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Studio: Music Video Distributors (MVD)
Video: 4:3 full screen B&W
Audio: mono PCM
Length: 60:03
Rating: ****

Ellington never stopped recording from 1926 to the end of his life, but he and his band also appeared in many filmed presentations. This compilation brings together various shorts such as the “soundies” of the 40s, some medium-length films and scenes from various feature Hollywood films in which the Duke appeared. The closing one is probably the oddest, three musical excerpts from the movie Belle of the Nineties, starring Mae West, with the band led by Ellington in tunes such as Memphis Blues - which don’t quite jell. Two of the major Ellington works of the period are preserved on film here: Black and Tan Fantasy, and Symphony in Black. Musically they are terrific, but the sometimes dated, cliched and racist images and story lines are painful to see. “Jungle Interlude” qualifies as one of these, although that was a theme of many of the shows at the Cotton Club and several of Ellington’s compositions. On the other hand, one of the most successful marriages of screen images and music is the setting the studio gave a tune not even composed by Ellington - Stormy Weather. It’s actually a very creative little art film, and is prefaced by the band blowing their best on the classic Rockin’ in Rhythm. Both the video and audio quality is quite good considering the age of the sources. I’ve had some of these clips on VHS tapes in the past with much inferior picture and sound.

- John Henry
