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INTRODUCTION
J.J. Johnson was one of the greatest and most influential trombonists in the history of jazz. For much of his      
career Johnson was more active as a composer and arranger than as a performer. This play-along set features 
a great representation of his tunes that are fun to play and represent the best of bebop and post-bop.

Johnson was born in Indianapolis, Indiana in 1924. He attended Crispus Attucks High School, which produced 
many outstanding jazz musicians over the years, including Wes Montgomery, Slide Hampton, David Baker, and 
Freddie Hubbard. After playing for a few years with the big bands of Benny Carter, Count Basie, and others, 
Johnson began to work with the pioneers of modern jazz, including Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie. Possess-
ing a prodigious technique, in the 1940s J.J. became the first trombonist to successfully adapt the virtuosic de-
mands of bebop to the trombone. In doing so he became one of the most widely imitated of all jazz trombonists.

In 1954 J.J. joined fellow trombonist Kai Winding to form Jay and Kai, a quintet featuring two trombones. The two 
later collaborated on several recordings featuring multiple trombones with rhythm section. Johnson led several 
other fine combos in the ‘50s through the mid-60s. In the late 1960s Johnson became involved in writing music 
for television and films. He virtually retired from public performance during this period. However, his reputation 
and his recorded legacy were so great that he continued to win Downbeat’s readers poll and critics poll through 
the 1970s.

Beginning in the late 1970s, Johnson returned to performing. His later recordings feature a more lyrical approach 
and highlighted one of the most beautiful tones of any jazz trombonist. He eventually moved to his boyhood 
hometown and established Indianapolis as his base of operation. Johnson continued to perform actively and 
beautifully through most of the ‘80s and ‘90s. In the late 1990s Johnson was diagnosed with cancer. He passed 
away in 2001.

The rhythm section sets a groovy and infectious feel on the 32-bar Boneology. The up tempo bop tune, Coffee 
Pot is based on All God’s Chillun and was originally recorded on J.J.’s classic Blue Note sessions, The Eminent 
J.J. Johnson, which featured some of the great Clifford Brown’s finest playing. The loping Fat Back is a funky 
blues. Flat Black (not to be confused with Fat Back) is a brisk workout on a variation of What is This Thing Called 
Love changes which makes effective use of a pedal point and dominant 7+9 chords. In Walked Horace is a 
catchy variation on “Rhythm changes” which is dedicated to Horace Silver. The rarely heard Interlude features an 
interesting set of changes that has a nice balance between slower moving chords and ii- V7 changes. The minor 
key groove tune Kenya has a great 2-feel for the A sections and then cuts loose for walking on the bridge. The 
beautiful ballad, Lament is probably Johnson’s best known and most frequently played tune. It features a perfect 
combination of a gorgeous lyrical melody and interesting harmonies that encourage the soloist to find the pretty 
notes. Mohawk is a funky blues set in 3⁄4 time. May I Have Dis Dance is also in 3⁄4 but with an even 8th-note 
feel. Shutterbug is a bright swing tune that has an almost pointillistic melody that sets up fun blowing changes. 
Ten-85 is a modal workout that presents a different set of challenges. Turnpike is also originally from the Eminent 
J.J. Johnson date. It is another workout on “Rhythm changes”, this time at a brisk tempo. 

These are great tunes that deserve more visibility. The rhythm section on this play-along feels great and makes 
this a really fun set to work with. Enjoy!
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