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In time ,,

No one will remember our work

Our life will pass like the traces of a cloud
And be scattered like _ _, Ralph Ellison 1959
Mist that is chased by the .
Rays of the sun

For our time is the passing of a shadow =
And our lives will run like

Sparks through the stubble.

I place a delphinium, Blue, upon your grave

It has been a long time now, and not many remember how it
was in the old days, not really. Not even those who were there
to see and hear as it happened, who were pressed in the crowds
/ beneath the dim rosy lights of the bar in the smoke-veiled room,
and who shared, night after night, the mysterious spell created
by the talk, the laughter, grease paint, powder, perfume, sweat,
alcohol and food—all blended and simmering, like a stew on
the restaurant range, and brought to a sustained moment of elu-
sive meaning by the timbres and accents of musical instruments
locked in passionate recitative. It has been too long now, some
seventeen years. :

Above the bandstand there later appeared a mural depicting a
group of jazzmen holding a jam session in a narrow Harlem bed-
room. While an exhausted girl with shapely legs sleeps on her
stomach in a big brass bed, they bend to their music in a quiet
concatenation of unheard sound: a trumpeter, a guitarist, a clar-
inetist, a drummer, their only audience a small, cock-eared dog.
The clarinetist is white. The guitarist strums with an enigmatic
smile. The trumpet is muted. The barefooted drummer, beating
a folded newspaper with whisk-brooms in lieu of a drum, stirs
the eye’s ear like a blast of brasses in a midnight street. A bot-
, tle of port rests on a dresser, but like the girl it is ignored. The




artist, Charles Graham, adds mystery to, as well as illumination
within, the scene by having them play by the light of a kerosene
lamp. The painting, executed in a harsh documentary style rem-
iniscent of W.P.A. art, conveys a feeling of musical effort caught
in timeless and unrhetorical suspension, the sad remoteness of a
scene observed through a wall of crystal.

Except for the lamp, the room might well have been one in the
Hotel Cecil, the building on 118th Street in which Minton’s
Playhouse is located, and although painted in 1946, some time
after the revolutionary doings there had begun, the mural should
help recall the old days vividly. But the décor of the place has

been changed, and now it is covered most of the time by draper- -

ies. These require a tricky skill of those who would draw them
aside. And even then there will still only be the girl who must
sleep forever unhearing, and the men who must forever gesture
the same soundless tune. Besides, the time it celebrates is dead
and gone, and perhaps not even those who came when it was
still fresh and new remember those days as they were.

Neither would they remember Henry Minton, who gave the
place his name, nor those who shared in the noisy lostness of
New York: the rediscovered community of the feasts, evocative
of home, of the South, of good times, the best and most unself-
conscious of times, created by the generous portions of Negro
American cuisine—the hash, grits, fried chicken, the ham-sea-
soned vegetables, the hot biscuits and rolls and the free whis-
key—with which, each Monday night, Teddy Hill honored the
entire cast of current Apollo Theatre shows. They were gathered
here from all parts of America, and they broke bread together,
and there was a sense of good feeling and promise, but what
shape the fulfilled promise would take they did not know, and
few except the more restless of the younger musicians even
questioned. Yet it was an exceptional moment and the world was
swinging with change.
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Most of them, black and white alike, were hardly aware of
where they were or what time it was; nor did they wish to be.
They thought of Minton’s as a sanctuary, where in an atmos-
w.rma blended of nostalgia and a music-and-drink-lulled suspen-
sion of time they could retreat from the wartime tensions of the
town. The meaning of time-present was not their concern; thus
when they try to tell it now the meaning escapes them. For they
were caught up in events which made that time exceptionally
and uniquely then, and which brought, among the other chang-
es which have re-shaped the world, a momentous modulation
into a new key of musical sensibility—in brief, a revolution in
culture.

So how can they remember? Even in swiftly changing America
Ema.m are few such moments, and at best Americans give but a
limited attention to history. Too much happens too rapidly, and
before we can evaluate it, or exhaust its meaning or pleasure,
there is something new to concern us.

Ours is the tempo of the motion picture, not that of the still cam-
era, .msa we waste experience as we wasted the forest. During
Em time it was happening the sociologists were concerned with
riots, unemployment, and industrial tensions, the historians with
the onsweep of the war, and the critics and most serious students
of culture found this area of our national life of little interest. So
it was left to those who came to Minton’s out of the needs of
feeling, and when the moment was past no one retained more
than a fragment of its happening. Afterward the very effort to
put the fragments together transformed them, so that in place of
true memory they now summon to mind pieces of legend. They
.88: the stories as they have been told and written, glamorized,
inflated, made neat and smooth, with all incomprehensible de-
tails vanished along with most of the wonder—not how it was
as they themselves knew it.



