like I said in the 10 Essential 
Tips for Mastering Jazz, it really helps 
to analyze the great masterpieces that 
came before you. Billy Strayhorn, 
Duke Ellington, Wayne Shorter, Herbie 
Hancock were some of those masters.

And Billy Strayhorn was unusual because 
early on he was trained classically.  His 
background was not jazz, and then of 
course he got into jazz. So he had an 
enormous vocabulary of harmonic and 
melodic content, and knew all the world’s 
music. 

Everyone knows his iconic tunes Lush 
Life and Chelsea Bridge and A Train. He 
had a fantastic symbiotic relationship 
with Duke Ellington. They were really like 
brothers like George and Ira Gershwin.

Billy had  this  level of extreme 
sophistication, melancholy and elegance 
that he brought to the American popular 

song. His and Duke’s compositions 
became the popular songs of the day.

Also, he was a black gay American in 
the world of jazz, which has been quite 
a macho place and especially was so in 
the 40s and 50s. He showed his strength 
of character because he never hid his 
homosexuality. He frequently lived in 
Paris to get away from the strange racist 
vibes in 50s and 60s America. 

Strayhorn had the nickname Swee’ Pea 
because he was such a sweet guy and he 
was quite short.

Billy’s creative use of harmony, his 
great melodic sense, and the individual 
forms that he used were all extremely 
sophisticated and innovative, i.e. personal. 
And with extremely singable melodies. 



Many composers with Billy’s advanced 
sense of harmony sometimes forget 
to make their melodies singable and 
memorable. Billy doesn’t write abstract 
music that is difficult to understand. 

It was still within the frame of reference 
of the popular music of his day. Of course, 
there was a wide variety of simplicity 
and complexity. He went from Take The 
A Train, which uses simple chords and a 
simple melody - all the way to the tune 
Bloodcount which is extremely complex 
and beautiful. Bloodcount was his last 
tune he wrote and was written on his 
deathbed in the hospital because he had 
esophageal  cancer from smoking his 
whole life.

The name of hospital he was in was 
called the Upper Manhattan Medical 
Goup, which became the title of another 
great tune he wrote before Bloodcount. 
Upper Manhattan Medical Goup became 
shorted to UMMG.

So while Billy laid in bed knowing he was 
dying, what do they do in the hospital 
constantly? They’re taking  his blood 
count. So, you know he had a pretty dry 
sense of humor, but Bloodcount has a 
fantastic melody and amazing harmony.

I suggest to everyone who knows Billy 
Strayhorn’s music but doesn’t know the great 
tune Bloodcount and the other one that he 
wrote, UMMG, to please check them out. 

UMMG is a nice medium tempo swing 
and both tunes are available 
on YouTube. I recorded 
Bloodcount on my trio 
recording with George 
Mraz and Billy Hart in 
the early 2000s on Venus 
records. The record is called 

Manhattan Reverie. I didn’t need to 
reharmonize Bloodcount. It doesn’t need 
reharmonization. It’s  a masterpiece.

Billy was a great composer and a brilliant 
lyricist, to which anyone will attest who’s 
ever listened to the words to Lush Life. 

Also, his tunes like Lush life and Chelsea 
Bridge do not need reharmonization. 
They’re already sophisticated. It doesn’t 
need reharmonization. Not in my opinion.

“Billy had  this  level of extreme 
sophistication, melancholy, and elegance 
that he brought to the American popular 
song.”



Also, his chord progressions are fantastic 
to improvise over. You know, sometimes 
you have a set of chord changes for a 
melody that is brilliant. Then you want 
to improvise because after all, we’re jazz 
musicians, but the changes may be too 
difficult or unnecessarily complex or 
don’t work without the melody.

But Billy Strayhorn’s changes for the 
melody also work to improvise over. You 
have to take some time and learn them, 
but that’s true of anything.

Strayhorn wrote another wonderful 
tune called Lotus Blossom, which Duke 
recorded on a beautiful solo piano record 
that he made dedicated to Strayhorn. 

Wayne shorter wrote a great tune for Billy 
Strayhorn which was a very important 
composition for Wayne called Sweet 
Pea, recorded by Miles with a perfect 
arrangement on the album Water Babies. 
That’s really one of Wayne’s great tunes.

And Strayhorn is a good person to name 
a composition competition after because 
he is an eternally iconic writer.

I have been personally affected and 
influenced by Billy Strayhorn’s music 
and feel that he’s on a par with Wayne 
and Herbie and Bill Evans.


