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In the world of jazz bass, Milt “The Judge” Hinton truly deserves a special place.
Hinton has shared the bandstand and recording studio with countless famous jazz and
poplar musicians in a career that spans over seventy years. Some of the highlights of his
career include performances with Cab Calloway, Billy Holiday, Miles Davis, Count
Basie, and Dizzy Gillespie, to name a few. Hinton also has thousands of recording
credits to his name, more than any other jazz bass player. He was a significant figure in
defining the role and sound of the jazz bass. The elegance, linear content, and drive of
his bass lines provided a strong foundation and a prototypical model for generations of
jazz bassists. He also created his unique approach to slap-bass technique. Furthermore,

“The Judge” was a passionate jazz educator and historian.

This doctoral essay will focus on the analysis of the harmonic implications and
technical vocabulary of Hinton’s playing. As he was an educator, his pedagogical
contributions to jazz will also be examined. Source material for this analysis will include
a representative selection of his audio and video recordings, as well as relevant interviews
and writings. This essay will hopefully inform both educators and students on the topics

of jazz bass.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

The word bass means bottom. Architecturally it's the lowest part of a building.
Musically it's the lowest voice in the orchestra. It's the lowest human voice in the
choir. 1t is supporting,; it should be identifiable. It's made to support the rest of
the singers, and it should be strong... architecturally, if the bass isn't strong, the
building won't stand.”

-- Milt Hinton

In the history of jazz, there were few bass players trusted as much as Milt “The
Judge” Hinton to provide strong rhythmic and harmonic support for an ensemble. The
above quotation, taken from one of his instructional videos, outlines his simple, no-
nonsense philosophy of playing the bass. This approach to the bass, while simple to
explain, was not simple to achieve. His approach was the result of a lifetime of practice,
performance, sacrifice, and selfless musicianship. He did have some formal academic
musical training early in life. However the majority of his jazz education was not
academic, but came from studying recordings, attending concerts, and most importantly
playing jazz on the bandstand. Today, a more formal, institutionally oriented jazz
education has become the standard, and much of the fundamentals of jazz are learned in
an academic setting. This paper will thus provide an additional source for both teachers

and students to better understand Hinton and his contributions to the jazz bass.

"' Milt Hinton, “Jazz bass lesson -Milt Hinton, jazz, classic,” YouTube, 0:00,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FTqVHEJZ0A, (accessed January 10, 2013).



When Hinton got his first important professional job playing with Cab Calloway
there were no university degrees in jazz. To listen to jazz, you had to rely on the radio, a
recording, or if you were lucky enough, the opportunity to hear live jazz. Ultimately, the
proving ground was the performance setting. The teachers were the other musicians on
the bandstand. Frequently, there was no printed music available, so the song had to be
learned by ear. The first time Hinton played with Cab Calloway’s band, there were no
written parts for the bass, and there was no rehearsal. He had to play an entire big band
concert by ear. One of the songs played that night was a composition entitled “Refer
Man”, a bass feature that Al Morgan used to play. It started with an open bass solo, and
forced Hinton to improvise with no preparation or knowledge of the composition.

2 Hinton commented about

Calloway just counted off, “One, two, one, two, three, four.
his solo: “The audience loved it. I was a hit. More important, I knew I’d passed my

musical initiation and gained the respect of the people who really mattered.””

Today, however, the kind of opportunity that Hinton had is uncommon. The
common path to a jazz education is in an academic setting. Furthermore, a college
diploma is not a guarantee of steady work as a jazz musician. Degree or not, a jazz bass
player must have impeccable fundamentals make a living as a jazz musician. It would
be difficult to find a bass player with better fundamentals than Hinton. He possessed all
the skills a jazz bass player needed to provide a strong musical foundation. The goal of
this essay is to show, both historically and musically, Hinton’s contributions as a bassist,

and why he continues to be a role model for the current generation of bassist.

* Milt Hinton, David G. Berger, & Holly Maxson. Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in
Stories and Photographs, (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 2008), 64.

* Ibid.



Were it not for Hinton, I would not be a jazz bassist today. I first met him when I
participated in the Skidmore Jazz Institute in New York in the summer of 1995. His
musical wisdom and simplicity of teaching were integral in my development as a jazz
bass player. At Skidmore I was fortunate enough to be placed into a small jazz ensemble
in which he was the coach. Every day, for three hours, Hinton shared with us his life
experiences and musical insights. I clearly remember the first rehearsal where he asked
us to play a Bb blues. I had some previous experience playing the blues, but was not very
comfortable playing blues within a jazz setting. Everyone else in the ensemble was more
experienced, and they all knew how to play a blues. In simple, clear terms, Hinton
explained the harmonic progression of the blues. He explained it in a way that I could
immediately understand without feeling overwhelmed. He imparted knowledge without
the recipient feeling or inadequate, and without the use of any method books.

While this paper is not a method book for Milt Hinton, much of what will be
discussed is intended to help any student or teacher to become a better bassist and a well-
rounded musician. He never authored any jazz bass method books to share his
knowledge. Hinton was such a great model for study because he played with so many
famous jazz musicians over a period of more than seventy years. He played live and
recorded with Cab Calloway, violinist Eddie South, Billy Holiday, Louis Armstrong,
Count Basie, and Dizzy Gillespie, to name just a fraction of the list.* Hinton was

nicknamed “The Judge”, in part, because of the respect his was shown by his peers for his

* Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and
Photographs.



professionalism, work ethic, and overall ability’. According to Hinton, however, . ..it
probably had more to do with my calling someone “Judge” when I couldn’t think of his
name.”® He was almost always the first musician to show up for a session, and always
brought with him a love for music and life. He showed the deepest respect for the music
he played and the musicians with which he played, and possessed impeccable technique
and musicianship.

In the preface to Hinton’s autobiography, Playing the Changes, David Berger
noted:

“A good bassist must also be a good listener; able to discern the
weaknesses as well as the strengths of the players he is there to support—
in sum, a team player. It’s plausible, I think, that this professional
perspective also became a personal point of view. In any case, Milt
Hinton is a man who knows how to listen well, a man who observes and
remembers, and who is compassionate.” ’

During Hinton’s fifteen years with Calloway, he was featured as a soloist using his
famous slap bass technique. He did not invent the technique, as early bassists such as Pops
Foster, Bill Johnson, and Wellman Braud utilized slap bass as a means of projecting the
bass’ sound in a time with no amplification available for the bass. Hinton, however, was

possibly the first jazz bassist to record a solo feature using the slap bass technique, on a

composition with Calloway’s band called “Pluckin’ the Bass™.® Part of this study will

* Peter Keepnews, “Milt Hinton, Dean of Jazz Bassists, Is Dead at 90,” The New York Times
(December 11, 2000), http://www.nytimes.com/2000/12/21/nyregion/milt-hinton-dean-of-jazz-bassists-is-
dead-at-90.html?pagewanted=all (accessed July 20, 2014).

% Hinton, Berger, and Maxson. Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and
Photographs, 68.

" 1bid., IX.

¥ Ibid, 81.



focus on his slap bass technique. Hinton’s virtuosity however was not limited to the slap
bass. In 1936, Hinton composed the bass feature “Ebony Silhouette” for Calloway’s band.’
After performing with Calloway, Hinton went on to have an extensive career as a
session player in New York- one of the first African Americans to do so. He is also one of
the most recorded bassists of all time, having played on close to one thousand albums. It is
clearly a worthwhile pursuit to present a document that examines and analyzes the
contributions of a musician of this magnitude.
In summary, this paper will integrate the following information. It will examine
Hinton’s approach to the jazz bass using a selective analysis of audio and video
recordings. Various jazz styles will be discussed, including “walking bass lines”, ballads,
and soloing in the slap bass style. It will also incorporate relevant jazz history as it
pertains to his recordings. This should lead to a more comprehensive description of his
jazz bass technique. To date, no dissertations, doctoral essays, or method books have

focused on Milt Hilton as its main topic.

’ Don Mopsick, “Jazz Bassist and Historian Milt Hinton Dies at 90,” 4/l About Jazz (January 1,
2001), https://news.allaboutjazz.com/jazz-bassist-and-historian-milt-hinton-dies-at-90.php (accessed
November 14, 2015).



Chapter 2

Review of Related Sources

The materials I will use in conjunction with my project fall into eight basic
categories. The first category contains autobiographical works co-authored by Hinton.
The second category contains biographical sources such as books and journal articles.
The third category contains printed and video interviews. The fourth category contains
instructional videos featuring Hinton. The fifth category contains his audio and video
recordings, both as a leader and as a sideman. The sixth category contains jazz bass
method books. The seventh category contains doctoral essays and dissertations about
other jazz bass players. The eighth category describes my personal relationship with

Hinton.

Hinton’s Autobiographies

In order to gain insights into his life and music, I will reference two major
autobiographies. The first of these autobiographies, which Hinton co-authored with
David Berger in 1988, is entitled Bass Line: The Stories and Photographs of Milt
Hinton"'. This book is the first comprehensive published account of Hinton’s life.
Included in this book is a small selection of his photographs to supplement the
autobiography. This book tells of his life from his birth in Vicksburg, Mississippi, until

the year of the book’s publication in 1988. He describes about all aspect of his life,

" Milt Hinton, and David Berger, Bass Line: The Stories and Photographs of Milt Hinton,
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988).



including his musical life, family, friends, and his experiences and point of view of race
relations. The second autobiography, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories
and Photographs, co-authored by David Berger and Holly Maxson in 20087, is very
similar in content to Bass Line. Playing the Changes includes many more of his
photographs, an appendix of Hinton’s selected discography, and an accompanying CD of
selected recordings and interviews by Hinton. Both of these books are fascinating in that
they describe a life that spans almost the entire known history of jazz. These books will

help provide an understanding of the life and music of Hinton.

Biographical Sources

While his autobiography is very useful in understanding his life and music, it is
not a complete picture of his accomplishments. Other biographical sources will be
included to obtain a more complete picture of him. The biography of Hinton by John
Chilton and Barry Kernfeld in The New Grove Dictionary of Jazz provides a concise
history. It mentions some of the famous musicians he performed and recorded with,
including his session work with Jackie Gleason. It also mentions his work in
photography and some of the awards he won in his life, which include in 1993 being
bestowed the American Jazz Master Fellowship by the National Endowment for the Arts.

This New Grove biography, while brief, is useful in that it highlights the major aspects of

"2 Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and Photographs.



his life, and will serve as a good reference when trying to put his life into a historical

context. 13

Printed and Video Interviews

To further understand Hinton’s persona, this paper will reference a two-part
interview that appeared in Bass World journal. Jazz critic and historian Gene Lees
conducted these interviews, entitled respectively “A Tribute to Milt Hinton 1910-2000:
When We Were Atlas”'* and “The ISB Remembers Milt Hinton, 1910-2000.”"> These
interviews are particularly important because they were done just before Hinton’s passing
in 2000. During these interviews, he talks about his relationship with Cab Calloway, his
perspective on race relations, and the receiving his first camera. These interviews help
put his life in jazz into perspective.

Another journal interview with Hinton, and possibly the most important for the
purposes of this essay, appears in the journal Teaching Music. The article, entitled "Milt

»1% is especially important because he talks

Hinton: Commitment to the Craft of Music,
extensively about his teaching philosophies and practices. He mentions that in teaching,

he tries to learn from his students as much as they learn from him. His teaching

philosophy is further discussed in this paper.

'3 John Chilton and Barry Kernfeld, "Hinton, Milt", The New Grove Dictionary of Jazz, 2nd ed.,
Grove Music Online. http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/J202800 (accessed
November 8, 2010).

' Gene Lees, “A Tribute to Milt Hinton 1910-2000: When We Were Atlas,” Bass World — The
Journal of the International Society of Bassists (Vol. 24, No. 3, February-May, 2001), 5-8.

' Gene Lees, “The ISB Remembers Milt Hinton, 1910-2000,” Bass World — The Journal of the
International Society of Bassists (Vol. 25, No. 1, June-September, 2001), 5-10.

16 Abby Ellis and Milt Hinton, "Milt Hinton: Commitment to the Craft of Music,” Teaching Music
(Vol. 4, Issue 6), 32.



Another useful source is the documentary film A4 Great Day in Harlem, Art Kane’s
famous photograph of over fifty jazz legends, taken in Harlem, New York in 1958.
Kane’s photograph is arguably one of the most famous in the history of jazz. The
documentary includes footage of the event and interviews with some of its participants,
including Hinton. In the video, he talked about his experiences that day, as well as telling
anecdotes about his time playing with Cab Calloway. This rare footage of Hinton
provides a better understanding his personality and relationships with some of his closest

musical friends, and will be a good reference for this essay. '’

Instructional Videos

The introduction to this thesis quoted Hinton from an instructional video of his .
While this video is brief, it shows him teaching some of the fundamentals for playing jazz
bass. He presented ideas in a very simple and clear fashion. Aside from providing
content, it also shows his attitude and personality as a teacher, and helps set the tone for
young bassists who wish to be inspired by the playing, teaching, and persona of Milt
Hinton.

A video from bassist Ray Brown’s series “Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing
the Bass™'” features Hinton. In the video, Hinton talked about his slap bass influences

and his approach to playing slap bass. He also demonstrates his slap bass playing and

' Jean Bach, “A Great Day in Harlem” VHS, Produced by Matthew Seig and edited by Susan
Peehl, (Salt Lake City, Utah: BWE Video, 1994).

' Ray Brown, Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass, VHS, (Hollywood, CA: A Masai
Films and Rayben Production, 1993).
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talked in detail about the technique. This video played a crucial role in the analysis and

understanding of his slap bass technique.

Audio and Video Recordings

Recordings played an essential role in this essay. Transcriptions of selected
excerpts from these recordings will be included as an appendix to this thesis. One of
these recordings, and his last as a leader, is Laughing at Life.*° This album was released
in 1995 when his was 85 years old. The very title of the album speaks to his philosophy
of life. This album is important because it represents all facets of Milt Hinton’s playing.
It contains both standards and original compositions of Hinton. There are examples of
his walking bass, ballad playing, and slap bass technique. It is also interesting to note
that he sings on several tracks. The tunes transcribed and analyzed were the ballad “A
Child is born” and “Sweet Georgia Brown”, the latter of which features his slap bass
technique.

Since his first major professional job was with the Cab Calloway orchestra,
analysis of several selections from his years with Cab will be included in this paper,
including a complete transcription of “Pluckin’ the Bass.” This composition featured his
slap bass and was a very important recording not just for Hinton, but also for the
evolution of the role of the jazz bass in general.

Also included in this thesis is a transcription of the composition “Housed from

Edward” from Branford Marsalis’ 1988 album Trio Jeepy.”' This album, in this author’s

*% Milt Hinton, Laughing at Life, performed by Milt Hinton, Sony, CD 66454, 1995,

*! Branford Marsalis, Trio Jeepy, performed by Branford Marsalis, Milt Hinton, and Jeff “Tain”
Watts, CBS Records, CD 939158, 1988.
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opinion, contains some of Hinton’s finest playing. His walking bass lines have a
prominent role throughout the album. Specifically, this thesis includes a thorough
analysis of his bass line on “Housed from Edward”.

In 1995, bassist Christian McBride released his first solo album, entitled Gettin’
To It.*> One of the tracks on this album, “Splanky,” was a bass trio featuring Ray Brown
and Milt Hinton playing alongside Christian McBride, and presents the rare opportunity
to hear Hinton alongside these two other great jazz bassists. It is interesting to hear the
differences in playing styles among the three bass players. Hinton’s playing was the least
flashy of the three, yet has as strong an identity as either Brown and McBride. Hinton is
the foundation for this trio, providing a strong walking bass line throughout the tune. He
also takes a very simple yet swinging solo. While this essay is not a comparative analysis
of different bass players, it will include this recording as a point of comparison to

demonstrate and clarify Hinton’s voice on the bass.

Bass Method Books

Several existing methods will be referenced in this paper. Three of these methods
are Ray Brown'’s Bass Method,” Ron Carter’s Comprehensive Bass Method,** and Rufus
Reid’s The Evolving Bassist.”. All three of these methods first provide the reader with

general concepts and techniques for playing the bass, without specific reference to ‘jazz’

** Christian McBride, Getting’ to It, performed by Christian McBride, Ray Brown, Milt Hinton,
and various balls, Verve Records, New York, NY, CD, 1995.

> Ray Brown, Ray Brown's Bass Method, (Milwaukee: Hal Leonard Corporation, 1999).
** Ron Carter, Comprehensive Bass Method, (New York: Charles Hansen, 1977).

** Rufus Reid, The Evolving Bassist. (Teaneck, N.J.: Myriad Ltd., 1977).
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bass playing. All three then move on to present jazz bass concepts, including
understanding jazz harmonies and the building of walking bass lines. These method

books will serve as a reference for my analyses of Hinton’s playing.

Doctoral Dissertations and Essays

While there are no other doctoral essays or dissertations that focus on Milt
Hinton, there are papers that focus on the jazz bass in general as well as some of the other
great jazz bassists. These papers are, “Studies in jazz style for the double bassist: Twelve
original etudes derived from twenty-two transcribed solos”, by Michael Montgomery>’,
“The solo vocabulary of jazz bassist immie Blanton”, by Robert Nash®’, and “James
Blanton, Raymond Brown, and Charles Mingus: A Study of the Development of the

Double Bass in Modern Jazz”, by Michael Taylor™.

My Personal Relationship with Hinton

As mentioned in my introduction, I was fortunate to study with Hinton for a week
at the Skidmore Jazz Institute in the summer of 1995. During our daily rehearsals, he
told us many stories about his life in music. Being able to listen first hand to his history
provided me with a unique perspective on his life. This experience also allowed me to

witness his teaching style, which was one of patience, generosity, and love. Teaching

*% Michael R Montgomery, “Studies in Jazz Style for the Double Bassist: Twelve Original Etudes
Derived from Twenty-two Transcribed Solos” (D.M.A. essay, University of Miami, 1984).

" Robert Nash, “The Solo Vocabulary of Jazz Bassist Jimmie Blanton” (D.M.A. dissertation,
Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1999).

8 Michael Taylor, “James Blanton, Raymond Brown, and Charles Mingus: A Study of the
Development of the Double Bass in Modern Jazz” (doctoral dissertation, University of Pittsburg, 2001).
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was an opportunity for him to impart his knowledge to the next generation of jazz
musicians. My contact with him was one of the key motivating factors in my decision to

become a jazz musician.



Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY

To investigate the entirety of Hinton’s musical output could be a life-long effort.
For this essay, I will examine only a selected list of works, ranging from 1936 to 1995.
The pieces selected will give a broad overview of his playing, from his slap bass to
walking bass lines, and ballads to more up-tempo songs. The pieces selected include him

as both a leader and sideman with a varied list of musicians.

By investigating a broad range of Hinton’s recordings, this paper intends to
analyze the fundamentals that made him such a great bass player. These fundamentals
include excellent rhythm, an understanding of harmony, and the ability to listen and trust
your fellow musicians. Excellent rhythm comes from both a strong inner pulse as well as
the ability to listen and interact with the rest of the band, especially the drummer. Hinton
played with some of the great drummers including Jo Jones, Osie Johnson, and Jeff
“Tain” Watts. The rhythmic qualities of Hinton’s playing in various styles, including
medium tempo swing, ballads, and up-tempo tunes, and slap bass, will be examined.

Hinton’s harmonic understanding is the next fundamental of jazz bass
performance to consider. He played bass lines that not only provided harmonic support,
but that had personality and direction in their own right. He understood that the bass
needed to support everyone else, and to this end there was never harmonic ambiguity in
his bass lines. His voice leading was impeccable, and he knew which notes to play to

make everyone else in the band sound better.

14
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Since much of this paper will use musical examples from Hinton’s recordings,
much of the research time will be spent listening to, transcribing, playing, and analyzing
his bass lines. Recordings include CDs, VHS tapes, and a variety of audio and video
clips from the internet. While notating the correct notes and rhythms is of course
important, because of the nuance present throughout his playing, I will also notate
articulations and dynamics when appropriate.

Transcriptions will used to identify the aforementioned fundamentals of rhythm
and harmony, as well as pointing out rhythmic and melodic patterns. This paper will
analyze his leading tones and passing tones, as well as examine his choices of register,
and how he uses the different positions of the bass fingerboard in various contexts.

Aside from describing what will be analyzed in this paper, there are elements of Hinton’s
playing that are not included. The first one of these elements is his left-hand technique,
which includes his fingering choices. While some performance video exists, there are not
enough examples to do a comprehensive study of his left-hand technique and fingerings.
Furthermore, as a bass teacher myself, I believe that there are no universal fingerings that
work for everyone. Each player’s body and hand is different, so each player must find
fingerings that will work best for him or her. In short, I believe an analysis of Milt
Hinton’s note choices will bring much more insight into his creativity as a bass player
than his left-hand technique. Lastly, while Hinton was a great soloist with an amazing
proficiency and artistry, a complete analysis of his solo style is beyond the scope of this

doctoral essay. However, several slap bass solos are included in this analysis.



Chapter 4

A HISTORY OF MILT HINTON

Hinton’s Pre-Professional History

Milt Hinton was born in 1910 in the small town of Vicksburg, Mississippi. Thanks
to an uncle that was able to move to Chicago and send money back to the family, at the age
of nine he moved to Chicago®, allowing him to grow up in one of the meccas of jazz. In
fact, he credits being exposed to the Chicago music scene as a key factor in his decision to
be a musician, having listened to the groups of Fletcher Henderson, Earl Hines, Duke
Ellington, and others, both on the radio and in person®’. Hinton’s mother was a singer and
church organist, thus making music an important part of his family life. His first instrument
was not the bass, but the violin, on which he received classical training for many years. In
fact, much of his technical ability on bass and penchant for playing melodies can be linked
to his early training on the violin.>' Hinton was his own first bass teacher, and he applied
much of the violin technique to the bass. He played bass with the fingers of his left hand
angled down with the thumb pointed up, much like a violinist would. He also translated his
experience with a bow from violin to bass. He utilized the bow throughout his career, from
soloing on Ebony Silhouette with Cab Calloway in 1936, to playing his first New York
studio session for Jackie Gleason in 1951, to playing on his last solo album Laughing at Life

in 1995.

** Hinton, Berger, and Maxson. Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton's Life in Stories and
Photographs, 10.

0 1bid.,

1 bid.,

16
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Hinton and the Tuba

Like many early bassists including Pops Foster, John Kirby, and Walter Page,
Hinton also played tuba. Until the beginning of the swing era, many players doubled on
both instruments. While Hinton was in his first year of Crane Junior College, he got his first
professional gig not on bass but on tuba, with the bandleader and pianist Tiny Parham.
Even though Hinton was a much better bass player than tuba player, Parham asked him to
play tuba on what would be his first recording session. Said Hinton, “That was seventy
years ago, and I thought I’d left that part of my past behind. But now it’s out on an

32 He did however bring his string bass on the road with the band.

album.
Walking in 4/4

The development of the function of the drums in the swing era also closely relates to
the development of the bass’ function. Swing drummers such as Chick Webb started to
“ride”, playing the sock cymbal or hi hat on 2 and 4. It was still common to play 4/4 on the
bass drum, but much lighter than before.”® This allowed bass players to start playing on all
4 beats without sonic interference from the drummer. Hinton cited as one of his biggest
influences Wellman Braud, the bass player with duke Ellington from 1926-1935, who
according to Hinton who was one of the first bass players to start playing the bass on all four

beats.

*? Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton's Life in Stories and
Photographs, 38.

33 Frank Tirro, Jazz: A History, 3" ed. (New York, New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1993).
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Cab Calloway

In 1936, he got his first big band job playing with Cab Calloway. From the very
first night performing with Calloway Hinton was tested. Hinton had to play by ear,
because the previous bass player, Al Morgan, knew all tunes so there was no music on
the bandstand for Hinton. During his fifteen-year career with Calloway, he was often
featured as a soloist. In 1936, he composed a feature for himself called “Ebony
Silhouette”. Bassist John Goldsby noted in his book The Jazz Bass Book: “It was
possibly the first recording of a bassist playing a tune’s melody in front of a band,
preceding the more well know Ellington/Blanton feature “Jack the Bear” by almost five
years.””* Ebony Silhouette showed that Hinton had strong, refined, classical arco sound.
He was a complete bass player, with a depth to his understanding of music in general. In
1939 with Calloway, he recorded “Pluckin’ the Bass”, a composition that featured his
slap bass. While many of the early bassists such as Pops Foster and Bill Johnson utilized

it only as an accompaniment technique, Hinton was the first bass player to perfect it as a

solo technique.

The New York Recording Studios

By 1951, the big bands had lost much of their popularity, and Hinton’s time with
Cab Calloway’s band, which had by this time dwindled in size to a small ensemble, came to
an end. Hinton found himself in New York and without work. In a chance encounter with

longtime friend Jackie Gleason, he was given his first studio session by Gleason, an

3* John Goldsby, The Jazz Bass Book, (San Francisco: Backbeat Books, 2002). 44.
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opportunity that initiated a prosperous career as a studio bassist.”> During this time, there
were very few black musicians in the studios, and he was the first African-American studio
bassist in New York.’® In fact when his showed up to his first studio gig, an orchestral
recording, he was one of only two African-American musicians. During his years as a
studio bassist he recorded almost one thousand albums for both jazz and pop artists
including Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, Jackie Gleason, and Bobby Daren, on whose album
he played the famous “Mac the Knife”. He even played on and photographed Billy
Holiday’s last recording session in 1959.%” To date, a complete discography of Milt Hinton

has yet to be compiled, an undertaking beyond the scope of this paper.

There are many reasons, both musical and personal, for Hinton’s success as a New
York studio musician. He was considered the “Dean” of bass players by his colleagues, and
was nicknamed the “Judge” out of respect for his musicianship and professionalism. He
was a technically and musically complete bass player, and he could sight-read almost every
bass part in any style. He always showed up on time, he was always prepared, and he had
an extraordinary work ethic. In his obituary in the New York Times he was quoted as

saying:

“The bass is a service instrument. The word ‘bass’ means support,
foundation. If you put up a building, the foundation must be steady and
strong. I must identify the chord for everyone, and only after that can I play

> Chris Jisi and Richard Johnston, “Milt Hinton, Big Sound, Big Heart: Remembering a Life in
Jazz,” Bass Players, (March, 2001), 58.

36 Ibid.

37 Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and
Photographs, 319.
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the other notes. You learn to have a lot of humility. You must be content in
the background, knowing you’re holding the whole thing together. “**

As a bass player, he felt his role was simple, to support the music and make everyone else
sound better. While he could excel on a slap bass solo or play a beautiful melody, in the

studio as a rhythm section player he primarily served a supporting role.

Hinton and Race Relations

This idea of service and support not only applied to his playing, but also to his
personal relationships. He felt obligated to set a professional example for other African-
American musicians. In Vicksburg, he was born into a very racially charged environment,
in the heart of the Jim Crow controlled south. When he was very young he witnessed the
lynching of an African-American man by a white mob, an event that had a profound impact
on him.* When he went on the road with Calloway, he experienced the racial divides of the
United States. Calloway’s band of black musicians routinely played for all white audiences.
But after a performance, the band routinely had to sleep and eat in a different part of town
from which they played. So when Hinton entered the New York studio industry as one of
the first African-American musicians,*’ he felt it his responsibility as an African-American
man in a predominantly white business to set a positive example. He knew he would be
judged not just as a bassist, but also as an African-American bassist, and that his

performance would be viewed as a reflection of the entire community of African-American

3% Peter Keepnews, “Milt Hinton, Dean of Jazz Bassists, Is Dead at 90”.

** Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton's Life in Stories and
Photographs, 6-7.

0 Ibid., 249.
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musicians.*' In his words, he felt like a “Gatekeeper”* for his fellow African-American
musicians, and was very sensitive about the way he was viewed. After most of the big
bands folded, many African-American musicians lost their jobs. According to Hinton, some
of the African-American musicians who could not sustain a career after the disintegration of
the big bands accused him of playing “Uncle Tom”.*” They thought he was successful
because he conducted himself in the manner the white recording industry wanted him to.
Hinton was not alone in this type of accusation, as his colleague Louis Armstrong received a
great deal of criticism from other African Americans for perpetuating black stereotypes.*
Of course Hinton knew this was not true. He knew that his success was due to his ability,
work ethic, and attitude. In actuality, many musicians from the big band era, both black and
white, did not have all the skills necessary to be good studio musicians. Some could not

read music well enough, while others did not show up on time.*> Despite Hinton’s well-

earned and well-deserved success, the negative criticism he encountered still bothered him.

According to Hinton, once the producers, arrangers, and contractors saw that black
musicians were more than qualified as performers, they seemed less concerned with skin
color and more concerned with hiring the best musicians. He also believed that the birth of

Long Playing Records and high fidelity sound helped African-American musicians as well,

*! Edward Berger, Bassically Speaking: An Oral History of George Duvivier, (Newark, N.J.:
Scarecrow Press, 1993).

2 Ibid.
“ Ibid., 154.

* Longmore, Zenga, “Zenga Longmore on why Louis Armstrong was accused of being an Uncle
Tom?”, The Social Affairs Unit, (posted February 2, 2005),

http://www.socialaffairsunit.org.uk/blog/archives/000283.php, (accessed June 3, 2016).

* Edward Berger, Bassically Speaking: An Oral History of George Duvivier, 118.
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because records had to sound their absolute best, which meant getting the best musicians,
regardless of color. ** While through much of the 1960’s, black musicians could not
perform live with white musicians, but they could record together. According to Hinton:
“As one of the pioneers, I’d like to believe I showed some of the record people they had

nothing to fear.”"’

* Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and
Photographs, 249.

47 Ibid.



Chapter 5

THE NEW ORLEANS BASSIST

In a master class at the University of Miami, Saxophonist Branford Marsalis

perfectly describes the sound that Milt Hinton produced on the bass:

“Milt Hinton is that guy who introduced me to the function of the

bass...I never heard a bass sound like that in my life. It was huge,

the sound. And the attack was so percussive. By the third song

I’'m like, How does this even happen? I talk with him about it for

an hour, I’'m like, “How do you get that sound? He said, “Well

everybody had that sound when I was a kid”, and I said, Well yeah

that’s how everybody is going to play the bass in my band too...

Milt Hinton really changed my ears, he turned my ears around on

how the bass should sound, and I will always be grateful to him for

that.”*"
In this quote, Marsalis referred to a conversation with Hinton during the recording session
for Marsalis’ 1989 album 7rio Jeepy. In the opinion of this author, some of Hinton’s finest
playing is on this album. From the first notes of the tune “Housed from Edward”, it is easy
to hear the sound that Marsalis was so impressed with. Hinton plucked the strings with a
great deal of energy, producing notes with a very clean, almost percussive attack. The
attack of his quarter notes perfectly fits with the attack of drummer Jeff “Tain” Watt’s stick
on the ride cymbal. In fact, listen to almost any recording of Milt, and you will hear how
well his walking notes line up with the drummer’s swing pattern on the ride.

Hinton’s sound was a reflection of the era in which he grew up and the bassists to

which he listened. In his autobiography, and in multiple print and video interviews, he

* Marsalis, Branford. “Masterclass with Branford Marsalis.” Frost School of Music, University of
Miami, Coral Gables, FL, November 16, 2015.

23
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always mentions the same group of bass players, John Lindsey, Bill Johnson, Walter
Page, Pops Foster, Chester Zardis, and Hinton’s bass “idol™, Ellington bassist Wellman
Braud. With the exception of Walter Page, who was from Missouri, the rest of these
bassists were all from New Orleans, the birthplace of jazz They themselves were the
founding fathers of the jazz bass, and came from a tradition of acoustic, non-amplified
bass playing. Today most bassists used amplification for live performances, and if they
need more sound they can just turn up the volume on their amplifiers. But in the early
days of jazz in the early teens and twenties, bassists did not have amplification. They
depended only on their acoustic sound, and naturally developed powerful sounds to
support their ensembles. For Hinton, this powerful acoustic sound was the true sound of
the jazz bass. As he told Branford, “Well everybody had that sound when I was a kid”,

so naturally when Hinton tried to emulate this sound when he started learning the bass.

* Ray Brown, Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass, 04:46.



Chapter 6

HINTON AND NEW ORLEANS SLAP BASS

Milt Hinton was not the first jazz bass player to incorporate a technique known as
“slap bass” into his bass lines, but he made advances in the technique both technically
and musically beyond that of his processors. His slap bass technique was one of the

defining elements of his style.

Slap Bass Technique and Terminology
The technique known as slap bass actually has two different components, which
will be referred to as the “snap pizzicato” and the “percussive slap”. In the snap

9950

pizzicato, also referred to by Hinton as “picking™", the fingers of the right hand grab the
string, pull it away from the fingerboard, and then the string is released. The string snaps
back against the fingerboard and produces a percussive sound to accompany the note
being played with the left hand. After releasing the string, the hand returns to the string
and hits it against the fingerboard, creating the second component, the percussive slap.
As the name suggests, the percussive slap creates a purely percussive sound. For

upcoming musical examples, a snap pizzicato will be notated using the traditional

classical music symbol placed above the note head, as follows:

> Milt Hinton. “Milt Hinton, NYPL jazz oral history,” filmed August, 1995, YouTube, posted
September, 2008, http://youtu.be/ZCIN9z vgDU (accessed January 25, 2015).

25
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Example 6.1. Snap Pizzicato Notation.

f

And the percussive slap will be noted as an “x” note head on the A ledger line in

bass clef, as follows:
Example 6.2. Percussive Slap Notation.

Pre-Hinton History of the Slap Bass

il

In the early days of jazz before amplification, bassist played in the slap bass style
as a means of projecting their sound. This was especially important when there was no
drummer, and the bass had to provide the rhythmic pulse as well as the harmonic
foundation. The development of the slap bass style parallels the birth of jazz in New
Orleans in the early twentieth century. Many of the New Orleans bassists incorporated
this style into their playing, including the aforementioned Pops Foster, John Lindsay, Bill
Johnson, Wellman Braud, and Al Morgan, Hinton’s predecessor in Cab Callaway’s band.
It is impossible to conclude with 100% certainty which bass player invented this style, as
many different players have made the claim. In an article entitled “New Orleans String

Bass Pioneers”, the first account of a slap bass style referred to Bill Johnson when he
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played with the Original Creole Band at the Winter Garden Theater in New York in
December of 1915

While bassists before Hinton played slap bass solos, slap bass was predominantly
used as an accompaniment technique. Hinton however, used the slap bass almost
exclusively as a solo technique. Even though his musical personality was primarily one
of humility, and believed his musical role was one of to support, he was also very skilled

and comfortable as a soloist.

A complete history and analysis of slap bass is beyond the scope of this paper.
However, a succinct analysis of the following musical examples by Bill Johnson, Pops
Foster, and Wellman Braud will provide a foundation on which to understand the slap
bass technique of Hinton. But first, a brief explanation of the technique and terminology
of the slap bass is necessary to create a framework for analyzing individual slap bass

methods.

Bill Johnson

Bill Johnson was a bassist and bandleader from New Orleans. Born in 1872, he
was one of the oldest bassists in the New Orleans jazz scene. In 1907, he formed the
Creole Jazz Band, which included among its members trumpet legend Joe “King” Oliver,
who would eventually lead the band. According to Hinton, Bill Johnson was responsible

for bringing King Oliver to Chicago2, a milestone event in early jazz. Johnson’s first
ging g g Y

> Meyer, Daniel, “New Orleans String Bass Pioneers”, Art of Slap Bass, 2010,
http://www.artofslapbass.com/artofslapbass/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=47&Itemid
=7, (accessed March 14, 2015).

>? Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton's Life in Stories and
Photographs, 33.
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recording date was in 1923 with King Oliver, on which he played banjo, not bass,
because of the difficulties of recording bass.”® In 1929, he did record the bass in a band
that included Johnny Dodds, King Oliver, and Louis Armstrong. Bill Johnson was also
the first person that Hinton every saw play slap bass.™

The following musical example is an excerpt from the 1929 recording of Bill

Johnson’s Louisiana Jug Band playing “Get the ‘L’ on Down the Road”.”

Example 6.3. Bill Johnson, Get the ‘L’ on Down the Road, bass line mm.1-12.
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This excerpt was Johnson’s accompaniment line, and every bass note had a snap

pizzicato, giving the bass line as much of a rhythmic role as a harmonic role. While this

>3 Brian Priestly, Jazz on Record: A History, (New York, NY: Billboard Books 1991).
>* Hinton, Berger, & Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton's Life in Stories and Photographs, 43.
>3 Bill Johnson, “Bill Johnson’s Louisiana Jug Band — Get the L on Down the Road.” (Published June

22,2014]. YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CzB_13nGGBQ, (accessed August 2, 2015),
0:06-0:23.
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tune used a washboard percussionist, the rhythmic drive comes from Johnson’s bass.

Johnson plays in this style throughout the entire piece.

George Murphy “Pops” Foster

While it is hard to say who the first important jazz bass player was, due to the scope
of his career and the musicians and venues in which he played, Pops Foster was arguably
one of the first. He started playing the bass in the place and time period that gave birth to
jazz, early twentieth century New Orleans. Professor, author, and jazz critic Rudi Blesh
commented in Foster’s autobiography, “He just laid out the highway, that’s all.”*®

The next musical example is Foster playing a slap bass solo on “Beale St. Blues”
from a 1964 video recording.”’ He used the same snap pizzicato method heard on Bill
Johnson’s example, but Foster’s sound was less percussive that Johnson’s sound. This

difference in sound might have been a reflection of either the recording technique or the

differences in their playing technique.

%% pops Foster, Tom Stoddard, Ross Russell, and Brian Rust, Pops Foster, the Autobiography of a
New Orleans Jazzman, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973).

3" Pops Foster, “Pops Foster Slap Bass Solo — Beale Street Blues,” filmed 1964, YouTube,
(published December 30, 2010), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D0AF7S7g1 YA, (accessed December
24,2013) 0:00-0:35.
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Example 6.4. Pops Foster, Beale St. Blues, bass solo mm. 1-12.
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It should be noted that there are several similarities between Foster’s solo and bass lines

played by Hinton. The first four bars of Foster’s solo are harmonically virtually identical

to the first four bars of Hinton’s bass line on the piece “Housed from Edward” on

Branford Marsalis’ 7rio Jeepy Album. Both walk down the mixolydian scale with an

added b13 passing tone.
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Example 6.5. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 1-4.
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Secondly, in bar 13 of Pops’ solo, he started playing in a double time feel, in which he
used non-swing eighth notes to create the feel of playing twice as fast. Hinton used this

technique both in his slap bass and non-slap solos.

Wellman Braud
Wellman Braud was Duke Ellington’s bassist from 1926-1935. The following
quotation was taken from Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass. Ray Brown

asks Hinton about his bass influences, and shares the following about Wellman Braud.

“Wellman Braud, that was my idol, I just worshipped him. He was with
Ellington’s band, and when they came through Chicago I would stand at
the dance hall...and look at him and admire him and wish he would drop
his rosin so I could pick it up and hand it to him...He would play a 2 beat
that you could hear two blocks down the streat...and a real New Orleans
gentleman. I loved him.”®

Not just in this interview, but also in his autobiography Bass Line as well as in
various interviews, he consistently describes Braud as his biggest influence. According to
Hinton, he was one of the first bass players to start playing the bass on all four beats. When
listening to recordings of Braud, there are several qualities reflected in Hinton’s playing.

While the bass was not usually a well recorded instrument in the early days of jazz, Braud’s

> Ray Brown, Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass, 04:45 - 05:17.
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sound and presence was so important to the sound of Ellington’s band that Ellington made
sure the bass was recorded well. Even in early recordings of Braud from the mid twenties,
Braud’s sound is full, percussive, and has a great deal of presence. In fact, Braud is
recorded clearer on these early records from the twenties than other bassists were in the 30’s
and 40’s. This was as much of a testament to Braud’s sound as it was Ellington’s insistence
on the recording technique. The qualities of Braud’s sound accurately define Hinton’s
playing as well. As example 6.6 will demonstrate, Braud’s slap bass style was more similar

to Hinton’s playing than that of any Johnson or Foster.

The following example is Braud playing on a 1929 recording of the composition
“Freeze and Melt”,” recorded by Joe Turner and his Memphis Men, a pseudonym of

Ellington. This example shows the first sixteen bars of the tune. Every third and fourth bar

of the phrase was a solo break for Braud.

> Duke Ellington, “Freeze and Melt”, The OKeh Ellington, performed by Wellman Braud,
Columbia, 1991, CD 9983.
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Example 6.6. Wellman Braud, Freeze and Melt, bass solo mm.1-16.
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This slap bass line distinguishes itself from the previous lines of Johnson and Pops in
several ways. Unlike Johnson’s and Foster’s respective lines, Braud’s line combined
both the snap pizzicato and the percussive slap, the same combination of sounds that
Hinton used. This combination, aside from creating more interesting tonal variations,
also created more complex rhythmic variations. In measures 1 and 2 of this example,
note how Braud created syncopated rhythms using a combination of percussive slaps and
snap pizzicatos. Analysis of Hinton’s slap bass later in this chapter will be show that
rhythmic syncopation was one the defining characteristics of his slap bass playing. On
beat 2 of bar 11 of this example, Braud plays a double slap, a technique that Hinton used

extensively.
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Hinton’s Slap Technique

In “Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass”, Brown refers to Hinton as
“The eighth wonder of the world”® because of his slap bass ability. In this video, he

talks a bit about the origin of his technique:

“They picked the bass straight out, it was more a rhythm style. But I
wanted to do it a little differently, because by the time I got ready to play,
I wanted to play a little solo, and maybe put some little melodic things in
there and still keep the time. ‘Cause I used to go into bars with just a
guitar 6pllayer or the violin player, and there was no drums, so I had to keep
time.”

Hinton’s slap bass technique, like Wellman Braud’s, had two components, the
snap pizzicato and the percussive slap. This video shows several close-ups of Hinton’s
right hand, allowing for a close examination of his technique. Furthermore, in a 1995
interview conducted by the New York Public Library’s Schomburg Center for Jazz Oral
History, he explained and demonstrated how he improved upon previous slap bass
techniques. “They were doing it like this, which was straight out and slap.”*> He
demonstrated this by grabbing the string and pulling it away from the fingerboard with
his whole arm, after which he swung his arm back to the string to create the percussive
slap. He continued: “If you go way out here, it takes time to get back here, so I figured, if

I could use my wrist, I wouldn’t have to go way out here.”” He then demonstrated how

% Ray Brown, Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass, 01:46.
' Ibid., 06:22 - 06:51.
62 Milt Hinton. “Milt Hinton, NYPL jazz oral history”, 0:03-0:08,

% Ibid., 0:12-0:22.



35

by moving his wrist, he was able to significantly minimize the movement needed to slap
the strings. This minimized the time he needed to slap the strings, allowing him to play
faster percussive slaps. He lastly mentions in the video how he slapped only against the

A and E strings.

More detailed insight into his slap bass technique is given by “Ray Brown
Presents: The Art of Playing the Bass”. In this video, he demonstrates how he achieves
single, double, triple, and quadruple slaps by flipping his wrist to hit the string with the
index finger side of the hand. However, when I attempted to learn to play some of his
transcriptions, the triple and quadruple slaps were impossible to execute at tempo. I
found that in order to play the triple and quadruple percussive slaps, the forearm must be
rotated to alternately slap the string with the left and right sides of the hand. Even though
Hinton did not describe his technique in this way, he must have done something similar.
To test this theory, the following excerpt from Ray Brown’s video was slowed down to

10% of the normal speed.**

Example 6.7. Milt Hinton, Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass, 18:37-18:40.
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% Ray Brown, Ray Brown Presents the Art of Playing the Bass, 18:37-18:40.
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Observation at this slower speed revealed that the execution of the above triplet figures,
contrary to his own description, was indeed achieved by rotating his wrist and forearm to
slap with both sides of his hand. Incorporating his technique in the practice of his slap

bass lines allowed for accurate execution of his slap bass solos.



Chapter 7

A MUSICAL ANALYSIS OF HINTON’S SLAP BASS

Now that Hinton’s slap bass has been explained on a purely technical level, it is
time to begin a musical analysis of his slap bass solos and how they evolved over the

course of his career.

Pluckin’ the Bass

To begin a musical analysis of Hinton’s slap bass, let us first look at the
composition “Pluckin’ the Bass”, recorded in 1939 with Cab Calloway’s orchestra. As
will be shown, many of the rhythmic and melodic elements that Hinton used in his slap

bass throughout his career were present in this performance.

Harmonically, most of his slap bass lines in “Pluckin’ the Bass” were simple,
outlining the chord Eb minor7. In the first two bars of this composition, he played snap
pizzicatos on beats 1, 2, 3, & 4 while playing single percussive slaps on the off beats. In
bars 3 and 4 he introduces double slaps to create a syncopated rhythm. The following

musical example is bars 1-4 of “Pluckin the Bass”.

37
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Example 7.1. Milt Hinton, Pluckin’ the Bass, bass solo mm.1-4.
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This syncopated rhythm was very similar to a figure that Wellman Braud used in “Freeze
and Melt”. Hinton however, utilized double slaps, while Braud played the syncopated
figure with only single slaps. Notice this similarity in the rhythmic pattern in bars 3 and

4 of “Plucking the Bass” to the following pattern played by Braud:

Example 7.2. Wellman Braud, Freeze and Melt, bass solo mm.1-2.

b
O—

dlle

=
z

T |-

=

o

T8 |-

‘—x

In measure 5, of “Pluckin’ the Bass”, Hinton used the same snap pizzicato notes he did in

bar 1, but changed the rhythm by adding double percussive slaps to form a triplet figure.

Example 7.3. Milt Hinton, Pluckin’ the Bass, bass solo mm. 5-6.
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Then, in bars 13 and 14, as shown in the musical example below, he played quadruple

percussive slaps, consisting of an eighth note followed by three eighth note triplets. This

is the only time he used quadruple slaps in “Pluckin’ the Bass”.

Example 7.4. Milt Hinton, Pluckin’ the Bass, bass solo mm. 13-14.
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In all of the previous examples, he created a great deal of rhythmic variation using a
combination of single, double, triple, and quadruple percussive slaps. However, his snap

pizzicato notes, consisting of only roots and fifths, were harmonically very simple. Then

in measures 19 and 20, he started using the snap pizzicato to play scalar lines, as shown

in the musical example below.

Example 7.5. Milt Hinton, Pluckin’ the Bass, bass solo mm. 19-20.
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As “Pluckin the Bass” continues, his solos become more and more complex,
utilizing different combinations of percussive slaps while introducing diminished

harmonies over the Eb pedal that continues throughout his solo. The following musical
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example shows the last 8 bars of “Pluckin the Bass”, the most rhythmically and
harmonically complex of the tune. Notice how he combines single, double, and triple

slaps with both chordal and scalar lines.

Example 7.6. Milt Hinton, Pluckin’ the Bass, bass solo mm. 171-178.
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Sweet Georgia Brown

Hinton continued to play slap bass throughout his career, and used the technique
frequently in his solos. Technically, his slap bass lines were very consistent over the
span of his career, playing single, double, triple, and quadruple slaps in the same way he
did on “Pluckin’ the Bass”. The ways in which he combined snap pizzicatos and
percussive slaps to produce different syncopated rhythmic patterns were also very similar

throughout his career.
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A very important aspect of Hinton’s slap bass solos was the way he changed his
patterns to highlight the harmonic progression of a song. As will be examined in the next
chapter, as a rhythm section bassist he was an expert in outlining the form of a
composition because he created bass lines that made crystal clear what was happening
harmonically. His slap bass solos were no exception, evidence of which appears in his
slap bass solo on “Sweet Georgia Brown”, a piece from his last solo album. This album,
entitled Laughing at Life, was recorded in 1995 when he was 85 years old. His solo on
“Sweet Georgia Brown” actually started with not slap bass, but with normal pizzicato
notes. When he switched to slap bass in the last four measures of the first half of the
composition, a great deal of energy was infused into the performance, giving a lot of
momentum going into the second half of the form. The first 20 measures of his slap bass

are as follows:
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Example 7.7. Milt Hinton, Sweet Georgia Brown, bass solo mm. 117-136.
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Notice how he plays the root of the chord on the beginning of each change of
harmony. In fact, he almost always plays the root on the beat that the harmony changes-
not only during his slap bass solo for this composition, but in virtually every slap bass
solo and walking bass line transcribed for this analysis. Secondly, notice how the
rhythmic patterns changed with the harmony. From measures 117 -128, where the
harmony changed every four bars, he introduced new rhythms and melodic ideas,
creating a new and unique phrase every four bars. In measures 129-132, where the first
two and second two bars of harmony are the same, Hinton played two identical two bar
phrases. Finally, in bars 133-136, where the harmony changes every two beats, he played

a repeating two beat motive.
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During the rest of his solo, he varied his slap bass rhythms while at the same time
returning to familiar patterns. His solo was always moving forward, and while there was
repetition in his motives and phrasing, the solo as a whole never was never repetitive.
For example, notice how the first four bars of his slap bass solo (Example 7.6) compared

to the same four bars one chorus later.

Example 7.8. Milt Hinton, Sweet Georgia Brown, bass solo mm. 117-120 and 149-152.
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His snap pizzicatos were almost identical in each of the four bars, but variation in his
percussive slap notes created a syncopated figure the second time through the form. In
the next example, Hinton took the syncopated motive of measures 129-132 and

developed it further the next time through the form in measures 161-164.
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Example 7.9. Milt Hinton, Sweet Georgia Brown, bass solo mm. 129-132 & 161-164.
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Notice how measures 130 and 160 began with a percussive slap, while the corresponding
measures 162 and 164 began with a note. Furthermore, while he only plays roots and
fifths the first time, he adds thirds the second. This type of rhythmic and harmonic

variation was common in his slap bass solos.



Chapter 8

HINTON’S BASS LINES

Milt Hinton was one of the innovators of the walking bass line. When he began
playing bass in the late 20s, players mostly playing in a 2 feel, playing on beats 1 and 3 in
a 4/4 measure. In Playing the Changes, he talked about his early harmonic development
on the bass and the process by which he developed bass lines:

“Just like all the others, I had to learn how to play on a chord by
experimenting myself...I began playing the one and five notes in a
chord...A little later, I began using other notes in the chord too. It
was all trial and error, and I got more daring as I went...I figured
out that my instrument had to identify a chord, so I always played
the tonic as the first note. But I also realized that after the tonic, I
could play a lot of other notes in the chord...if I had an F chord I’d
play an F first, follow it with an A and C, and then maybe go to a
D and put in the sixth. From a harmonic standpoint there are many
acceptable notes, but I began to get a feeling for which
combination sounded best, especially when I made the transition
from one chord to the next. I was walking, but it took a long time
before things flowed naturally. In fact, when I joined Cab a couple
of years later, Ben Webster really taught me about connecting
chords.”®

This chapter will analyze his voice leading, his time feel, some of his identifying
lines and patterns, and how his playing changed from one ensemble to the next.
Depending of the situation, he could play with many fills, or he could play in a very
simple manner. But whatever bass lines he played, he always supported the musicians he

was playing with. Remember that he believed it his job to make everyone else sound

better. In essence, his bass lines could fill up a textbook on how to play the jazz bass.

% Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton's Life in Stories and
Photographs, 42-43.
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Housed from Edward

He played one of these textbook lines in the blues “Housed from Edward”, from
Branford Marsalis’ 1989 album 7rio Jeepy. In this composition, Hinton and Marsalis
were accompanied by drummer Jeff “Tain” Watts. At the start, Hinton played a half time
feel bass line to accompany Marsalis’ saxophone. Hinton’s half notes, aside from clearly
outlining the blues harmony, provide a solid rhythmic pulse. The first chorus of his bass

line was the following:

Example 8.1. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 1-12.
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His pulse felt so strong that when Watts entered in the second chorus, he did not
add any weight to the time feel, but rather added only rhythmic color. Because of
Hinton’s pulse, Watts was freed up to interact with Marsalis’ lines rather than to simply
play time. Because Hinton was also so clear harmonically, Marsalis had a great deal of
freedom harmonically. In essence, Hinton was the catalyst for Marsalis’ and Watts’

harmonic and rhythmic freedom.
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In “Housed from Edward”, while Hinton incorporated the occasional eighth note
and triplet figure into his walking line, he played on virtually every beat for twenty-two
choruses. The only exception was in the penultimate measure, where he played one note

on the offbeat in measure 263, shown in the example below.

Example 8.2. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 263-264.
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While a lack of off beats in his walking lines was not indicative of his style in
general, it does show his ability to provide what the musical situation needed.
In contrast, the following musical example from a recording of “Softly, as in a Morning

Sunrise”,*® shows the kind of intricate bass line he could play.

% Milt Hinton and Hank Jones, “Softly, As in a Morning Sunrise,” performed by Milt Hinton,
Hank Jones, and Nasara Abadey, at the Statler Hotel in Buffalo, N.Y., 1976, YouTube, (published May 17,
2010), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TdzD9ZsuQ60, (accessed March 17, 2012).
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Example 8.3. Milt Hinton, Softly, As in a Morning Sunrise, bass line mm. 17-32.
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While this composition was played in a swing feel, he played very few measures of
walking bass, favoring a melodic bass line with a great deal of emphasis on the offbeat.
The following musical example from “Housed from Edward” will demonstrate

how Hinton used fills and phrasing to bring out the harmonic motion of the blues.

Example 8.4. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 49-60.
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From mm 49-54, he phrased his lines every two bars, always staring with
ascending eight note octaves. These octaves created an accent on the oftbeat, giving
energy to the line. In measure 50 he deemphasized the move to Bb7 by playing a smooth
descending scalar line in F, favoring an A natural over Ab. Then in measure 52, eighth
notes triplets on beat three that move to a B natural set up a strong move to Bb in the next
measure. In measure 55 he did not to play an F in the F7 harmony, but rather continued a
descending line that created a three-measure line leading to the Amin7(b5) chord in
measure 56. The last three measures used the same rhythmic figure, creating three short
one bar phrases before returning to F7 in the following chorus.

One very important aspect of Hinton’s bass lines-not just in this song but in
general-was that while there are harmonic and rhythmic motives and patterns that he
favored, he varied his phrasing and lines such that no two choruses are exactly alike.
There were no harmonic ambiguities in his bass lines. Whether or not he was playing
with a chordal instrument such as piano or guitar, it was possible to define the harmonic
structure of a tune using his bass lines alone. In the twenty-two choruses of “Housed
from Edward”, there was only one time where Hinton did not play the tonic F on the
downbeat of a new chorus. In this case, shown in the example below, he avoids the tonic

only as a means of extending his walking line.
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Example 8.5. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 129-136.
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Furthermore from measures 132 to 135, while he did not play roots on any downbeat, he

still clearly outlines the chord changes.

Hinton’s Voice Leading

Hinton’s ability to outline chord changes clearly was also due in large part to his
voice leading. Voice leading refers to the way a single melodic line moves from one
chord to another. For a functional bass line within the context of tonal harmony, that is,
harmony based on a tonic-dominant relationship, the most important voice-leading note is
the leading tone, or the note preceding a new chord. The leading is so important because
it creates clear, smooth, harmonic motion. The best types of leading tones in a bass line
are either by stepwise motion, such as ascending half steps and descending half or whole
steps, or with ascending perfect fourths or descending perfect fifths. For example, ina C
blues, the best leading tones from the dominant G7 to the tonic C are B, D, Db, and G.

See the musical example below.
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Example 8.6. Leading tones from G7 - C.
67 ¢ 67 ¢ 6 ¢ & ¢
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One reason that Hinton played such fundamentally sound bass lines was his use of the
above types of leading tones to create smooth voice leading. The following musical
examples will demonstrate this voice leading.

The first musical example was the first 12 measures of Hinton’s walking bass line

from the composition “Splanky”, a blues in C.

Example 8.7. Milt Hinton, Splanky, bass line mm. 25-36.
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In the above example, his leading tones were almost all half steps or ascending 4ths
resolving to the root of the chord. The first exception occurred from bar 26 to 27, where

he played F# to G, a resolution to the 5™ of the chord. The second exceptions occurred
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from bar 34 to 35, where he played a descending minor third resolving to the third scale
degree of a C7 chord. The last exception happened in measure 35, where he played a C
leading to an A7 chord. In this case however, the chord preceding A7 was C7, so the
root-to-root motion of C to A still functioned very well harmonically. Upon examination
of his entire walking bass line in “Splanky”, the transcription of which appears in the
appendix of this essay, most of Hinton’s leading tones are half steps, ascending 4ths, and
descending Sths resolving to the root of the chord. Exceptions to this occur only a few
times per measure, and they never obscure the harmonic motion of the chord changes.
The next musical example is an excerpt from the same recording of “Sweet
Georgia Brown” that was analyzed for his slap bass method. The following 16 measures

were the second half of the third time through the form.

Example 8.8. Milt Hinton, Sweet Georgia Brown, bass line mm. 89-104.
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Here, every root was approached by either a half step or whole step leading tone. The
only exception occurred from the end of measure 100 to measure 102, where he delayed

playing the root by one quarter note. Still, with this exception, the chord changes are
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clearly outlined. Even in Hinton’s slap bass solo from “Sweet Georgia Brown”, his voice

leading tendencies did not change. The following example is from this slap bass solo.

Example 8.9. Milt Hinton, Sweet Georgia Brown, bass line mm. 121-136.
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Again, all chords were approached with either step wise or perfect 4™ and 5™ motion.
Another representative example of Hinton’s voice leading is the recording of the
composition “Housed from Edward” examined earlier. The following musical example

was the second chorus of this song.



Example 8.10. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 13-24.
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Once again, this example shows his preference for half and whole step leading tones
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resolving to the root of the chord. The only two exceptions occur from bar 14 to 15 and

from bar 18 to 19, where in both places he resolves to the 5™ of an F7 chord. A complete

transcription of “Housed from Edward” is in the appendix. An examination of this

transcription will reveal voice leading consistent with the last example. In fact, an

examination of all the transcriptions in the appendix will reveal the consistency in

Hinton’s voice leading as shown in the preceding musical examples.

Motivic Repetition in Hinton’s Bass Lines

While Hinton’s walking lines tended to be linear with little exact repetition, there

were moments when he used repetitive riffs to build intensity behind a solo.
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Example 8.11. Milt Hinton, Housed from Edward, bass line mm. 61-68.
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For example, in measures 61 to 63 during Marsalis’ solo in “Housed from Edward”,
Hinton repeated a one-measure riff three times. With each repetition, the energy of the
trio was intensified. When the trio finally arrived on a Bb7 chord in bar 65, a strong
sense of arrival occurred. Hinton then continued with the same rhythmic figure for three
more measures, creating even more energy.

Another example of motivic repetition occurred in the composition “Wade in the
Water”, from the album Basement Tapes, which included drummer Kenny Washington
and pianist James Williams. During Williams’ solo, Hinton repeats the same three-note

motive for six measures.

Example 8.12. Milt Hinton and James Williams, Wade in the Water, mm. 41-46.
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This repetition provided harmonic stability, thus giving Williams the freedom to venture
outside of the harmony. In measure 43, he played an Ab triad in first inversion.
Harmonically, Ab major is far removed from D minor, but the resulting sonority made
sense with the foundation created by Hinton. While it is impossible to infer the exact
amount of influence Hinton’s bass line had on Williams’ note choices, Hinton’s bass line
was a critical element in the creation of this musical moment. Interactions like these

show the scope of influence that he bass lines had on the players around him.

Time Feel and Splanky

In 1995, bassist Christian McBride recorded his debut album Gettin’ to It. The
last track on the album was Neal Hefti’s composition entitled “Splanky”, on which
McBride invited Ray Brown and of course Milt Hinton. The performance of “Splanky”
is very insightful because it allows the listener to hear three of jazz’s most recognized
bassists play side by side. Each was so grounded in his own musical voice that at no
point do you hear one trying to imitate or outshine the other. One of Hinton’s musical
beliefs was the necessity of each jazz musician to develop a unique, personal style.
When playing in his ensemble at the Skidmore Jazz Institute, he said that it was not
enough to be a great player, a musician had to have his or her own voice. He said that it
was better to hear someone play and say, “That sounds terrible! Who is that?”, than to
sound so much like someone else that you have no voice of your own, so that no one
bothers to ask who you are.

Milt Hinton’s voice differed from Brown’s and McBride’s in a few important

ways. To start, each had their own time feel, which was especially evident during their
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solos. Christian McBride played with a great deal of energy, seemingly accenting almost
every note, and had tendency to play just ahead of the beat. Ray Brown, on the other
hand, who was known for his big and round tone, had a tendency to play behind the beat
in his solo, which helped give it a vocal quality. Hinton’s time, however, was exactly on
the beat. He played a very musical solo while keeping almost metronomic time. While
each of these three bassists had their own time feel, they play perfectly in time together.
Each one was so grounded in his own time feel that no one depended on the other.

In the course of rehearsing and performing of the transcription of “Splanky”, the
importance of playing in the correct time feel was very clear. In the first rehearsal, the
bassist playing Brown’s part had not yet listened to the original recording, and he played
Brown'’s solo in the wrong time feel. While he played the correct notes, the solo did not
sound like Brown. Only during the second rehearsal after listening to the original
recording did the bassist play in the style of Brown. This occurrence highlighted a very
interesting truth, that playing jazz was about much more than playing the right notes.
Understanding the voice of bassists such as Ray Brown or Milt Hinton by analyzing their
note choices alone is insufficient. Therefore, the transcriptions and analysis of Hinton’s
bass lines in this paper are only a starting point. Any bassist who wants to understand his

voice must do extensive listening on their own.

A Child is Born
Milt Hinton passed away on December 19, 2000, at the age of ninety. On June

24,2001, a memorial service was held for him. The service started with a performance
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of Thad Jone’s composition “A Child is Born” by trumpeter Jon Faddis.®” Six years
earlier, Faddis recorded this composition on Hinton’s last solo album, Laughing at Life.
In many ways, Hinton’s playing on this tune captures the essence of who he was as a bass
player. He did not play a slap bass solo any other elaborate solo, but his accompaniment
bass line perfectly supported Faddis’ flugelhorn. Hinton did not play any superfluous
notes, and his intonation was near perfect. He also played the melody in the most simple

and transparent way.

For the first time through the melody of “A Child is Born”, Hinton accompanied
Faddis in a duo without drums or piano. The following musical example is the first

sixteen measures.

Example 8.13. Milt Hinton, 4 Child is Born, bass line mm. 1-16.
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67 Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and
Photographs, 327.
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With one exception in measure 13, he played one note per measure of nothing but roots.
His bass line was so simple; one might think an analysis of it to be unnecessary. But
while his playing was seemingly simple and effortless to the listener, it was the product
of Hinton’s over seventy years of performance, diligent practice, and selfless service to
the music. As a bassist, it can be tempting to fill silence with a lot of notes, especially
during a ballad. It actually takes an incredible amount of maturity and patience to play
such a minimalist bass line. In “A Child is Born”, Jon Faddis played a beautiful rendition
of the melody, and Hinton’s notes were all that was needed to support the melody.
Furthermore, if you listen closely to the bass line, Hinton’s one note per measure was not
always a full dotted half note, but rather a range of note values from a short eight note to
a full dotted half. In about half of his line, he left an eighth note rest at the end of the
measure. This does not appear to be a trivial detail, but surely intentional. A close listen

to the performance reveals the effect of this rest.

A Hypothesis of Hinton’s Sound

One important aspect of Hinton’s walking bass lines in general was the smooth
motion of his lines. A critical listening of his recordings reveals an evenness and
consistency of tone from one note to the next. During his many years in the New York
recording studios, his ability to hear himself on thousands of songs surely aided in the
perfection of his tone, and gave him the technical and musical ability to control every
nuance of his sound. This consistency of sound helped him phrase his lines not according
to a change of string, position on the bass, or bar line, but rather to changes in the music

and ensemble. One of the qualities that define a great musician in any genre is that
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technical skills always serve the music; the music is never encumbered by physical
limitations of the player on their instrument. Milt Hinton was a master of his instrument,

and every note he played was in service of the music.



Chapter 9

SUMMARY: MILT HINTON’S LEGACY

Today there are a great many bassists who have been influenced not just by Milt

Hinton’s playing, but also by the example he set as a professional musician, teacher, and

human being. Having been lucky enough to be one of his students for a brief moment,

this author can attest to his dedication to passing on his knowledge to the next generation.

The following Hinton quotation is taken from the conclusion of his autobiography Bass

Line.

“Bass playing has come a long way since I’ve been on the scene and the
idea that some people appreciate my contribution and have given me a
place in its development is very gratifying. But there’s more too it than
that. I was pretty young when I realized that music involves more than
just playing an instrument. It’s really about cohesiveness and sharing. All
my life, I’ve felt obliged to try and teach anyone who would listen. I’ve
always believed you don’t truly know something yourself until you can
take it from you’re your mind and put it in someone else’s. I also know
that the only way we continue to live on this earth is by giving our talents
to the younger generation.”®®

George Duvivier was a studio bassist in New York in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Hinton,

aside from being a friend of Duvivier, was one of his big influences, and they were two

of most in demand New York studio bassists. In fact, they even played together on 44

recording session.”” In Duvivier’s autobiography, Bassically Speaking: An oral history of

George Duvivier, he states:

% Hinton and Berger, Bass line: The Stories and Photographs of Milt Hinton), 302-309.

% Edward Berger, Bassically speaking: An Oral History of George Duvivier, 441.
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“Milt Hinton fascinated me. He was, and is, an exceptional player and
one of the few in the early days who had really studied the instrument; he
played positions, and he played in tune. He’s been a great influence on
my life.””°

Here, Duvivier reminded us of a very important trait of Hinton, that he was one of the
first jazz bass players to learn proper orchestral bass technique. Remember that Hinton
excelled in the New York studios because he could play any style of music that was put
in front of him, whether it was playing an orchestral part for Jackie Gleason or helping to
create on the spot jazz arrangements with his New York rhythm section of Hank Jones,
Osie Johnson, and Barry Galbraith.

While Milt Hinton is not often given credit as a great innovator like players such
as Jimmy Blanton, Oscar Petiford, Scott LaFaro, and Ray Brown, Hinton helped lay the
groundwork for their success. When Hinton started playing bass, bassists were playing in
a two feel, took brief solos, and the walking bass line was still in its infancy. His bass
playing was born out of the New Orleans tradition of the slap bass. Within just a few
years of joining Cab Calloway’s band, he became a featured soloist, the first recorded
jazz bassist to do so. He transformed the New Orleans slap bass into his own virtuosic
solo style. The “Judge”, as referred to by his friends and colleagues, was respected
deeply by everyone he played with or came in contact with. His goal as a bassist was to
make everyone else sound better, which he did as a sideman on close to one thousand
recordings. But, he could also shine in his own right, recording a number of solo albums

in his career.

" Edward Berger, Bassically speaking: An Oral History of George Duvivier, 133.
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The scope of his life is incredible. When he was only 8 years old in Vicksburg,
Mississippi, he witnessed the lynching of African-American man. As a teenager in
Chicago he almost lost a finger in an accident driving one of Al Capone’s trucks, only to
have his finger reattached thanks to the influence of Al Capone.”' With Cab Calloway,
he traveled the world, learned how to be a man and true professional musician, and
experienced first hand the Jim Crow laws of the south. When he worked as a studio
musician in New York, he not only played on recordings with Billy Holiday, Duke
Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Dizzy Gillespie, Count Basie, Frank Sinatra, and Tony
Bennett, but he also dressed up as a confederate soldier for the Jackie Gleason Show’?,
and event that incited hysterical laughter from his musician friends. He traveled the
world, played at the White House with Duke Ellington, was a guest on the Tonight Show
with Jonny Carson, was a master photographer of jazz'>, was recognized by the National
Endowment for the Arts as an NEA Jazz Master”", and influenced generations of jazz
bassists. Fittingly, his last solo album was entitled Laughing at Laugh. In an article in
Bass Players magazine, bassist Jay Leonhart was quoted as saying:

“Whatever the situation you knew he was going to do the right, ethical

thing. He raised our own expectations of ourselves, and he was hilarious
to the end.””

71 Hinton, Berger, and Maxson, Playing the Changes: Milt Hinton’s Life in Stories and
Photographs, 20-21.

2 Peter Keepnews, “Milt Hinton, Dean of Jazz Bassists, Is Dead at 90.”

> Milt Hinton, “Milt Hinton: NEA Jazz Master and Master Photographer of Jazz”, National
Endowment for the Arts, https://www.arts.gov/article/milt-hinton-nea-jazz-master-and-master-
photographer-jazz (accessed March 17, 2016).

" Ibid.

7 Jisi and Johnston, “Milt Hinton, Big Sound, Big Heart: Remembering a Life in Jazz,” 56.
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Among the famous jazz bassists, Milt “Judge” Hinton left a unique legacy, not just for his
contributions as a bassist, but also for, as Jay Leonhart so eloquently stated, raising our

own expectations.
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Milt Hinton - Pluckin' the Bass
As played by Milt Hinton with Cab Calloway in 1939

transcribed by Jeffrey Kipperman
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Softly, as in a Morning Sunrise

As played by Milt Hinton w/Hank Jones & Nasara Abadey
Transcribed by Jeffrey Kipperman
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SPLANKY
As PLAYED By MILT HINTON ON GETTIN' 70 IT

TeANSCQI8E0 By Terraey KIPPERMAN
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Sweet Georgia Brown

As played by Milt Hinton on Laughing at Life
Transcribed by Jeffrey Kipperman
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Wade in the Water

As played by Milt Hinton on Basement Tapes
Transcribed by Jeffrey Kipperman

by John Wesley Work II
and Frederick J. Work
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