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George Gershwin: His Life and Work

By Howard Pollack

This enormous work by Howard Pollack is extensive and thorough. Material is covered from Gershwin’s birth and life on the lower east side, his study of the piano, relationships with friends and family to a blow-by-blow look at the composers works, their composition, production, and revivals. Pollack, who already made his mark on the study of American music with his biography on Copland, once again has created a book that exceeds many others. The amount of information contained within the pages of this book is staggering and takes a good deal of time to set in. The book is broken into two sections. Part one deals with Gershwin’s life whereas part two delves with extraordinary detail into his work.
While part two is organized in chronological order, part one is broken into broader areas of study. Pollack begins with an in depth look at Gershwin’s family, from their immigration to the United States to Gershwin’s relationship with his parents and siblings. Then Pollack moves onto Gershwin’s study with both Hambitzer and Kilenyi and his amazing skill as pianist that developed at such a young age. This leads into the composer’s exposure to a wide variety of music from show tunes to the American premiere of Pierrot lunaire in 1912 (pg. 37). Gershwin’s eventual move to the theater is laid out with his choice to leave high school and become a song-plugger for Remick, his work recording many piano rolls, time spent as a rehearsal pianist for Miss 1917, and his first full show La La Lucille. Even Gershwin’s interactions with friends, scandalous relationships with women, further attempts at study with European masters, his paintings, and work habits are covered in great length. To say the least Pollack has created an exhaustive look at Gershwin’s life and this only consumes approximately a quarter of the book.
Part two, which deals with the composer’s work, is no less detailed than its predecessor. As Robin Holloway says “no stone unturned here!” and this statement is meant very literally (Holloway, Robin. Glorious George, review. The Musical Times, vol. 194, no. 1902 (spring 2008), pg. 112 - 114). Pollack begins with Gershwin’s first know composition Ragging the Traumerei composed when he was ten years old. There are obvious connections made to the Schumann piano work Reverie taken from Scenes from Childhood and the young pianist’s interest in jazz and ragtime (pg. 219). Moving from piece to piece all the way to 1924 a chapter is devoted to the “Experiment in Modern Music” and the premiere of Rhapsody in Blue. Brief biographies of those involved are given, most notably Paul Whiteman whose ability to pay musicians a handsome $250 a week lured them away from symphony positions to play in his orchestra (pg. 291). Every major, and minor, work is covered by at least a chapter. Shows are broken down into composition, orchestration, casting, production, and more. The one work that receives more attention is Gershwin’s magnum opus Porgy and Bess. This piece garners over a hundred pages in Pollack’s book. Gershwin’s desire in 1920 to write “Operettas that represent the life and spirit of this country” to the discovery of Heyward’s Porgy are chronicled (pg. 567). Not only does Pollack devote a chapter to the writing of the opera but entire chapters are written about its original run, the revivals, and its appearance on disc, film, and the stage. 
To say the least this book is expansive. Pollack has written a work for many a Gershwin enthusiast or just someone trying to learn a great deal about the composer. Pollack’s extensive notes, which make up about 100 pages of the total book, create a fantastic reference for those seeking further source materials on the composer. The only fault with this book is also one of its greatest strength’s. As Rick Hamlin states, “God might be in the details, but a scholarly accumulation of them doesn't necessarily reveal the soul of a subject (Hamlin, Rick. George Gershwin His Life and Work, review. Opera News, vol. 71, no. 9, pg. 78). Pollack’s incredible detail makes the biography a difficult read. While the section on Gershwin’s life is a swift read, the part devoted to his musical output is quite the opposite. This section may be used as more of a reference. If a certain piece is desired it is easy to grab the book from the self, look up the desired song, and learn just about everything there is about it. With this minor fault aside, this book is by far a fantastic tribute to this great American composer.
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