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Joan Peyser’s account of George Gershwin in “The Memory of All That” attempts to give insight into Gershwin’s character and temperament. Her focus is less on his music and more on his relationships and his reputation throughout his life. She gathers her information about George mostly from Frances Gershwin Godowsky, George’s only sister and youngest of the siblings, who spoke of her parents and her brothers – Ira, the oldest, George and Arthur. Peyser paints Gershwin as an innocent but emotionally impoverished victim of a dysfunctional family. She does not paint a flattering picture of Rose Gershwin, George’s mother, or of his sister-in-law, Leonore. The son of ‘cruel’ parents, Peyser paints Rose Gershwin as a materialistic, selfish and domineering mother who deprived her son of love and approval – which, Peyser suggests, fueled George’s ambition for success in music. Leonore, Peyser’s sources suggest, was not kind to George and was insensitive to him, especially in his final days struggling with a brain tumor – shrugging aside his illness as an attention-getting scheme.  


Peyser also includes quotations from: Paul Mueller, Gershwin’s valet and chauffeur for his last seven years, Alan Gershwin, the composer’s alleged son, and descendants of several women in George’s life. These women provided valuable documents on personal recollections of George. The daughter of Pauline Heifetz offered the diary and letters of George’s halfhearted courtship. The daughter of Julia Van Norman, a fanatic admirer who may have mothered a female Gershwin child immortalized in Ira’s lyrical diary as “The Illegitimate Daughter,” contributed. The most revealing and insightful memory comes from Katherine Weber, the granddaughter of the talented musician Kay Swift, probably Gershwin’s closest female friend and helper during his final decade. Her account is highly suggestive and risqué – which sheds an interesting light on Gershwin’s character in regards to his dealings with women – not a necessarily positive one. Peyser’s quotations from these women insinuate that Gershwin was friendly and kind, but very much a womanizer. Peyser suggests that Gershwin was a man incapable of love and feeling, whose career went into decline after the success of  Of Thee I Sing in 1931. 


This biography contributes to scholarly work by providing a plausible case that Alan Gershwin (b. 1926) was the son of George Gershwin and showgirl Margaret (“Mollie”) Manners. Paul Mueller, Gershwin’s valet, recounts trips made by Gershwin to visit Margaret and the boy, and says that he had no doubt the boy was his son. He also recalls trips made late at night, “undercover,” to the boys home in California. Alan Gershwin recalls receiving regular visits from his famous father growing up, and he received envelopes of cash with each visit to help support him. Peyser provides convincing evidence and reports that Alan Gershwin was actually Gershwin’s son – although the Gershwin family still denies it. Peyser suggests that Ira and Leonore denied Alan’s claims in order to keep him out of George’s inheritance, but once paid him $300 K to keep quiet and leave them alone. 


Peyser’s portrayal of George’s relationships with his European contemporaries is one-sided – with Gershwin admiring the composers’ talents and contemporaries such as Copland and Berg ignoring him or not showing much favor for his work. Peyser does not provide convincing or thorough evidence that this was in fact the attitude of Gershwin’s peers to him – she bases her argument mostly on hearsay.  Peyser paints Gershwin as egotistical, insecure and unhappy. Toward the end of his life, he moved in with Ira and Leonore in a house in California. Peyser ventures into psychobiography by suggesting that Gershwin’s brain tumor could have been prevented with earlier and proper medical attention. Gershwin underwent extensive treatment beginning in 1934 for his intense, debilitating headaches with the celebrity psychiatrist Gregory Zilboorg. At the time, he had been complaining of headaches and of smelling “burning” odors – signs of a developing brain tumor. Peyser provides accounts of fellow musicians testifying to George’s smelling things like “burning trash” and other odors only he could smell. She also provides letters where George documents his symptoms. Peyser paints Zilboorg as a cruel, sadistic and egotistical psychiatrist who avoided numerous symptoms and was lax in his medical care of Gershwin, never catching the tumor until it was too late. Although Peyser’s account of Gershwin’s death and the years and symptoms leading up to it are interesting, she is not professionally trained in either psychology or psychiatry, so her medical conclusions are not extremely reliable. Although Peyser succeeds in painting a picture of Gershwin’s character and temperament, albeit not a very flattering one, she rarely provides connections between the composer’s private life and it’s public artistic products. 
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