Fascinating Rhythm: The Collaboration of George and Ira Gershwin.  By Deena Rosenberg.  New York: Dutton, 1991.  [UCF Library: ML 410 .G288 R67 1991]

The brothers George and Ira Gershwin figure prominently in the landscape of American music of the twentieth century.  The Gershwin compositional output encompasses classical forms such as opera and concerto as well as musical theatre and the popular song.  While much has been written about George, this book focuses equally on his lyricist brother Ira and was written as an examination into the dynamics of the creative processes of songwriting, that art formed by a symbiosis of music and words.  Indeed, the lessons learned (from observing the brothers’ cooperation, interplay and deference to each other’s talent) transcend this particular discipline and present a model for effective partnerships of any kind.
Reviewer Sheryl Flatow writes that the book “is perhaps most valuable for the way it elucidates Ira’s part in their collaboration.  Rosenberg gives countless examples of how Ira enhanced George’s music through advice and, most of all, through his lyrics.  Although Ira willingly remained in the shadow of George’s brilliance, Rosenberg convinces at least one reader that no one could have served the music better” (Opera News 56.10 [Feb. 1, 1992]: 45).
Deena Rosenberg has provided us with over 500 pages of valuable information and insight, much of it gathered from several years of personal correspondence with Ira.  He made her task immeasurably easier by being, in the decades since George’s untimely death, a one-man repository of comprehensive collected memorabilia, from correspondence and all the music George wrote to hundreds of concert and theatre reviews.  Having such a treasure trove of primary source artifacts on hand, accompanied by Ira’s commentary, is an author’s dream.  The Gershwins (primarily Ira) have annually prepared and donated to the Library of Congress a new batch of material for their archives.

“Deena Rosenberg, the chairman of the musical theatre program of the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University, manages to be both scholarly and entertaining” (Katharine Weber, “In Short: Nonfiction”, New York Times Book Review [Dec. 22, 1991]: 14).  The book is basically chronological, but less biographical than analytical of the body of work and the compositional process.  Just enough of the brothers’ life events are mentioned to form a backdrop for the circumstances surrounding the creation of each major opus.  Following the main body of text are an epilogue, appendices, reference notes, a works chronology, a list of original keys to important songs, music and lyrics to three key songs (“The Man I Love”, “I Got Rhythm” and “A Foggy Day”), a bibliography and a discography.  Despite all this information, and astute but accessible technical analysis of dozens of songs, there is nothing overly weighty or stuffy.  The overall tone of the writing is celebratory, and the book is a very engaging and uplifting read, difficult to put down.  The personality and character of each Gershwin brother is brought to life through the words, even as the characters in their musical productions are through Ira’s lyrics and George’s musical devices that mirror those lyrics.
“The mature Gershwin song has an unselfconscious, almost conversational flow, and what Dick Hyman calls ‘built-in swing’ (the implied swing of some of the earlier songs, which is left up to the performer, becomes explicit in the written music of many later ones).  Even more than before, the Gershwins wrote so evocatively that each sung character-vignette comes across as a self-contained musical mini-drama, about an individual with a distinctive take on a situation we can all empathize with” (p. 326).  This passage is one of a half dozen where Hyman’s insights are presented; we have discussed Gershwin several times when I have served as the bassist on his concerts and recordings.  Hyman also notes the incorporation of the influence of classical composers like Debussy into George Gershwin’s piano playing, evidenced by the surviving piano rolls (p. 246).
One reason to recommend this volume is that many performers, including this reviewer, may know many of the songs covered but have never compared them to find similar ideas.  Throughout the analyses of individual songs (grouped by musical productions), Rosenberg juxtaposes incipits of multiple tunes with similar motifs, often with the salient notes highlighted by larger note heads.  The unifying factor is often the use of blue notes (changing the mood tonally by injecting chromatic jazz elements—“The Man I Love” is an example whose main idea appears in later melodies) or the pentatonic scale, evidenced in the famous melody of “I Got Rhythm”, which is located as a germ idea in several other tunes.  The analyses of Ira’s rhyme schemes, word choices and inventions are no less insightful and evidence a deep familiarity with the repertoire.
George Gershwin, underestimating his music’s potential legacy, was concerned that many of his songs would ultimately be forgotten, which is one reason he would often reinvent or re-orchestrate them.  “This is one reason why jazz musicians turn so frequently to Gershwin.  ‘Gershwin songs appeal to us,’ says jazz pianist and composer Dick Hyman, ‘because they suggest infinite variations and endless interpretations.’  Apparently they did to George” (p. 135-6).  Since there is no end in sight to the continued popularity and influence of the Gershwin songbook, there is a place for the insight into that music provided for us by Deena Rosenberg.
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