
The University of Southern Mississippi The University of Southern Mississippi 

The Aquila Digital Community The Aquila Digital Community 

Dissertations 

Fall 12-2010 

An Analysis of the Career and Solo Style of Jazz Trombonist Carl An Analysis of the Career and Solo Style of Jazz Trombonist Carl 

Fontana Fontana 

John Wesley Parker 
University of Southern Mississippi 

Follow this and additional works at: https://aquila.usm.edu/dissertations 

 Part of the Musicology Commons, and the Music Performance Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Parker, John Wesley, "An Analysis of the Career and Solo Style of Jazz Trombonist Carl Fontana" (2010). 
Dissertations. 727. 
https://aquila.usm.edu/dissertations/727 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by The Aquila Digital Community. It has been accepted 
for inclusion in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of The Aquila Digital Community. For more 
information, please contact Joshua.Cromwell@usm.edu. 







1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 Throughout the history of jazz, the trombonist has often taken a supportive role to 

performers on more popular instruments.  While the trombone can produce virtuosic 

solos in the right hands, it is more often admired for its versatility as a section instrument.  

This is an opinion that has been noted at various levels of research concerning the 

trombone.  David Lambert states this belief most efficiently in his doctoral dissertation, 

“A Comparison of Three Divergent Trombone Styles from 1953: Jack Teagarden, J.J. 

Johnson, and Frank Rosolino.”  Lambert concludes that “The position of the slide 

trombone within the hundred-year history of jazz has been sadly neglected by many jazz 

critics and historians.”
1
  While this may be true, research and analysis will show that the 

lack of attention jazz trombonists have received does not directly relate to the level of 

virtuosity and musicianship that can be attained on this historically-neglected instrument. 

 Carl Fontana is considered by many to have been one of the best jazz trombonists.  

While his legendary ability as a soloist was helpful in positioning the trombone on the 

same technical level as the saxophone or trumpet, he was surprisingly under-recorded and 

rather humble.  Few of his predecessors were capable of equaling his skill, and many of 

his contemporaries and successors were impacted by his extraordinary style and 

command of the instrument.  Jazz trombonist and educator Ian McDougal said in an 

                                                           
1
 David Duane Lambert, “A Comparison of Three Divergent Trombone Styles from 

1953: Jack Teagarden, J.J. Johnson, and Frank Rosolino.” D.M.A. diss., University of Miami, 

2005. 
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October 2009 interview that, “In terms of playing jazz trombone, [Carl Fontana] has had 

more influence, on more players playing jazz music, than anybody.”
2
   

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this document is to provide brief and accurate biographical 

information on Carl Fontana’s professional career; to analyze the important aspects of his 

solo style through selected transcriptions; to trace significant lines of influence from 

Fontana to contemporary trombonists who often utilize elements of Fontana’s style; and 

to compile an up-to-date, chronological discography of Fontana’s recordings. 

 While the biographical content in this document is important, the main focus of 

this research lies in the analysis of selected solos.  Through analyzing and transcribing 

several improvisations by Carl Fontana, much was discovered about his approach to 

improvising that can be learned and applied by modern jazz trombonists.  An 

examination of these improvisations in terms of melody, harmony, rhythm, phrasing, 

style, articulation and range revealed many of the methods Fontana used to craft his 

solos, as well as provided answers to questions regarding other performance-related 

issues.  These analyses will most importantly serve as documentation of a successful 

trombonist who has often been overlooked throughout his career.  In addition to the 

analyses of the solos, several contemporary trombonists were interviewed to determine 

which aspects of their style were influenced by Fontana.  Trombonists Bob McChesney, 

Andy Martin, Ian McDougal, Jiggs Whigham, and Harry Watters, as well as others, were 

interviewed to determine if, and to what degree, their playing was affected by Fontana.   

 

                                                           
2
 Ian McDougal, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh, NC, 10 October 

2009.  
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Need for Study 

 There is certainly a need for a thorough study of Carl Fontana and his playing.  

While articles, transcriptions and discographies already exist, little has been written about 

Fontana’s life.  The brief introduction to his life presented here serves as a beginning to 

an important biography that should be written, one worthy of this great figure in jazz 

trombone history.  This information is intended to provide historians, educators, and 

performers an increased appreciation for Fontana, as well as his instrument.  In addition, 

it will foster a greater understanding and regard for the trombone's importance and 

capabilities as a jazz instrument. 

Review of Literature 

 The resources utilized in this study included: sound recordings (CDs and MP3s), 

liner notes, existing transcriptions of improvisations found in books and articles, 

periodicals, encyclopedias, doctoral dissertations which focus on this specific type of 

research, and interviews with Ken Hanlon, a leading authority on Carl Fontana, as well as 

others who have a significant knowledge of his career.  While most of the sources cited in 

this dissertation deal specifically with Fontana, much of the material is related to this 

topic in categorical content only.  Fontana has not received the high level of attention 

given to other major jazz figures; as a result, hard copy, non-periodical resources, which 

deal specifically with his career, are hard to find. 

 The most significant resources used for this study are the sound recordings chosen 

for analysis.  An important factor to consider in the selection of the source material for 

the transcriptions is the difference between live performances and studio recordings.  

While a studio recording represents a player’s style and ability under the most perfect of 
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conditions, a live recording can more fully portray a musician’s spontaneity.  For this 

reason, Fontana’s solos will be chosen from multiple sources.  One solo will be chosen 

from a studio recording, one will represent a live performance situation, and a third will 

represent his solo playing in a big band setting.   

 The first example will come from his well-known solo on “Intermission Riff,” 

found on Stan Kenton’s 1956 Kenton in Hi-Fi album.  The second solo, in “Just Friends,” 

comes from the live Trombone Heaven recording he made with Frank Rosolino in 1978.  

This noteworthy album is a great representation of the musical interaction between 

Fontana and another well-known jazz trombonist.  Finally, the third example was 

recorded relatively late in his career, and appears on the 1985 album, The Great Fontana.  

His studio solo on “It Might As Well Be Spring” is an excellent representation of his 

most carefully-considered style and his remarkable ability to doodle-tongue.  In short, 

recordings made in these contrasting environments illustrate differences between his 

studio recordings, his live performances in a small group setting, and his solo 

performances in a big band.  

 The value of the dissertations consulted for this project lies in their method of study 

and categorical applications.  Familiarity with the transcriptions completed by other 

scholars allows a more efficient and thorough understanding of solo transcription 

practices and varying approaches in writing about this topic.  While some dissertations 

deal with the transcriptions and biographies of one trombonist, others document 

pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning jazz trombone.  These documents served 

as a reference for methods of researching and documenting pedagogical practices.  

Several dissertations are closely related to this study; these document the styles and 
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contributions of various jazz trombonists through solo analysis and transcription, 

biography, as well as comparison to other trombonists.  Duane Lambert’s doctoral 

dissertation, “A Comparison of Three Divergent Jazz Trombone Styles from 1953: Jack 

Teagarden, J.J. Johnson, and Frank Rosolino,” is an important study and comparison of 

three distinct well-known jazz trombonists.  The methods used by Lambert in this 

document were helpful in identifying proven and effective means for comparing and 

contrasting the progression of Fontana’s style in the three selected improvisations.    

 In an effort to better understand the process and method of transcribing solos, 

various existing books of transcriptions were referenced.  Some of these resources 

include transcriptions of musicians not completely related to this study; these are used as 

a model to increase the accuracy and effectiveness of the new transcriptions that are a 

part of this document.  Bill Watrous, a trombonist who claims Fontana had a high degree 

of influence on his playing, authored a book of transcriptions called, The Music of Bill 

Watrous.  In this book, Watrous’s transcriptions of several of his more virtuosic 

improvisations proved to be a valuable resource in transcribing difficult solos.  In 

addition to this book, another book by Watrous, Trombonisms, was included as a 

reference for some of the methods used to execute these complex solos.  This 

pedagogical book is intended for use as a tool to learn several of the techniques needed to 

become a proficient jazz trombonist and improviser.  Another important resource that 

trombonists often use is the book, Doodle Studies and Etudes, by jazz trombonist Bob 

McChesney.  This book was endorsed by Fontana as “Precisely the exercises I would 

have a student do.”  Since Fontana was known as one of the pioneers of the doodle-

tonguing technique, this book proved to be most helpful.  At this time, there are no 
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known books that deal specifically with Carl Fontana transcriptions; however, some 

periodical sources exist that contain brief transcriptions.  As a supplement to the above 

texts, the software program The Amazing Slow Downer was used in executing the 

transcriptions.  This program performs a variety of functions that made the process of 

transcribing the solos less difficult and more accurate.  

The bulk of the biographical material for this study came from several articles 

appearing in periodicals such as, Down Beat Magazine, the ITA Journal, Jazz Times, 

Cadence Magazine, and The Instrumentalist.  These periodical sources provided some of 

the most significant documentation of Fontana’s career.  The most important source for 

biographical material was Ken Hanlon, a leading authority on and close friend of Carl 

Fontana.  Hanlon knows much about Fontana’s life, and has a large collection of 

unreleased recordings.  Interviews with Mr. Hanlon, as well as others who knew Fontana, 

were very valuable in completing an accurate, clear, and concise biography of Carl 

Fontana.        
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CHAPTER II 

BIOGRAPHY 

 Charles Carl Fontana was born into a musical family on July 18, 1928 in Monroe, 

Louisiana.  His father, Collie Fontana, was a tenor saxophonist and violinist who led his 

own traveling big band in Monroe that often toured the northeastern parts of Louisiana, 

with occasional visits to Arkansas and Mississippi.
3
  Carl and one of his younger 

brothers, George, a trumpet player who eventually became a dentist, would often play in 

their father‟s band.
4
  Surprisingly, Carl‟s father was convinced that George would be the 

one pursuing a career in music, since Carl was more inclined to spend time playing 

sports, instead of devoting time to practicing the trombone.
5
  After graduating from 

Neville High School in Monroe in 1945, Fontana spent two years at Northeast Louisiana 

Junior College, which is now the University of Louisiana at Monroe.  In 1950, after 

transferring to Louisiana State University, he earned a Bachelor of Music Education 

degree.  Fontana remained at LSU to pursue a graduate degree in music while working in 

a band led by trumpeter Lee Fortier.  Fortier, who toured with Woody Herman‟s Third 

Herd for six months before deciding to leave the road to take care of his family, became a 

well-known jazz educator in Louisiana.
6
  Fontana referred him to as one of the greatest 

teachers he had ever known, and he was responsible for helping him get his first big 

                                                           
3
 Ken Hanlon, “Carl Fontana: The Trombonist‟s Trombonist,” Journal of the 

International Trombone Association 26 (summer 1998): 33.  

4
 Tom Everett, “Carl Fontana: Master of Bebop,” Journal of the International Trombone 

Association 21, no. 2 (1993): 14.   

5
 Ken Hanlon, “Carl Fontana: The Trombonist‟s Trombonist,” 33. 

6
 Lee Fortier [article on-line]; Louisiana Association for Jazz Education. (accessed 2 June 

2010); available from http://lajelouisiana.org/LeeFortier.html; Internet.   
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break with Woody Herman‟s Third Herd.
7
  Herman‟s lead trombonist, Urbie Green, was 

taking a month off to be with his pregnant wife, and Fontana was brought in as a 

substitute for that month while the band was playing the Blue Room at the Roosevelt 

Hotel in New Orleans in 1951.  When the band was ready to leave to get back on the 

road, Fontana was hired permanently and trombonist Fred Lewis was let go.
8
  This was at 

a time when Herman was trying to return the band to the high level of popularity that it 

enjoyed in the 1940s, and he was trying out different musicians to find the best possible 

combination of players.  In the 1950s, the touring life was much more difficult than it is 

in modern times.  Musicians were typically expected to drive themselves, usually in small 

groups, from one performance to the next.  In Bob Rusch‟s 1990 interview, Fontana 

recalls, “It was a lot tougher travelling in the old days.”
9
  As an example of the often 

extreme travel requirements, Fontana‟s first date on the road with Herman was in 

Portsmouth, Ohio, one night after a gig in New Orleans, a 900 mile drive.     

In the summer of 1953, tired of the travelling lifestyle with the Woody Herman 

Band, Fontana returned home to Louisiana and began playing with a band led by 

saxophonist Al Belletto.  Belletto was Fontana‟s roommate at LSU and had a fairly 

successful sextet that often featured some up-and-coming musicians.
10

  Fontana used his 

time with Belletto, as well as with various other groups in the area, to “recuperate” from 

                                                           
7
 Bob Rusch, “Carl Fontana Interview,” Cadence 16 (July 1990): 18, 25. 

8
 Ibid., 18, 25. 

9
 Ibid., 19. 

10
 Everett, “Carl Fontana: Master of Bebop,” 14. 
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being on the road for so long with Herman.
11

  His recuperation lasted until the summer of 

1954, when he sat in with the Lionel Hampton band in Baton Rouge.  After Fontana sat 

in with the band, Hampton offered him a job to complete the last several months of his 

tour.
12

  Fontana accepted the offer, and returned to the rigorous grind of the touring life.  

After Hampton, his next notable engagement would be a tour in 1954 with saxophonist 

Hal McIntyre‟s dance band, where he met his longtime friend and eventual side man on 

his only solo album, saxophonist Al Cohn.
13

 

Though Fontana was still in the early stages of his career, and had only been 

recorded a few times, his reputation as an outstanding trombonist among musicians and 

band leaders was beginning to grow.  In 1953, after only a few recorded solos with the 

Herman band, Fontana was co-named “New Trombone Star” by the Metronome 

Yearbook.
14

  After a couple of years with McIntyre‟s band, his heightened visibility 

grabbed the attention of well-known bandleader Stan Kenton.  In 1955, after he was hired 

by Kenton, he made his first recording with them on the Contemporary Concepts album 

in July of the same year.
15

  Tom Everett stated in his 1993 article that, “Carl received 

some of his best exposure (with Kenton).  Fontana was fortunate to have been with one of 

Kenton‟s best swinging bands with unpretentious arrangements by Bill Holman.”
16

  In 

                                                           
11

 Rusch, 19. 

12
 Ibid., 19 

13
 Everett, “Carl Fontana: Master of Bebop,” 15. 

14
 Ibid., 14. 

15
 Rusch, 23. 

16
 Everett, “Carl Fontana: Master of Bebop,” 16. 
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addition to the Contemporary Concepts album in July of 1955, he recorded two other 

albums with the band, Kenton in Hi Fi (which contains his classic solo on Intermission 

Riff, transcribed and analyzed in this study), and Cuban Fire.
17

  After touring with the 

Kenton band for about a year starting in mid-1955, Fontana had again had enough of the 

road, and began playing in New York with the Kai Winding septet in August of 1956.
18

  

According to Ken Hanlon, Fontana never really stayed on tour with any one group for 

more than a year or two, stating that he was really a “home body.”
19

   

After leaving the Kenton band, Fontana recorded two albums with trombonist Kai 

Winding‟s septet, which included Wayne Andre on tenor trombone and Dick Leib on 

bass trombone.
20

  In 1966, he would rejoin Winding to record the album More Brass, an 

idea that Winding had after hearing Fontana play with Woody Herman in New York.
21

  

More Brass added trombonists Urbie Green, John Messner, Bill Watrous, and Tony 

Studd (bass trombone) to the original Winding septet.
22

  Ironically, the regularity of work 

for Winding‟s septet in 1956 left Fontana with little or no time to do much else, leading 

him to leave the group to rejoin Al Belletto‟s sextet in 1957.  Touring with Belletto 

                                                           
17

 Rusch, 23. 

18
 Ibid., 23. 

19
 Ken Hanlon, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 5 November 

2008. 

20
 Everett, “Carl Fontana: Master of Bebop,” 15. 

21
 Tom Everett, “Carl Fontana on Record and Compact Disc: Part II,” Journal of the 

International Trombone Association 21 no. 3 (1993): 28. 

22
 Ibid., 28. 
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would be his last road gig before he decided to settle down in Las Vegas for the 

remainder of his career.  Fontana recalls in a 1990 interview with Bob Rusch:   

While I was with Al Belletto‟s band I came here [Las Vegas] and played 

the Stardust Hotel.  It was around 1958, somewhere around in there.  And 

we did the Stardust Hotel opposite The Dukes of Dixieland and I figured it 

was time to get off the road, so that‟s why I moved here, and I‟ve been 

here ever since.
23

 

 

In 1958, Las Vegas was the location where almost all road musicians landed, mainly 

because they knew they could get plenty of work in the area, and not have to travel by 

bus anymore.  Also, it was fairly easy to use Las Vegas as a hub to fly out to different 

locations for shorter, more selective engagements.  Hanlon describes how tenor 

saxophonist Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis lived in Las Vegas for 37 years and only played 

there on two occasions.
24

  Once Fontana was settled in Las Vegas, in addition to playing 

in various show bands and “off night” bands in the local area, he continued to travel, 

regularly going out to play with Paul Anka‟s band for a period of twelve to thirteen 

years.
25

  In 1966, in addition to a few select performances with a Benny Goodman small 

group, he did a State Department tour in Africa and a recording with the Woody Herman 

band.
26

  Though playing in big bands was his first love, the tours with big bands and 

various other large groups appear to be more of a means to support the family and earn a 

living, rather than having a continued passion for playing in these types of ensembles.   

 

                                                           
23

 Rusch, 14. 

24
 Ken Hanlon, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 5 November 2008. 

25
 Rusch, 14. 

26
 Ibid., 20.   
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You really can‟t do as much of it [jazz] as you want to if you‟re in a show 

band, or a big band.  But the big challenge for me is getting with a rhythm 

section with one or two horns and just going straight ahead and playing 

constantly, jazz constantly, says Fontana.
27

 

Fontana was content to stay in Las Vegas for the remainder of his career, with 

occasional trips away from his home for a short tour, a performance at a jazz party, or 

jazz festival.  He was also quite fond of going out and doing clinics and performances at 

universities around the country.
28

  He enjoyed working with the students, and said that he 

would do at least six or more clinics per year.  It was also common for Fontana to venture 

out to take a few recording dates with various musicians.  Some were local, but most of 

them took place away from Las Vegas.  His significant departure from the spotlight 

around the time he moved to Las Vegas was quite noticeable for a period of about fifteen 

years.
29

  While there is no clear reason for this perceptible low profile, many who knew 

Fontana speculate that his apparent shyness was a contributing factor.  In pointing out the 

main difficulties in piecing together biographical material for Fontana, Ken Hanlon says 

that he was not the type of person to talk about anything to a great extent.
30

  Whereas 

many people would give significant information in response to a particular question, he 

would often respond to questions with short, non-elaborative answers.  This is not to say 

that Fontana was unfriendly.  Everyone interviewed in researching this topic referred to 

him as an incredibly friendly person and fun guy to be around.  “He always had jokes to 

tell, and most important, he had great comebacks on things.  He would interject 

                                                           
27

 Rusch, 15. 

28
 Ibid., 16. 

29
 Everett, “Carl Fontana: Master of Bebop,” 16. 

30
 Ken Hanlon, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 5 November 2008. 
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something into a conversation that would just crack everybody up,” Hanlon recalls.
31

  

Jiggs Whigham describes Fontana by saying, “Carl was a very quiet guy…and he didn‟t 

talk very much, didn‟t need to, he spoke through his horn, but he was a very sweet guy, 

very gentle.”
32

  Both Jiggs Whigham and Andy Martin noted how friendly and 

encouraging Fontana was to them.  Andy Martin discusses him by saying “He was just 

soft spoken and friendly, he was super kind to me as a younger player, and that really 

made a big impression on me.”
33

  In reviewing statements about Fontana, it becomes 

clear that he was mostly thought of as reserved, but an exceptionally friendly and funny 

person to know.   

 After a long career, Fontana decided to retire by the late 1980s, thereafter only 

taking on the occasional clinic and various jazz engagements.
34

  However, in the last 

decade or so of his life, during his so called “retirement,” and some time after recording 

his only solo album with Al Cohn (in 1985), Fontana began doing more recordings.  Full 

albums with Bobby Shew, Andy Martin, Bill Watrous and two recordings with Jiggs 

Whigham provide us with a remarkable musical legacy.  In his last recording session with 

Jiggs Whigham (in 2001), Keeping up with the Boneses, his close friends and colleagues 

began to notice that something was different about him.  Ken Hanlon, who was a 

producer on that album, remarks, “you know we would lay down a track and he wanted 

to come back into the control room and listen, Carl would just kind of sit off in the 

                                                           
31

 Ken Hanlon, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 5 November 2008. 

32
 Jiggs Whigham, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 4 March 2010. 

33
 Andy Martin, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 11 October 2009. 

34
 Rusch, 14. 
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corner, absolutely just about silent.”
35

  It was a few months after that recording that 

Hanlon and a local trumpet player, Loren Little, approached Fontana to insist that he go 

to a doctor to have a physical.
36

  Hanlon knew that he would resist the idea of seeking 

medical advice, and Little, who was also an ophthalmologist, helped convince Fontana to 

agree to getting tested.  After several months of doctor visits and various tests, it was 

determined that he was developing Alzheimer‟s disease.  Soon after the diagnosis, when 

the disease started progressing fairly rapidly, his family decided to put him a home that 

had a special wing for Alzheimer‟s patients.
37

  Fontana did not like the place at all.  In 

fact, when he would have visitors, he would often say, “get me out of here, I can‟t stand 

this place,” as Hanlon recalls from several of his visits.
38

  Once Fontana‟s disease 

progressed to the level of angry outbursts and attempted escapes, the nursing home 

requested that he be removed from the facility so that he could find a place that could 

better serve and attend to the needs of someone in his advanced condition.  The family 

eventually found a specialist who kept people with similar needs to Fontana‟s in her 

home, and he remained there until his death in October of 2003.
39

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35

 Ken Hanlon, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 5 November 2008. 

36
 Ibid. 

37
 Ibid. 

38
 Ibid. 

39
 Ibid. 
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Fontana‟s Playing Style 

In the words of jazz critic Leonard Feather, “Fontana has long been regarded as 

the most fluid, innovative trombonist after J.J. Johnson, a modern trombonist with 

exceptional technique and ideas.”
40

   

The accolades that I could bestow upon [Carl] wouldn‟t be near enough.  

And the deep respect and love that I have for him, that‟s everlasting.  I‟m 

totally grateful for his influence not only on myself, but on thousands of 

musicians all over the world that have been blessed with his music.
41

  

 In addition to explaining the melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic aspects of 

Fontana‟s solo style, a thorough analysis of the improvisations presented in this 

study can give the reader a solid understanding of how Fontana approached the 

mechanics of playing the trombone.  As mentioned earlier, Fontana was one of 

the pioneers of the doodle-tonguing technique.  The trombone is the most difficult 

traditional jazz instrument on which to perform rapid and intricate passages.  

Other wind instruments used in jazz settings utilize valves or keys to change 

notes, making it possible to omit specific tongued articulations when executing 

fast, difficult passages.  Using the hand slide to manipulate pitches, the trombonist 

has to consistently articulate in some way to achieve clarity at high speeds, using 

several varying approaches.  To facilitate fast playing, some trombonists work 

very hard at developing a fast single-tongue, some use alternate positions to take 

advantage of the natural breaks in the harmonic series, while others often employ 

a soft double or triple-tongue.   

                                                           
40

 Renee Laanen, “Carl Fontana Tribute Page.” Trombone Page of the World. available from 

http://www.trombone-usa.com/fontana_carl.htm (accessed 15 March 2010).  

41
 Whigham, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 4 March 2010. 



16 

 

 When asked about how he became one of the pioneers of the doodle-tongue 

technique, Fontana pointed out that “It became very obvious to me that in order to 

become a part of the new music thing, that you would have to develop a little more than 

ordinary technique.”
42

  It is important to keep in mind that bebop was at its peak when he 

was in college, and that fast playing, long weaving phrases, and highly virtuosic 

improvised solos were some of the more-popular styles of playing.  J.J. Johnson is often 

recognized as one of the few trombonists who could keep up with the saxophonists, 

trumpeters, and pianists of the era before Fontana began playing in the 1950s.  Fontana 

describes his doodle-tongue style as more of a legato double-tongue technique, “There‟s 

nothing really hard about it.  All it is, is a legato tongue, instead of TAKA TAKA or a 

DAGA DAGA, it‟s a Doodle Doodle Doodle Doodle Do.”
43

  Jiggs Whigham reinforces 

Fontana‟s description while discussing his ideas about doodle-tonguing.  He feels that it 

is more of a softly articulated double-tongue.  “If you analyze what happens with the 

tongue and the throat, and the process, there‟s not a whole lot of difference between 

Doodle Doodle Doodle, and Daga Daga Daga.  It‟s very, very close.”
44

  By using the 

doodle-tongue technique, Fontana could play fast passages without relying solely on the 

natural break of the trombone, which would often require that he extend past fifth and six 

positions.  He would sometimes transpose the original key of a tune up a third or fourth to 

make it easier to stay between first and fourth positions.
45

 

                                                           
42

 Rusch, 18. 

43
 Ken Hanlon, “Carl Fontana: Musical Inspiration Incarnate.” The Las Vegas Desert Aria (April, 

May, June, 1992): 4. 

44
 Whigham, telephone interview by author, tape recording, Raleigh NC, 4 March 2010. 

45
 Ken Hanlon, “Carl Fontana: Musical Inspiration Incarnate,” 4. 
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 Obviously, Fontana did not always use the doodle-tongue technique, “I single-

tongue everything, up to a certain point.  And then when it gets too hard for me to single-

tongue, I‟ll shift in the double-tongue.  Just like going from third to fourth.”
46

  Here he is 

equating the switching from single-tongue to double-tongue to shifting gears in a car.  He 

also interchangeably refers to his tonguing style as both doodle and double-tonguing, 

further reinforcing that he conceptualized this technique as a soft, or legato double 

tongue.  When asked if he made conscious decisions about when to use the legato double-

tongue, and when to play the natural break of the horn, Fontana replies “No, I don‟t make 

conscious decisions, but I use the diaphragm and the doodle-tongue to emphasize the 

natural breaks of the horn.  If you do a natural slur you can‟t really smack „em with any 

impact.  So, yes, I do smack them with the tongue and the diaphragm.”
47

   

 By developing the doodle-tongue technique in college, Fontana was able to keep 

up with the musicians playing other instruments at break-neck tempos.  He utilized 

several different articulation concepts in his fast playing, such as single-tongue and 

natural breaks, but he most often employed the doodle-tongue technique. 

Influences on Fontana‟s Career 

 When asked whether there was a trombonist that was most influential on him, 

Fontana responded by saying, “Not ever one trombone player, not even trombone 

players.  But I listened to all of them, and I listened to pianists, and saxophone players.”
48

  

His typically coy manner made it difficult to discern exactly who he listened to growing 

                                                           
46
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up, and who he admired and imitated the most.  Ken Hanlon states that Fontana never 

really talked about his influences, but speculated that his father, who was a tenor 

saxophonist and violinist, may have had some influence on him.  In his 1992 article for 

the Las Vegas Desert Aria, Hanlon states that Fontana‟s father was a “devotee of the 

Coleman Hawkin‟s style,” suggesting that Fontana‟s propensity for playing ballads might 

have come from this direction.
49

  The simple fact that there were so few well-known jazz 

trombonists playing the same technically-challenging passages as the saxophonists of the 

time would suggest that his main influence came from tenor saxophonists.  When he was 

a teenager, his earliest listening came from the popular swing bands of the time, bands 

that featured Tommy Dorsey, Jack Teagarden, and Bill Harris.
50

  It would be difficult to 

argue that the styles of Dorsey, Teagarden, and Harris never had even the slightest 

influence on Fontana‟s playing.   

 As far as influences in his life that transcended musical style, Fontana was very 

clear about the people he enjoyed performing with, as well as those who he admired.  He 

was admittedly very close to Frank Rosolino.  “We were very tight friends. We had 

planned to make an album together.  Frank was one of my favorite trombone players, 

always very creative and he never seemed to stop progressing.”
51

  Hanlon points out that, 

to a slightly lesser degree than Rosolino, Fontana enjoyed playing with Zoot Sims.  He 
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felt more musically akin to him than most other musicians, and was quite sad when he 

passed away.
52

 

 One can speculate about the most significant influences on Fontana‟s trombone 

style, but to what degree is a topic that would inspire a spirited debate.  Fontana would 

jokingly admit that he developed his doodle-tonguing technique as self-defense against 

saxophonists, making it a logical choice to assign influence to that instrument in general.  

As with most jazz musicians, he was influenced by the many jazz musicians that came 

before him, taking ideas from musicians that intrigued him.  His fast playing style, and 

doodle-tongue technique, both resulted from the trends of the era in which he began 

playing.            
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CHAPTER III 

INTERMISSION RIFF 

Transcription Overview 

 In studying the featured solo transcriptions presented in this document, it is 

important to understand the main criteria used in making these choices.  First, though 

Fontana said he enjoyed playing ballads, it was certainly his fast, doodle-tongue playing 

that brought him the most attention throughout his career.
53

  Furthermore, it is 

worthwhile to compare and contrast improvisational tendencies that may vary between 

live big band soloing, live combo soloing, and studio combo soloing.  Finally, by 

choosing solos from different stages in Fontana’s development, it is possible to gain an 

impression of how his style progressed over time.  With these ideas in mind, the three 

solo improvisations that were transcribed and analyzed focus on up-tempo recordings 

from three distinct points in his career. 

Method 

Each improvisation was transcribed using a PC version of Finale 2009, with the 

assistance of the Amazing Slow Downer software.  The Amazing Slow Downer software 

made it possible to decrease the speed of Fontana’s up-tempo improvisations to a 

manageable tempo, without affecting the pitch or clarity of the recordings.  The 

transcriptions include specific tempi, chord structure, stylistic indications, and detailed 

articulations.  Each solo was analyzed and compared with specific attention to melody, 

harmony, style, technique, and range.  
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Intermission Riff 

“Intermission Riff” is based on a simple 12-measure form, using only three 

chords in chromatic motion, that was used as a regular feature throughout the life of the 

Stan Kenton Orchestra.  Written by Kenton trumpeter Ray Wetzel, and originally 

recorded in January of 1946, it was re-recorded for the February 1956 album Kenton in 

Hi-Fi, which remade many of Kenton’s older hits.
54

   Some of the important personnel 

for this recording included Lennie Neihaus, Bill Perkins, Spence Sinatra, and Vido 

Musso on saxophones; Milt Bernhart, Bob Fitzpatrick, Kent Larsen, and Don Kelly on 

trombones; Maynard Ferguson and Pete Candoli on trumpets; Stan Kenton on piano, and 

Mel Lewis on drums.
55 

Melody 

Carl Fontana’s four-chorus solo on “Intermission Riff” is one of his best-known 

and most-respected improvisations.  When considered in contrast to the overall body of 

his work, this solo appears surprisingly simple in terms of melody, harmony, technique, 

and range.  Melodically, Fontana relies heavily on arpeggiated ideas that consistently 

follow the contour of the underlying chord structure.  The triplet arpeggio that repeats 

several times in the first four measures can be viewed as establishing the character for the 

entire solo, in terms of melody, harmony, and rhythm. 
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Example 1.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 1-4. 

 

The first eight measures of the second chorus are almost entirely constructed of repeated 

arpeggios. 

 

 

 

Example 2.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 13-20. 

  

In a few instances, Fontana employs a more scalar approach for his melodic ideas.  

Leading into mm. 26-32 with arpeggiated quarter notes, Fontana constructs the first of his 

few scalar melodic ideas.   
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Example 3.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 25-32. 

 

Another brief scalar passage appears in mm. 42-44. 

 

 

Example 4.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 42-44. 

 

In mm. 40-41, Fontana demonstrates his sense of humor by quoting an old folk 

tune, “Turkey in the Straw.”  This is one of the most recognizable melodic ideas in the 

entire improvisation. 

 

 

Example 5.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 38-41. 
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 The above musical examples show how Fontana utilized fewer scalar passages in 

favor of more arpeggiated concepts.  Furthermore, instead of crafting long melodic lines 

that spanned over several chord changes, Fontana compartmentalized his thoughts to fit 

into the structure of the harmonic rhythm.   

Harmony 

 Fontana’s approach to harmony in “Intermission Riff” is unique in the way that he 

rarely lands on the tonic for any significant amount of time.  Instead, he consistently 

chooses to focus on the upper extensions of the underlying chord progression, which can 

sometimes imply a dominant relationship.  Notice in mm. 1-4 how Fontana plays an A-

flat major triad in eighth note triplets over the tonic D-flat, outlining the P5, M7, and M9 

of the chord.  Additionally, the repeated M7 C-natural over the Db 6/9 chord solidifies 

his intent to explore the upper members of the chord. 

 

 

Example 6.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 1-4. 

 

By using upper harmonic extensions in the first four measures of his improvisation, 

Fontana establishes a recurring harmonic theme for the solo.  In example 8, he 

repetitively plays an A-flat major triad over Db 6/9 in mm. 13-15, again using the P5, 

M7, and M9 of the chord.  He also anticipates the half step motion to D7 leading into m. 

16 with the same major triad statement in the key of A.   
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Example 7.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 13-20. 

 

It is interesting to look into Fontana’s note choices over the downward half-step 

motion harmonies in mm. 9-11, as well as each time that same figure appears in the form.  

In m. 9, he plays the same D-flat over the Ebm9 chord that he plays over the following 

D7(#9) chord in m. 10.  This D-flat functions as a m7 in m. 9, and changes to function as 

a M7 in m. 10, eventually resolving to the familiar A-flat over the DbMaj7.   

 

 

Example 8.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 9-11. 

 

In m. 21, Fontana utilizes the same m7 relationship over the Ebm9 chord, but moves 

down to a m6 relationship at the end of that same measure.  This m6 then changes to a 

M6 over the D7(#9) in m. 22, and again resolves down to the A-flat relationship over the 

DbMaj7 chord in m. 23.   
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Example 9.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 21-23. 

 

Over the Ebm9 in m. 33, Fontana focuses specifically on the m9, playing repeatedly back 

and forth between the F-flat and D-flat (the m7 of Ebm).  The m9 becomes the M9 over 

the D7(#9) in m. 34, and makes a brief appearance as a minor-third over the DbMaj7 

chord in m. 35 (utilized mainly as a half-step approach ascending to F).  An alternate 

explanation for these harmonic decisions would be that Fontana is treating the F-flat as a 

blue note, functioning in the key of Db. 

 

 

Example 10.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 33-35. 

 

Fontana approaches the Ebm 9 chord in m. 45 with the same alternation between the m9 

and m7 as shown in example 11 (F-flat to D-flat). 

 

 

Example 11.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, m. 45. 
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The idea linking the previous four examples is that Fontana exploits common 

tones, or “pivot” notes, to facilitate smooth melodic ideas over these sections of 

descending half-step harmonies.  Also, that he tends to avoid the tonic of each chord, in 

favor of the higher extensions, is of particular significance.     

Rhythm 

 In this early solo, Fontana’s rhythmic creativity is already beginning to take 

shape.  In a solo constructed of quarter notes, eighth-notes, and eighth-note triplets, he 

creates a smooth and relaxed flow of ideas that are as interesting rhythmically, as they are 

melodically and harmonically.  Fontana, while selectively using few running eighth-note 

figures, managed to find a way to use heavy syncopation, and occasional repeated 

rhythms to maintain an interesting solo, with an even and logical feel.  The use of eighth-

note triplet arpeggios, and repeated syncopated lines in the first four measures establishes 

two of Fontana’s central rhythmic ideas for the improvisation.   

The eighth-note triplet rhythmic figure is used more than a dozen times 

throughout the solo, but it is how Fontana uses it on multiple repeated notes that is so 

intriguing.  In mm. 9-10, he plays the same D-flat for nearly two measures, alternating 

between quarter notes and eighth note triplets, a technique associated with J.J. Johnson. 

 

 

Example 12.   Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 9-10. 
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He returns to this same use of repeated triplets in the final two measures of the solo, this 

time using them in a descending half-step motion as a way of winding down to the close 

of the improvisation. 

 

 

Example 13.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 47-49. 

  

 Syncopation is used at several points in Fontana’s solo.  In the first four measures, 

he uses syncopation on the repeated C-natural in m. 1, as well as in most of m. 3. 

 

 

Example 14.  Carl Fontana, “Intermission Riff” improvisation, mm. 1-4. 

 

Several other significant uses of syncopation appear in mm. 21-23, mm. 26-27, and mm. 

33-36. 

 

 


