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MEDIA REVIEW ESSAY

anthony ballas

Jazz, Film Noir,  
and the Geography of Music
Revisiting Duke Ellington’s Score for Otto Preminger’s  
Anatomy of a Murder (1959)

Jazz and film noir share a complicated history; their relationship is, at best, 
one-sided. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, the two regularly met on con-
tentious aesthetic grounds, as their confluence was more dialectic than 
dialogic, more collision than collaboration—a dueling duet. As musical 
accompaniment to noir, jazz was relegated to a kind of cinematic bottom 
billing—an economic reality as ubiquitous to its history as the trumpet, 
piano, and 2-5-1 chord progression. By reducing jazz to so-called “mood 
music,” noir reaped aesthetic dividends on the collective work of predom-
inantly Black musicians who provided the genre’s tonal struts. To borrow 
the title of Krin Gabbard’s classic book, Jammin’ at the Margins: Jazz and the 
American Cinema (1996), the alienated players huddled at the cramped edg-
es of the frame with their instruments in hand.1 With little variation, jazz 
was pressed into the service of the genre. Through syncopated rhythms and 
dissonant harmonies, jazz cued suspense, mapped the socially and political-
ly fraught dimensions of noir’s conflicts, and heightened the genre’s char-
acteristic anxiety and melancholy. In other words, jazz cast noir’s aesthetic 
terrain in sound by accompanying the genre’s common settings: smoke-
filled clubs, dank and dingy barrooms, and gritty, typically urban locales 
populated with criminals, rogue detectives, and the ever-present femme 
fatale.

Film noir’s narratives played out the paranoid fantasies of postwar 
America by charting antagonisms both foreign and domestic: the threat 



204  Middle West Review • Vol. 10 No. 1

of external invasion, the unraveling of national identity, masculinity in 
crisis, the looming prospect of nuclear war, hysteria over communism, 
and mounting racial tensions across the country, particularly in cities. 
It is not coincidental that the era of film noir was also the era of “white 
flight,” which saw the mass migration of Euro-Americans from America’s 
urban centers to the perceived safety and comfort of the monochromatic 
suburbs. Hence, film noir might be thought of as the cinematic chronicle of 
the United States’s vertiginous, ideological spiral at midcentury—a stylistic 
condensation of the uniquely American confluence of Red Scare and Black 
Scare politics.

Jazz music was instrumental to these genre elements. The music encoded 
film noir with a sense of danger and licentiousness by sonically constructing 
a seedy underworld of violence and sexual intrigue, partly though racial 
stereotypes tethered to jazz. That noir exploited the music for its racial 
connotations is undeniable. Recent scholarship, however, has sought to 
reexamine the relationship between jazz and cinema, particularly noir. For 
instance, Nicolas Pillai’s Jazz as Visual Language: Film, Television and the 
Dissonant Image (2017) and Jans B. Wager’s Jazz and Cocktails: Rethinking 
Race and the Sound of Film Noir (2017) revisit jazz’s role in cinema and 
challenge the rote instrumentalization of the audio by the visual.2 Of all 
the names recounted in these and other works on the subject, one of the 
twentieth century’s foremost composers regularly appears: Duke Ellington.

Saxophonist Steve Lacy once characterized Ellington as a “total arts man” 
whose aesthetic practice “involved the visual—he was a painter himself—
and poetry and dance and music and theater and everything.” One needs 
only to pluck a small sampling from Ellington’s decades-long career to 
verify Lacy’s statement. There is Ellington’s Shakespeare suite Such Sweet 
Thunder (1957), his televised, multi-genre special on the history of jazz, 
A Drum is a Woman (1957), and, of course, the short film Black and Tan 
Fantasy (1927)—the latter of which was released not only the same year as 
the grotesque, racist spectacle The Jazz Singer, but also the year that marked 
the advent of sound cinema itself. As the 1950s crept to a close, Ellington 
and his lifelong collaborator Billy Strayhorn would famously compose the 
music for Otto Preminger’s late noir, Anatomy of a Murder (1959). Ellington 
was the first Black musician to score a feature-length Hollywood film, and 
he would even go on to win a Grammy award for best soundtrack (the first 
award of its kind ever granted).

Anatomy of a Murder was a major event in the twin histories of both 
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jazz and cinema—and film noir itself—with Ellington’s name front and 
center. Jans B. Wager writes, “Noir inconspicuously infuses Anatomy.”3 
This statement reflects how Preminger’s 1959 film has a complicated and, 
for some, posthumous relationship with noir. For instance, Paul Schrader 
regarded Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil (1958) as “film noir’s epitaph.”4 It 
is perhaps not coincidental that jazz had also suffered its own symbolic 
“death” around the same time, at least according to the narrator of 
Edward Bland’s short film, The Cry of Jazz (1959). If noir and jazz both laid 
dead at the end of the decade, then Anatomy of a Murder was a kind of 
simultaneous resurrection of the two under Preminger’s and Ellington’s 
masterful supervision. What is often overlooked are the myriad ways that 
Ellington’s music contributes to the film’s now-iconic, ironic take on film 
noir. As Stanley Crouch put it, Ellington’s score “stretched the language of 
jazz.”5 This premise can be extended further: with his soundtrack, Ellington 
stretched the language of noir itself by dissecting the genre’s “dead” body 
and exposing its anatomy. Subtly carnivalesque, Ellington’s score inverts 
the usual lopsided relationship between noir and jazz. The score functions 
as a material force that organizes the film temporally, spatially, and 
geographically while pressing noir, to borrow one of the Duke’s favorite 
phrases, “beyond category.”6

Preminger’s film opens with Saul Bass’s famous title sequence and 
Ellington’s commanding theme. A fragmented silhouette of a man’s body—a 
leg, an arm, head, and torso that are reminiscent of a chalk outline—
spontaneously assembles on a grayscale backdrop; superimposed over the 
shadowy figure in repose, the film’s title appears in white lettering. While 
the color contrast signals the film’s adjacency to noir, it is not the only 
indication. Before the body is constructed, a wailing, bluesy horn tonally 
indexes noir’s characteristic melancholy. The horn cues the rest of the band, 
which limps along in a similarly fragmented manner: Ellington orchestrates 
a sonic substrate of muted trumpets, syncopated snares, and high-hats over 
which Bass’s minimalist visuals hover.

As Ellington’s theme transitions from a somewhat staccato melody 
into smoother, warmer tones, prompted by the horn section, Bass’s body 
assembles and disassembles randomly from both sides of the frame, 
sometimes in close-up, other times in the distance. This music builds 
suspense through a crescendo of sharp brass stabs, which adds a new layer 
of intrigue. The horn stabs function like onomatopoeia punctuating the 
separation of limbs from the body on screen; each blow conjures up the 
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famous image of Ellington’s own silhouette, rising from a piano bench to 
the orchestra with his distinctive, abrupt waves. It is as though Ellington 
is syncopating Bass’s visuals into a 4/4 time signature. While the music 
swells, two arms appear horizontally onscreen from a bird’s eye view with 
the fingers pointing to the left of the frame. Hands at the ready, these fingers 
are splayed out like a piano player seated at his instrument. It is difficult 
not to think of these hands as Ellington’s own, conducting the band and 
the visuals in concert as though the images were players in his ensemble. 
Interpreting these hands as the Duke’s is more than warranted. Ellington’s 
hands bring the dead forms to life onscreen and centralize his role in 
Anatomy of a Murder; Ellington and his band are jammin’ at the center, 
refusing to remain at the margins of the frame.7 By breathing life into Bass’s 
flat, empty silhouette, Ellington assumes the role of mad scientist—a jazz 
Dr. Frankenstein who reanimates noir’s symbolic corpse.

One well-known feature of Anatomy of a Murder is its unconventional 
setting in Ishpeming, on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula near the Canadian 
border. This unusual geography marks a radical departure from film noir’s 
conventional dense, urban sprawl, which is also commonly associated with 
jazz music. Although Anatomy of a Murder was not the first noir (or noirish) 
film set in the Midwest, the film uniquely handles the regional setting 
through the music. By suturing together the various settings and locations, 
Ellington’s soundtrack provides a tonal bridge for the film’s unfolding 
parallel actions while also “infusing,” as Wager puts it, “Ishpeming and its 
environs with an urban sophistication and cosmopolitanism that would 
otherwise elude the geography.”8 Hence, Ellington’s theme introduces noir 
to the unfamiliar terrain of the film’s atypical rural Midwestern setting.

As the title credits come to a close, the music bleeds into the opening 
scene. While Ellington’s theme overshoots the title sequence, so too does 
the film’s protagonist, Paul Biegler (Jimmy Stewart), cross a border. Paul 
is returning from a fishing trip in the country to Iron City, Michigan. 
Traversing a rural/urban divide is atypical for noir. Music enters the scene 
organically, as though emanating from Paul’s car radio. The camera cuts 
to Biegler’s law partner, Parnell McCarthy9 (Arthur O’Connell), seated at 
a bar and making small talk with the bartender. In the tavern, the music’s 
volume is lowered as though it were playing on a jukebox offscreen. By 
being adapted to the tavern’s interior, the music again is stitched organically 
to the scene. As Biegler finally returns home (which doubles as a law office), 
Ellington’s theme accompanies him as he stores fishing gear and cleans some 
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fish in the kitchen sink. In this opening scene, Ellington’s music links the 
rural and the urban, the commercial and the recreational, the professional 
and the domestic. Rather than drifting over the images as their immaterial 
supplement, the sound maps the geographical and architectural boundaries 
of the mise-en-scène. Ellington’s score functions as an establishing effect in 
its own right by setting the film’s pace and tone.

In his office, Biegler plays the piano, which doubles as a shelf for his jazz 
record collection. Here, a phone call from Laura Manion (Lee Remick) 
introduces the film’s plot: after Laura was violently raped and battered 
by Barney Quill, Laura’s husband Manny (Ben Gazzara) murders Quill 
at Thunder Bay, a jazz club central to the narrative. Biegler learns that 
Manny has openly admitted to the murder, and, urged on by McCarthy, 
Biegler agrees to represent Manny in court. In the interior of Thunder Bay, 
Laura wears sunglasses and a trenchcoat—familiar clues characterizing 
her as a femme fatale—and speaks on a payphone with Biegler while a jazz 
band plays. As in classical noir, jazz appears atmospheric in this scene. 
The music codes the club as dangerous by putting Laura in physical and 
therefore ideological proximity to the Black musicians laboring offscreen. 
However, the music’s function to characterize Laura as a licentious femme 
fatale does not fully translate for Biegler, who has trouble hearing because 
of a “bad connection.” The jazz exceeds its usual atmospheric function and 
instead bars Biegler from connecting with Laura, which grates against the 
conventions of the genre. “Flirtibird,” Ellington’s lilting leitmotif for Laura, 
plays a similar role in a subsequent scene. The music pokes fun at Laura’s 
failed sexual advances at Biegler, who humorously deflects her attempts 
to seduce him. There is an irony in the way Ellington’s flirtatious, almost 
whimsical tune provides a meta-commentary on this familiar noir trope. In 
this moment, the conventional sexual coupling of the protagonist and the 
femme fatale fails to land, which is a variation on Biegler and Laura’s earlier 
“bad connection.”

Later, in what might be considered the film’s musical centerpiece, 
Ellington makes a cameo as Pie Eye, the bandleader of a jazz ensemble at 
Thunder Bay. The scene opens on the stylized name “Pie-Eye” painted on 
a bass drum over a cartoon eye, and the camera slowly pans up to reveal 
the drummer, bassist, trumpeter, and sax player. The camera then focuses 
on Pie Eye’s hands (an allusion, perhaps, to the Duke’s hands from the 
opening credits). The camera slowly ascends up to reveal Ellington and 
Biegler sitting together on the piano bench. Preminger makes a point to 
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centralize Ellington’s presence as a self-reflexive spectacle; at one point the 
camera even lingers on Ellington’s Cheshire-like smile for a beat longer than 
expected, interrupting the pace of the scene.

Inside Thunder Bay, Laura dances to Pie Eye’s music amid a densely-
packed group. After spotting Biegler, she stumbles over and drunkenly spits 
out a few lines, prompting a concerned Biegler to rise from the bench and 
thank Pie Eye for “letting [him] sit in.” Pie Eye responds, “Hey, you’re not 
splittin’ the scene man?” Pie Eye clarifies his question: “I mean you’re not 
cuttin’ out?” to which Biegler responds, “No, I’ll be back” before departing 
offscreen. But Biegler does not return. Instead, he grabs Laura and pauses 
to lecture her in front of Thunder Bay. Biegler tells Laura to “stay away from 
men and juke joints and booze and pinball machines . . .”—in other words, 
to stay away from jazz and its morally-coded and racially-inflected hazards. 
As he delivers these lines, the band is visible through a window and the 
music still audible though muffled. With the jazzmen in the background 
and Biegler and Laura in the foreground, “splittin’ the scene” becomes more 
than a bit of jazz jargon and instead transforms to a cinematic principle: 
splitting functions at the level of composition, syncopating Biegler’s words 
with the music while visually registering the dissonance between them. Pie 
Eye’s phrase becomes a structuring principle of the image, as the scene is 
split from within and bifurcated into two incommensurable worlds.

Through his “freed orchestral form,” as Amiri Baraka once dubbed it, 
Ellington superimposes a cartographic imagination over the film’s rural, 
Midwestern setting, thereby mapping noir’s geospatial coordinates anew.10 
In Ellington’s own words, “Doing the score for a picture really calls for being 
along with the action and absorbing all of the atmosphere of everything 
that’s taking place in the picture.” To this “atmosphere of everything,” and 
to Lacy’s assessment of Duke’s aesthetic practice more generally, we can 
also append the spatial and the geographic to Ellington’s Gesamtkunstwerk. 
Ellington’s dynamic role in shaping Anatomy of a Murder opens up a novel 
spatial dimension in noir—what Anthony Reed calls a “fugitive voice” 
that produces “alternative maps and geographies implied and traced by 
the circulation of black sound.”11 By freeing noir from its spatial and tonal 
conventions, Ellington stretches the genre’s socio-political and geographical 
limits. In Anatomy of a Murder, the Duke reigns over the Midwestern 
landscape of the Upper Peninsula like a Hobbesian frontispiece: a musical 
leviathan armed with a baton in one hand and his score in the other. He 
reorients and remaps the genre’s itinerary through space and time—
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arpeggiating the Michigan archipelago with his polytonal progressions. 
Ultimately, Ellington wrests noir from its melodic moorings by meting out 
doses of irony through syncopated intervals, taking the genre beyond its 
normative thematic and geographic categories.

Anthony Ballas
University of Colorado at Denver

Denver, Colorado
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