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The infectious swing of Jimmie Lunceford's
Harlem Express remains a cornerstone of big
band jazz, a testament to the power of rhythm
and arrangement. This article delves into the
unique musical approach of Lunceford and his
orchestra, examining their innovative
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contributions to the genre and exploring the
lasting impact of their signature phrase,
"Rhythm is our business." We’ll consider their
innovative arrangements, the virtuosity of their
soloists, and the overall impact of their
sophisticated swing on the development of big
band jazz. This exploration will touch on key
elements like big band arrangements, swing
music, Jimmie Lunceford's musical style,
and the legacy of the Harlem Express.

The Lunceford Sound: A
Masterclass in Arrangement
and Precision

Jimmie Lunceford, a masterful clarinetist and
bandleader, meticulously crafted a unique
sound for his Harlem Express. Unlike many big
bands that emphasized improvisation above all
else, Lunceford prioritized tightly arranged
charts, creating a polished and sophisticated
ensemble experience. His arrangements
featured intricate counterpoint, unexpected
harmonic shifts, and a relentless rhythmic
drive that became his trademark. The phrase
"Rhythm is our business," often heard in their
performances, wasn't just a catchy slogan; it
encapsulated their fundamental approach.
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This meticulous arrangement wasn't just about
precision; it was about creating a sonic
tapestry. Lunceford frequently employed call-
and-response patterns between sections,
creating a dynamic interplay between the
brass, reeds, and rhythm section. This constant
dialogue, driven by an unwavering rhythmic
pulse, generated a sense of excitement and
anticipation that kept listeners engaged. The
swing music they produced was not just
danceable; it was intellectually stimulating.

##+# The Virtuosity of the Soloists

While Lunceford stressed precision in his
arrangements, he also nurtured the individual
talents within the band. The Harlem Express
boasted an impressive roster of soloists,
including the legendary trumpeters Willie
Smith and Sy Oliver, and the saxophonist and
arranger, Trummy Young. These musicians
were given ample space to showcase their
virtuosity within the framework of Lunceford's
arrangements. Their solos, while impressive in
their technical skill, always served the overall
structure of the piece, never overshadowing
the ensemble's cohesive sound. This balance
between individual brilliance and collective
unity is a hallmark of Lunceford's legacy. Their
improvisations, while often technically
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dazzling, were always rooted in the strong
rhythmic foundation laid down by the band.

The Harlem Express and the
Evolution of Swing

The Harlem Express emerged during the
golden age of swing music, a period
characterized by large ensembles, driving
rhythms, and sophisticated arrangements.
However, the Harlem Express distinguished
itself through its unique combination of
precision and innovation. Their rhythmic
complexity, coupled with their harmonic
sophistication, pushed the boundaries of the
genre. They incorporated elements of blues,
jazz, and even classical music into their sound,
creating a rich and multifaceted musical
experience that continues to inspire musicians
today. The impact of their big band
arrangements on subsequent generations of
swing musicians is undeniable.

Beyond the Music: The
Cultural Significance of the
Harlem Express

The Harlem Express wasn't just a musical
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entity; it represented a significant aspect of
African American culture during a pivotal
period in American history. The band's success
challenged racial barriers and demonstrated
the artistic capabilities of Black musicians.
Their sophisticated music transcended genre
boundaries, appealing to audiences across
racial and socioeconomic lines. Their
performances offered a sense of hope and
empowerment during a time of segregation
and inequality. This cultural significance adds
another layer to the band’s legacy, extending
beyond its musical contributions to encompass
its social impact.

The Enduring Legacy of
"Rhythm Is Our Business"

Jimmie Lunceford and the Harlem Express left
an indelible mark on the world of jazz. Their
meticulous arrangements, the virtuosity of
their soloists, and their unique rhythmic
approach created a sound that is both instantly
recognizable and enduringly influential. The
phrase "Rhythm is our business" serves not
only as a memorable motto but as a testament
to their unwavering commitment to rhythmic
precision and musical excellence. Their legacy
continues to inspire musicians and listeners
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alike, proving that the power of rhythm, when
expertly crafted, transcends generations. Their
exploration of Jimmie Lunceford's musical
style has opened new vistas of understanding
for modern-day jazz enthusiasts and scholars.

FAQ

Q1l: What made Jimmie Lunceford's
arrangements unique?

Al: Lunceford's arrangements were
characterized by their meticulous precision,
intricate counterpoint, unexpected harmonic
shifts, and a relentless rhythmic drive. Unlike
many big bands that prioritized improvisation
above all else, Lunceford built his
arrangements around a strong rhythmic
foundation, creating a polished and
sophisticated ensemble sound. He frequently
employed call-and-response patterns, building
dynamic interplay between sections.

Q2: Who were some of the key soloists in
the Harlem Express?

A2: The Harlem Express boasted a remarkable
roster of soloists, including trumpeters Willie
Smith and Sy Oliver, and saxophonist and
arranger Trummy Young. These musicians
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showcased impressive technical skill within the
context of Lunceford's arrangements.

Q3: How did the Harlem Express influence
the development of swing music?

A3: The Harlem Express pushed the
boundaries of swing music through their
rhythmic complexity and harmonic
sophistication. They incorporated elements of
blues, jazz, and even classical music, creating a
rich and multifaceted musical experience that
influenced subsequent generations of swing
musicians.

Q4: What is the significance of the phrase
“"Rhythm is our business"?

A4: The phrase "Rhythm is our business"
encapsulates the Harlem Express's
fundamental approach to music. It wasn't just a
catchy slogan; it highlighted their unwavering
commitment to rhythmic precision and musical
excellence, making rhythm the foundation of
their sonic identity.

Q5: What is the lasting legacy of Jimmie
Lunceford and the Harlem Express?

A5: The Harlem Express left an enduring
legacy in jazz music, influencing countless
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musicians and shaping the sound of big band
jazz. Their meticulous arrangements, virtuosic
soloists, and commitment to rhythmic
excellence continue to inspire and impress
audiences today. Their music also served as a
powerful statement during a racially charged
era.

Q6: Where can I find recordings of the
Harlem Express?

A6: Recordings of the Harlem Express are
readily available on various streaming
platforms like Spotify and Apple Music, as well
as through physical media. Many compilations
and albums focusing on their best-known
works exist.

Q7: Are there any modern musicians
influenced by the Harlem Express?

A7: Many modern musicians, particularly those
in the big band and swing genres, cite the
Harlem Express as a major influence. Their
sophisticated arrangements and rhythmic
precision continue to inspire contemporary
artists seeking to create a polished and
dynamic ensemble sound.

Q8: What makes studying the Harlem
Express relevant today?
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A8: Studying the Harlem Express is relevant
today because it offers insights into the
development of big band jazz, showcasing a
sophisticated approach to arrangement and
ensemble playing. Their musical innovations,
combined with their cultural significance,
provide valuable lessons in musical excellence,
social impact, and artistic legacy.

Rhythm Is Our Business: Jimmie Lunceford and
the Harlem Express - Jazz Perspectives

The dynamic story of Jimmie Lunceford and his
Harlem Express ensemble offers a captivating
perspective into the essence of swing-era jazz.
More than just a collection of talented
musicians, the Express was a masterclass in
rhythmic innovation, solidifying Lunceford's
legacy as a visionary who pushed the frontiers
of the genre. Their motto, “Rhythm is Our
Business,” wasn't mere promotion; it was a
statement of their unwavering focus to
rhythmic complexity and exactness. This
exploration will examine into the unique
rhythmic methods employed by the Harlem
Express, analyzing their influence on the
evolution of jazz and their enduring allure to
listeners today.

The Lunceford Sound: A Tapestry of Rhythmic
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Complexity

The Harlem Express’s rhythmic uniqueness
stemmed from a combination of factors.
Lunceford himself, a skilled clarinetist and
arranger, possessed a profound knowledge of
both traditional and innovative musical forms.
He understood the power of rhythmic range
and employed it expertly to create a sound that
was both sophisticated and approachable.

One key aspect of their rhythmic approach was
the use of intricate polyrhythms. While many
swing bands concentrated on a relatively
straightforward, four-on-the-floor beat, the
Harlem Express included numerous rhythmic
layers and contrasts, creating a sense of
rhythmic complexity that was both exciting and
engaging. This was achieved through the use
of syncopation, unexpected rhythmic shifts,
and the relationship between different
instrumental sections.

Furthermore, the role of the rhythm section
was vital to the Harlem Express's rhythmic
identity. The band's percussion section wasn’t
simply providing a foundation; they were active
players in the rhythmic dialogue, responding to
and interacting with the melody and harmony
in a energetic way. This interplay between the
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rhythm section and the other instrumentalists
created a impression of constant rhythmic
movement, keeping the music alive and
fascinating.

The Influence of Lunceford's Arrangements

Lunceford’s talent as an arranger played a
significant role in shaping the Harlem
Express's unique rhythmic personality. He
understood the potential of orchestration to
enhance and amplify rhythmic effects. His
arrangements were remarkable for their
intricacy, often featuring multiple melodic lines
that interwove with each other, creating a
rhythmic texture that was both dense and
surprisingly clear. His use of call-and-response
patterns, often between the saxophone section
and the brass, added another layer of rhythmic
engagement, further highlighting the band's
rhythmic ingenuity.

The Legacy of the Harlem Express

The influence of Jimmie Lunceford and the
Harlem Express on subsequent generations of
jazz musicians is indisputable. Their innovative
approach to rhythm helped to shape the sound
of swing, and their emphasis on rhythmic
complexity laid the groundwork for the further
development of jazz styles. The Harlem
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Express's legacy is one of rhythmic innovation,
musical virtuosity, and enduring appeal. Their
music continues to inspire and enthrall
listeners today, serving as a testament to the
power of rhythmic creativity and the lasting
influence of truly great music.

In closing, Jimmie Lunceford and the Harlem
Express stand as a beacon of rhythmic mastery
within the swing-era jazz landscape. Their
commitment to rhythmic complexity, coupled
with Lunceford's masterful arranging and the
band's outstanding musicianship, created a
truly unique and enduring musical inheritance.
The intricate polyrhythms, dynamic interplay
within the rhythm section, and the
sophisticated orchestration all contributed to a
sound that remains both groundbreaking and
appealing today. Their mantra, "Rhythm is Our
Business," remains a impactful reminder of the
central role of rhythm in great jazz.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What makes the Harlem Express’s
rhythm so unique?

A1l: Their uniqueness stems from the masterful
use of polyrhythms, sophisticated
arrangements creating rhythmic density, and
the active participation of the rhythm section
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in a dynamic rhythmic dialogue. They went
beyond the basic swing feel to explore complex
rhythmic interactions.

Q2: How did Lunceford's arrangements
contribute to the band's rhythmic identity?

A2: Lunceford's arrangements were
remarkable for their intricate weaving of
multiple melodic lines, creating a rich rhythmic
texture. His use of call-and-response further
enhanced the rhythmic complexity and
dynamism.

Q3: What is the lasting legacy of the
Harlem Express?

A3: Their legacy lies in their rhythmic
innovation that helped shape the swing era and
influenced subsequent generations of jazz
musicians. Their music continues to be
appreciated for its musical excellence and
enduring appeal.

Q4: How can modern musicians learn from
the Harlem Express’s rhythmic approach?

A4: Modern musicians can study their
recordings to learn techniques like
polyrhythmic layering, the use of call-and-
response patterns, and the dynamic interplay
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between sections. Understanding their
approach to rhythmic complexity can enrich
any musician's creative process.
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