The Transformation of a Tune.
A Blues Serenade:
From Hot Dance Tune to Yale Blues to 

Romantic Ballad.

By Albert Haim

According to the ASCAP data base, the composers of A Blues Serenade are Vincent Grande (trombonist), Jimmy Lytell (clarinetist; born James Sarrapede), Mitchell Parish (lyricist) and Frank Signorelli (pianist). The music was composed by Grande, Lytell and Signorelli in 1926, and copyrighted with the Library of Congress on May 3, 1927 as E666479. All three musicians were Italian-Americans and members, at one time or another, of the Original Memphis Five and of Paul Whiteman’s Orchestra. Lyrics were added by Parish in 1935. 
The tune was recorded in 1926-1927 by several bands, first in the US and then in England. After an almost 10-year hiatus, the song was recorded again in 1935 and then quite continuously up to the present time. The 1920s US recordings consisted of three parts: two relatively fast, jazzy sections with a slow, romantic interlude in between. The 1920s British recordings were described as “Yale Blues” with all three sections played at the same tempo. Beginning in 1935, only the romantic section was used in all recordings. I provide herewith information about 1920s and 1930s recordings of this popular tune.

1920s Recordings in the USA. 
 Frank Signorelli and His Orchestra, New York, NY August 27, 1926. Matrix 107071, Pathe 36535, Perfect 14704 
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Following Signorelli’s recording, the tune was waxed, in quick succession, by several bands.
Original Memphis Five, New York, December 28. 1926. Matrix BE 37188. Three takes were made. From the Victor ledgers, the status of the takes was: take 1, hold; take 2, master; take 3, destroy. Although take 2 was mastered, it was not issued contemporaneously as a 78 rpm record. It was released decades later in French issues: Original Memphis Five 1923-1928, RCA LP 430744 (Series Treasury of Jazz # 81) and Original Memphis Five, The Sounds of New York, Volume 1, 1923-1926, RCA LP 741115 (Series Black and White # 104). [Note 1]
Johnny Sylvester and His Playmates, New York, January 3, 1927. Matrix GEX-432-A, Gennett 6026, Champion 15203, Challenge 234, Silvertone 5024. Challenge as "Memphis Melody Players," Champion as "Bobby Jones and his Orchestra,” Silvertone as Johnson’s Plantation Serenaders.

The Emperors (a Phil Napoleon outfit) , New York, January 21, 1927. Matrix 143337-1, Harmony 362-H, Velvet Tone 1362-V.
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Frank Signorelli, piano solo, New York, June 22, 1927. Matrix E61112/4 Brunswick, unissued.
Original Memphis Five, Frank Signorelli, director and arranger, New York, March 19, 1928. Matrix E7204/5, Vocalion, unissued.
As pointed out above, the recordings of A Blues Serenade by US bands in the 1920s consist of three sections, two peppy, rather modernistic parts with a slow, romantic interlude in between. The arrangements of the Frank Signorelli, Original Memphis Five, and Johnny Sylvester recordings are quite similar. In fact, they all last a little over two and a half minutes. The Emperors’ version follows the same arrangement, except that it includes, in addition, a clarinet solo in the first, fast section. The slow section is introduced by a piano interlude and is followed by a clarinet solo in the Original Memphis Five and Sylvester recordings. [Note 2], and by a piano solo in the Signorelli and Emperors recordings. 
1920s Recordings in the UK.
Jack Hylton’s Hiltonians, Small Queen’s Hall, London, May 19, 1927. Matrix Bb10881-2, HMV, rejected.
Len Fillis and Sid Bright, guitar and piano duet, London, June 30, 1927. Matrix WA-5800, Columbia 4920.
Rio Grande Tango Band, Small Queen’s Hall, London, September 19, 1927. Matrix Bb-11399-2, HMV B5355. Issued as “A Blue [sic] Serenade.”
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Nat Star and His Dance Orchestra, Hayes, Middlesex, December 22, 1927.Matrix HH-12284-1,Homochord D-1203.
In the recordings waxed in England, all three parts described above are included. But unlike the case of the US recordings, all three parts are played at the same tempo, that of a “Yale Blues.” In fact, the record labels for the Rio Grande Tango and Nat Star bands, provide a description of A Blues Serenade as a “Yale Blues.” 
It is noteworthy that A Blues Serenade was used by Monsieur Pierre and Miss Meredyth Owen to demonstrate how to dance “The Yale.” 

[image: image4.jpg]N LyTELL-
A.
CONTAINING FULL Do
DESCRIPTION OF 5 *r/
THE YALE i
ASDEMONSTRATED (¥ |

e '
B { ’\4/ x <

Y .
WNSEUR PERR 122 pEREDYTH Dby

Copyright KNOWN BALL ROOM
rice 6% net ,')'j EXHIBITION DANCERS
I en 02 ) G 2 S

v





Monsieur Pierre (Pierre Jean Phillipe Zurcher-Margolle) was a French professional ballroom dancer and dance instructor who went to London after World War I. His specialty was Latin dances, in particular the Argentine tango. 

The Yale Blues is, as is The Charleston, both a composition and a style of dancing. The Yale Blues was composed in 1927 by the British team of Collie Knox (lyrics) and Vivian Ellis (music). 
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It is seen that the sheet music includes “a description of how to dance The Yale Blues.” Soon after, any tune that could be danced to the steps and tempo of The Yale Blues became known as a “Yale Blues.” The dance became a national mania in England, particularly after the Prince of Wales danced to the tune in the Park Lane Hotel in London. The column “Dance Notes" in the December 1927 edition of Gramophone magazine provides an analysis of the dance: "The Yale Blues [is] almost an ideal slow dance for the Englishman. The tango failed because it cannot appeal when played badly, as it was in most cases, nor can its alluring lilt be felt when one is dancing with stiff knees, as is our wont. The Yale Blues, however, is based on the tango, but is American in spirit, having a Blues-like rhythm which does not need that different spirit from the playing of the fox-trot, as does the tango." The enormous popularity of The Yale Blues in England can be well appreciated when it is realized that between September 30, 1927 and January 6, 1928, ten recordings of the tune were waxed and released.[Note 3] 
The Yale Blues led to an amusing international incident. The Yale Blues is a composition by an English team, the “Yale Dance” was invented by Major Cecil H. Taylor, an Englishman, the Prince of Wales was an enthusiast of the new dance, and the style of the dance turned out to be an “ideal slow dance for the Englishman.” The Yale Blues was the rage of London. However, not all was peaceful on the other side of the Atlantic. H. V. Hyde, the editor of the Yale Daily News, the Yale University student newspaper, was offended by the association of the Blues with that prestigious academy of higher learning. In a letter to the London Times, Mr. Hyde wrote, “Yale is a self-respecting educational institution, such as Oxford and Cambridge. It is not a cheap dance hall where ridiculous and sensuous steps are originated.” [Note 4.] 
In spite of Mr. Hyde’s objections, The Yale Blues, the composition and the dance, gained high popularity States-side. An article titled Musician Popularizes
Dance as Quickly as Prince of Wales appeared in a syndicated AP column in several US newspapers. “The Prince of Wales danced the new blues rhythm—"Yale Blues," at the Park Lane Hotel in London. Bearing this Stamp of approval the dance immediately became the craze of the day. Its tune and steps both being of English origin added to its popularity until it almost became a national mania. In New York, Bernie Cummins, orchestra director at the Hotel Biltmore, and musical arbiter of many Greek letter fraternities, heard tales of this English foxtrot and cabled for copies of it. Within the week he 'started playing it and fraternity men returning to their colleges from Christmas holidays in New York: introduced it on the campus. Within two weeks the "Yale Blues" was known all over our country.”[Note 5.]
In view of the enormous popularity of The Yale Blues as a style of dancing in England, it is perhaps not surprising that, when A Blues Serenade was imported into the UK, it was transformed into a “Yale Blues.”

1930s Recordings in the USA. 

After a hiatus of almost ten years, A Blues Serenade resurfaced as a romantic ballad.

Glenn Miller and His Orchestra. New York, April 25, 1935. Matrix 17379-1, Columbia 3051-D.
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According to Smith Ballew’s specialist Geoff Orr [note 6]. “The final farewell for Smith Ballew as an orchestra leader was at a session for Columbia in April 1935. The four titles were released as 'Glenn Miller and his Orchestra' for the first time (Smith Ballew stated that this was an acknowledgement on his part to long-time friend Glenn Miller for his contributions to Ballew when he was bandleader). The band was really Smith Ballew's nightly working outfit, but included musicians who were to star with the new Ray Noble Orchestra. As well, Bunny Berigan shone in solos with this band and Smith Ballew sang the now-classics "Moonlight On The Ganges" and "A Blues Serenade," issued on Blue Wax Columbia 3051-D. Shortly thereafter, Smith Ballew surrendered to changing demands and dissolved his orchestra, which was a hallmark of style in New York, and headed west to Los Angeles.”
Henry King and His Orchestra. Los Angeles, August 2, 1936. Matrix DLA-504, Decca 1063. This was Henry King’s theme song.
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Casper Reardon and His Orchestra. New York, May 18, 1938. Matrix M-479, Master 139.
Bing Crosby. Los Angeles, July 8, 1938. Matrix DLA-1311-A, Decca 1933. Accompanied by Matty Malneck and His Orchestra. [note 7]

Johnny Hodges and His Orchestra. New York, August 1, 1938. Matrix M-872-2, Vocalion 4309. Duke Ellington is on piano.
From the March 1949 issue of Gramophone, “These are two fascinating little reveries. Blues Serenade is particularly lovely. [The other is Lost in Meditation.] Hodges’s subdued rhapsodising on them is something that will have to be heard to be believed. His technique and taste are immaculate, and his playing in every way exquisite. Serenade also includes charming solos by Lawrence Brown’s warm and perfectly phrased trombone and Cootie Williams’s muted trumpet.”

Duke Ellington and His Famous Orchestra. New York, August 4, 1938. Matrix M-880-1, Brunswick 8221. Johnny Hodges is on saxophone.
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Interestingly, several of the same musicians are present both in the Johnny Hodges’s and Duke Ellington’s recordings: Cootie Williams, Lawrence Brown, Johnny Hodges, Duke Ellington, Billy Taylor, Sr., and Sonny Greer. The Johnny Hodges’s group can be viewed as a band within the bigger Duke Ellington orchestra.
Guy Lombardo and His Royal Canadians. New York, May 31, 1939. Matrix 65688-A, Dec 2521, Brunswick 02867.
A Minor Curiosity.
At the end of the recording of Krazy Kat (composed by Frank Trumbauer and Chauncey Morehouse, arranged by Don Murray or Fud Livingston) by Frank Trumbauer and His Orchestra, September 28, 1927, OKeh 40903, a phrase (eight notes) is repeated three times. This phrase is identical to Frank Signorelli’s second phrase in his piano solo in his recording of A Blues Serenade. It may be significant that the pianist in Trumbauer’s recording of Krazy Kat was none other than Frank Signorelli, co-composer of A Blues Serenade.
Acknowledgments. I am indebted to Han Endeman (Netherlands), Rob Rothberg (USA), Mike Thomas (UK) and John Wright (UK) for their invaluable help with images, sound files, and discographical information. I thank Frank van Nus (Netherlands) for his astute observation about Krazy Kat.
Note 1. Tom Lord’s discography online lists Vintage RCA LP series, LPV-557 among LPs where the Original Memphis Five recording of A Blues Serenade was issued. However, an examination of the contents of the album, issued in 1968, reveals that A Blues Serenade is not included as one of the tracks.
Note 2. The clarinet solos in these recordings are virtually identical to that played by Jimmy Lytell in the 1928 Walt Roesner and the Capitolians MGM short film.
Note 3. The Yale Blues was recorded by the following bands: Harry Bidgood and his Broadcasters, Devonshire Restaurant Dance Band, Harry Hudson's Melody Men, Percival Mackey's Band, Jack Payne and his Hotel Cecil Orchestra, Piccadilly Revels Band, Hal Radford's Dance Orchestra, Saville Dance Orchestra, Savoy Orpheans, Nat Star. 
Note 4. The New York Times, June 11, 1928, p. 25.
Note 5. Indiana Evening Gazette, July 23, 1928.
Note 6. The Red Hot Jazz Archive, http://www.redhotjazz.com/ballew.html
[Note 7].The rejected take, where Bing sings off-key and swears at the end or the recording, is available on youtube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2FjTKt7rldE
