BOOK REVIEW

The Gershwin Years. By Edward Jablonski and Lawrence D. Stewart. Introduction by Carl van Vechten. Garden City: Doubleday, 1973. [416 p., UCF Library: ML 410. G288 J3 1973]

The Gershwin Years by Edward Jablonski and Lawrence Stewart was originally published in 1958 with a pleasingly informative introduction by Carl van Vechten, and rereleased in 1973 as a revised second edition.  In the prefaces of the book the authors inform us that the new edition will not drastically revise their original view of the Gershwins: “George, the Jazz Age Meteor, and Ira, the Contemplative Craftsman, among popular songwriters George was like a young god, worthy of admiration, emulation-and by some, envy” (p. 160),  they even quote the exhort for a group of students at Yale University by Ralph Vaughan Williams: “We must not make the mistake of thinking lightly of the very characteristic art of Gershwin” (p. 16).
The strong elements of the book include its multitude of illustrations which feature Gershwin’s autographs, musical score drafts, and many stills of his major works, as well as Gershwin’s drawing sketches. My favorite photographs are of Gershwin singing at the piano on page 153 with a caption quoting him: “My voice is what is known as small but disagreeable.” and Gershwin conducting the rehearsal for the Los Angeles Philharmonic, on page 278.  The whole book is divided into six chapters in very straightforward prose as well as attractive format.  Each chapter is arranged chronologically, beginning in 1890 when his parents emigrated from Russia to the USA, until 1937, the year of George Gershwin’s sudden untimely death due to a brain tumor at the age of thirty eight. The book ends with brief coverage of the composer’s older brother, Ira Gershwin’s, career as a lyricist.
The book engagingly tells the important stories and event of Gershwin’s life with a vast amount of information that constructs a timeline regarding Gershwin’s childhood surroundings, the early formation of his musical ambition, the uniqueness of his musical talent, his irregular education, first job in Tin Pan Alley as a song plugger at Remick’s publishing house, collaboration with Ira that lasted until the composer's death, as well as his relationship with Alex Aarons, Guy Bolton, Du Bose Heyward, Irving Berlin, Sergey Koussevitzky, Jerome Kern, Paul Whiteman , the Astaires, and many other important figures who greatly influenced Gershwin. Moreover, the book also reveals the story of Gershwin’s breakthrough into the Broadway music comedy world, and it also provides richly detailed stories related to Gershwin’s works and his personal life, such as the background leading to his first published song When you want’em, you can’t gate’s, when you gotten, you don’t want’ me, his first Broadway musical  La La Lucille, as well as Lady be Good and Porgy and Bess, and of course Rhapsody in Blue, which cemented Gershwin’s reputation as a “serious” music composer. Additionally, readers are also able to learn about another, more personal side to Gershwin’s life such as his love of playing golf, which he executed with the same natural precision that was characteristic of his piano playing (p. 187), and his penchant for collecting contemporary paintings, drawings, prints, and sculptures by leading artists. The latter hobby eventually led Gershwin to begin painting and drawing as a pastime. 
The substantive additions to the book are found in the appendix that covers a complete body of Gershwin’s works by their year, and the narrative form informal discography that is in collaboration with Kay Swift, which is provided in a descriptive manner and includes piano rolls cut by the composer. Several of these have been reprocessed and are currently available on disc recordings, notably, George Gershwin Plays Gershwin and Kern [Klavier Records, KS-122] (Chase 297-299). The appendix also includes the Gershwin Archives, index, and bibliography that demonstrate the authors’ thorough research of the subject, scholarly yet entertaining. 
George Gershwin, one of the most important American composers of the twentieth century, unsurprising has a number of biographies, but Chase and Stewarts’ is so much more of a chronological, comprehensive, and encyclopedia view of the artist’s life. The authors successfully explore Gershwin’s life, work, and personality. Furthermore this book will not push other biographical works from the shelves, readers will still enjoy more accessible titles, such as the authors’ Gershwin, Charles Schwartz’s George Gershwin: His life and Music, and many others.
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