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Irascible, demanding, bullying and probably a genius, Charles Mingus cut himself a uniquely 
iconoclastic path through jazz in the middle of the 20th century, creating a legacy that 
became universally lauded after his death. As a bassist, he knew few peers, blessed with a 
powerful tone and pulsating sense of rhythm, capable of elevating the instrument into the 
front line of a band. He was the greatest bass-playing leader/composer jazz has ever known, 
one who always kept his ears and fingers on the pulse, spirit, spontaneity and ferocious 
expressive power of jazz. 

Intensely ambitious, Mingus’ music took elements from everything he had experienced — 
from gospel and blues through New Orleans jazz, swing, bop, Latin music, modern classical 
music, even the jazz avant-garde. Mingus grew up in Los Angeles, where the first music he 
heard was that of the church — the only music his stepmother allowed around the house. 
One day, however he tuned in Duke Ellington’s “East St. Louis Toodle-Oo”, his first exposure 
to jazz. He tried to learn the trombone at six and then the cello, but ended up on the double 
bass by the time he reached high school. His touchstone was Duke Ellington, but Mingus 
took the sonic blend and harmonies of Ellington much further, throwing in abrasive disso¬ 
nances and abrupt changes in meter and tempo. He was also a formidable pianist, fully 
capable of taking that role in a group — which he did in his 1 961-62 bands, hiring another 
bassist to fill in for him. 

As a bass prodigy, Mingus performed with Kid Ory in Barney Bigard’s group in 1942 and 
went on the road with Louis Armstrong the following year. He would gravitate toward R&B in 
the ‘40’s, working with the Lional Hampton band, backing R&B and Jazz performers. He 
began to attract real national attention as a bassist for Red Norvo’s trio with Tal Farlow in 
1 950-51. Shortly after leaving that group, he moved to New York and began working with 
several stellar jazz performers, including Stan Getz, Billy Taylor and Art Tatum. He was the 
bassist in the famous 1953 Massey Hall concert in Toronto with Charlie Parker, Dizzy 
Gillespie, Bud Powell and Max Roach. He even briefly joined his idol Duke Ellington. 

In 1952 Mingus founded Debut Records in partnership with his then-wife Celia. Among 
Debut’s notable releases were the Massy Hall concert, an album by Miles Davis and several 
Mingus sessions, (n 1955 he founded his own Jazz Workshop repertory group that found him 
moving away from strict notation toward his looser, dictated manner of composing. 

By 1956, with the release of Pithecanthropus Erectus (Atlantic), Mingus had clearly found 
himself as a composer and leader creating ever-shifting compendiums of jazz’s past and 
present, feeling his way into the free jazz of the future. For the next decade he would pour 

forth an extraordinary body of work for several labels, including key albums like The Clown, 
New Tijuana Moods, Mingus Ah Um, Blues and Roots and Oh Yeah; standards like “Goodbye 
Pork Pie Hat,” “Better Git It In Your Soul,” “Haitian Fight Song” and Wednesday Night Prayer 
Meeting”; and extended works like Meditations On Integration and Epitaph. Through ensem¬ 
bles ranging in size from a quartet to an 1 1-piece big band Mingus’ commanding bass and 
volatile personality would push his musicians further than some of them might have liked to 
go. The groups with the great Dolphy in the early ‘60s might have been his most dynamic, 
and The Black Saint And The Sinner Lady (1963), an extended ballet for big band that cap¬ 
tures the anguished/joyful split Mingus personality in full, passionately wild cry — may be 
his masterpiece. 

In the fall of 1977, Mingus was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (Lou Gehrig’s 
disease), and by the following year he was unable to play the bass. Though confined to a 
wheelchair, he carried on, leading recording sessions and receiving honors at a White House 
concert on June 1 8, 1 978. His last project was a collaboration, Mingus, with folk-rock singer 
Joni Mitchell, who wrote lyrics to Mingus’ music and included samples of Mingus’ voice on 
the record. 

Since his death, Mingus’ importance and fame have increased remarkably, thanks in large 
part to the determined efforts of Sue Mingus, his widow. A repertory group, Mingus Dynasty, 
was formed almost immediately after his death, and that concept was expanded in 1991 
into the exciting Mingus Big Band, which has resurrected many of Mingus’ most challenging 
scores. 

The Mingus blend of wildly colorful musical risks solidly rooted in jazz history should serve 
his legacy well in a future increasingly populated by young conservatives who want to pay 
their respects to tradition and try something different. 
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