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BOOK REVIEW

Queer Arrangements: Billy Strayhorn and Midcentury Jazz Collaboration. By Lisa
Barg. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2023. 288pp. $95.00
hardcover / $24.95 paperback.

JENNIFER MESSELINK

“Seldom seen but always heard,” Duke Ellington famously remarked about Billy
Strayhorn. As an openly gay Black man and a somewhat anonymous arranger
shaping the sound of modern jazz, Billy Strayhorn’s lived experience reveals a
paradox of queer (in)visibility that is central to Lisa Barg’s Queer Arrangements:
Billy Strayhorn and Midcentury Jazz Collaboration. Building on two foundational
biographical and musicological books on Billy Strayhorn by David Hajdu and
Walter van de Leur, Queer Arrangements contributes to the ongoing reparative
project of dismantling invisibility myths surrounding Strayhorn’s legacy. Barg
tracks Strayhorn’s collaborative networks in New York and Los Angeles, the
caves and recording studios of Paris, and the many places in-between, while
expanding the scope of jazz studies to include two overlooked areas: queerness
as sexual identity and arranging in jazz historiography.

Queer Arrangements brings fascinating archival and biographical details about
Strayhorn’s life into dialogue with queer studies by making visible connections
that, following Farrah Jasmine Griffin, Robert G. O’Meally, and Brent Hayes
Edwards, enlarges our understating of the immeasurably complex worlds in
which jazz musicians move. Rather that attempting to discover a “queer jazz
past” which Barg argues can reproduce the heteronormative logic of dividing
jazz into queer and straight artists with their own histories, she aims to highlight
the cohabitation of queerness and straightness in jazz history. Drawing from
Georgina Born’s analysis of music’s sociality, Barg grounds her book in the
concept of “queer collaboration”—the social and historical networks of
Strayhorn’s affective relationships and aesthetic practices. “Queer affiliation” is
another term that appears often to describe a web of queer socialites that span a
transnational landscape and horizon of past and present. Although her approach
is fundamentally historicist, the process of “queering” jazz history requires
speculative methods of interpretation. Barg engages with queer, feminist, and
Black studies to guide us through a reorientation of Strayhorn’s career by
bringing his relationships into focus (notably, Ellington makes only a brief
appearance) to explore the social and aesthetic entanglements of artistic
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interactions. By “looking around” Ellington, Barg sees beyond the “great man”
narrative to include musical practices that have heretofore been considered to
exist “in the shadows.”

The framework of queer collaboration also contributes to the important
project of attending to the shadowy status of arranging in jazz history. As Barg
notes, arranging has historically been devalued as nonessential, derivative, or
ornamental in contrast to “the composition” which is valued as original and
authentic. Through the feminist framework of paying attention to “the details”
Barg counters the gendered logics of these narratives by listening closely to how
the aesthetics of Strayhorn’s arrangements attune to his collaborators, many of
whom were also marginalized. By relating Strayhorn’s work to midcentury
entertainments such as theatre, dance, television, and film, Barg brings attention
to the commercial sphere of jazz—an area that has also been historically
devalued and in which the contributions of women in jazz (especially singers)
have been sidelined.

The book is organized in three thematic parts with paired chapters. Part one,
“Working Behind the Scenes: Gender, Sexuality, and Collaboration in
Strayhorn Vocal Arrangements,” follows Strayhorn’s collaborative relationships
with singers and his aesthetic practices as a vocal arranger. In the first chapter,
“Arriving by ‘Flamingo,” Barg listens to the sonic world of Strayhorn’s Latin-
tinged, sophisticated orchestral arrangement of “Flamingo” (1941) for singer
Herb Jeftries through the framework of what Matthew Tinkcom has called the
“differentiated style” of gay male artists working behind the scenes in the U.S.
film industry. Although Strayhorn’s aesthetic choices for “Flamingo” can be read
as a kind of “camp sensibility” in the context of the glamorous milieu of 1940s
Hollywood, this framework fails to account for Strayhorn’s particular experience
as a Black man living and working in the period of Jim Crow. Barg digs into
archival materials to add meaningful personal context to Strayhorn’s arranging
choices and relationship with Jeffries, a fellow Francophile and a partner with
whom he would converse together publicly in French. Barg shows that their
affinity for French modernism and cosmopolitanism held particular significance
for the two men because it deliberately challenged the racist “Amos ‘n’ Andy”
stereotype of Black performers circulating during that period. Through this type
of wide gaze, Barg demonstrates that Strayhorn’s arrangement of “Flamingo”
captures a moment of queer history from multiple directions and perspectives.

Chapter two, “Difficult Beauty” unveils the intimate interactions behind
Strayhorn’s vocal arrangements for three 1950s" LP projects featuring female
jazz singers: Lena Horne’s Ir’s Love (1955), Rosemary Clooney’s Blue Rose
(1956) and Ella Fitzgerald’s E/la Fitzgerald Sings the Duke Ellington Song Book
(1958). Each case study offers a fascinating behind-the-scenes look at musical
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collaborations with these famous singers. In one example, Barg draws from
Rosemary Clooney’s recollections of having a difficult pregnancy during the
recording of Bl/ue Rose. As Clooney recalled, Strayhorn lived at her Los Angeles
home for almost a week during the recording and was not only a creative
collaborator, but a supportive ally as she suffered from morning sickness. Barg
carefully attends to the racialized and sexualized legacies of the subservient Black
domestic worker this memory elicits, while reorienting Strayhorn’s collaboration
with Clooney as a practice rooted in an ethics of care. In her analysis of the song
“Grievin,” Barg shows how Strayhorn comfortably “fit” Clooney’s vocal persona
into his arrangement. Taken together, the case studies in this chapter
demonstrate how Strayhorn’s arrangements for vocalists merged the personal
and musical, private and professional, across scripts of race, gender, and sexuality
within the patriarchal spaces of midcentury jazz.

In part two, “Strayhorn’s Queer Music,” Barg moves away from vocal
arrangements to programmatic works that have strong queer associations: a set
of four pieces Strayhorn composed in 1953 for an Off-Broadway production of
Federico Garcia Lorca’s The Love of Don Perlimplin for Belisa in Their Garden,
and several movements from the Strayhorn-Ellington adaptation of
Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite. Barg’s concept of queer collaboration in these
chapters makes visible the networks of “queer affiliation” that exists between
Strayhorn’s aesthetic works and contemporaneous Black queer artistic networks,
as well as gay artists of the past (Lorca and Tchaikovsky). In chapter three,
“Strayhorn’s Lorcian Encounter” Barg details the empowering alliances
Strayhorn developed with a largely Black gay artistic community during the
compositional process and production of Don Perlimplin. Because there were no
recordings made, Barg employs a close reading of the original manuscript scores
against the background of Black queer spaces and salons Strayhorn frequented.
Barg’s deep archival work coupled with speculative methods offer an analysis of
“queer topics” found in the Lorca text such as “failed or impossible love, masking,
and stylized exotica” which she argues afforded a way to express Black gay
identity for Strayhorn.

Chapter four, “Black Queer Moves in the Strayhorn-Ellington Nuzcracker
Suite,” builds on the previous chapter to draw out connections between
Strayhorn’s interpretation of Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite (1960) and Black
queer identity and history. Barg begins by examining how Strayhorn may have
been drawn to Tchaikovsky through their shared homosexuality, his interest in
dance and classical music, and the connection of the ballet to North American
Christmas traditions. Audiences of the 1950s would have been familiar with
choreographer George Balanchine’s popular televised production of the ballet
and its broad association with heteronormative Anglo American family values.
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Because of this, Barg argues that the Nutcracker Suite offered Strayhorn a rich
cultural text for queer modernist experimentation. In one example, the Sugar
Plum Fairy is reimagined as Sugar Rum Cherry—a tenor and baritone
saxophone duet which conjures, Barg writes, a hefty, bluesy apparition who
struts around amidst low register and intoxicated growls. But rather than simply
“jazzing the classics” (a popular mid-century genre) she draws from Shane Vogel
to theorize how Sugar Rum Cherry afforded Strayhorn (and Ellington) a kind
of queer temporal “return” to the Cotton Club and the queer blues culture and
sociality of the 1920s and 1930s.

In Part three, “Strayhorn Performing/Arranging Strayhorn,” Barg offers two
different instances of jazz collaboration in which Strayhorn strove to evoke an
affective atmosphere of place in postwar Paris: Strayhorn’s participation on the
film music for Paris Blues (1961) and his solo LP project The Peaceful Side (1963).
Strayhorn and Ellington were drawn to Paris Blues because it centered Black
artists living freely in Paris, interracial relationships, and social protest.
Strayhorn was not given credit for his work on the film score, and in the final
version studio executives removed the complex racial dynamics and sexual
politics by emphasizing the jazz-as-art narrative arch. Nevertheless, Barg argues
that the film score archives the interracial networks and queer collaborative
energies of Strayhorn’s lived experiences in postwar Parisian jazz culture.
Strayhorn’s solo LP The Peaceful Side (1963) offers a critical counterpoint to the
Hollywood framing of jazz culture and collaboration through the lens of the
small Parisian recording studio. Barg details the circumstances of the recording
such as location, nocturnal environment, and the moody pop sound of the “string
quartet with wordless chorus” as constituting an assemblage of interrelated pop,
jazz, and classical networks each with their own histories and links to queer
affiliations.

In one final example, Barg asks us to reflect again on the recording as archive.
In this case, a moment from Strayhorn’s oral history archive—a widely cited
transcribed 1962 interview with Bill Cross published in DownBeat. She listens
to the audio recording alongside the edited transcript to tease out how the
“sounds of the vocal inflections, timbre, and modulations allow us to tune into
the teasing theatrically” captured in this public moment between Ellington and
Strayhorn. This practice of deep listening and methodically paying attention to
the social and historical details under which Strayhorn’s arrangements and
recordings were made widens not only our knowledge about the mid-century
period, but the methodological lens of how to do jazz history. Rather than
regarding the gaps in Strayhorn’s archive as a negative, Barg engages queer and
Black studies methodologies to show how these gaps can become generative.
Another of the many strengths of this book is the attention to the diverse places
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and spaces of Strayhorn’s personal and professional life. Barg’s analysis of the
unique space of the recording studio as an “instrument” is put in dialogue with
the private spaces of Black gay salons and private social gatherings. By
highlighting the significance of the socialities of place in Black musical practices,
the book leans into works by Black studies scholars such as Brent Hayes
Edwards, James Gordon Williams, Daphne Brooks, Elleza Kelley and others
that see Black artists as space creators, and who show how Black spatial
knowledges appear in literature, art, and music. Because of Barg’s inclusive and
thoughtful methodologies, Queer Arrangements enables us to see—and hear—
jazz history queerly and differently.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


