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Gershwin Book Review

The Music of Gershwin by Steven E. Gilbert. New Haven: Yale Universtiy Press, 1995. 255 pages.

Steven E. Gilbert’s book divides George Gershwin’s career into successive time spans that may be considered style periods. Gilbert identifies Gershwin’s works prior to 1924 and Rhapsody in Blue as his “early” period, from 1924 to 1930 as his “developing” period, 1931 to 1935 as his “mature” period, and 1936 to 1937 as his “final” period. Gilbert also discusses Gershwin’s unique approach to rhythm, the composer’s work with musicals and concert pieces, as well as an analytical examination of a number of his better know works, including Rhapsody in Blue, Concerto in F, An American in Paris, and Porgy and Bess.

After an introduction about Gershwin’s career and compositions, Gilbert explains his chosen method of analysis, the Schenkerian method. Though Gilbert does spend a chapter talking about Schenkerian analysis and how he applied it to the music of Gershwin, it seems that one without prior knowledge of the Schenkerian method or music theory and analysis in general, would have a difficult time grasping on to the full scope of such an analysis. Gilbert also probably narrowed his pool of potential readers by focusing on a Shenkerian analysis of Gershwin’s music, however I very much appreciated the approach and found it appealing. Gilbert follows the chapter about his Schenkerian approach with one that details Gershwin’s fascinating and unique compositional approach to rhythms. Gilbert explores well-chosen examples of Gershwin’s compositions that show the influence of popular American styles such as ragtime and jazz as well as popular Latin American dance rhythms such as rumba. Gilbert also focuses on Gershwin’s utilization of polyrhythms and juxtaposing rhythmic patterns, and forms an exceptional demonstration of the sophistication of Gershwin’s rhythmic understanding.

Gilbert then goes on to discuss Gershwin’s “early” period including Schenkerian analyses of compositions such as The Real American Folk Song (Is a Rag), Lullaby for String Quartet, Blue Monday, I’ll build a Stariway to Paradise, and Swanee. Though the bulk of the book focuses on the more largely popular compositions of Gershwin, such as those mentioned in the first paragraph, Gilbert does an excellent job at including a number of other works that serve as great comparison points to examine the evolution of Gershwin’s compositions. Gilbert also explores Gershwin’s move into working on musicals with analyses of parts of the compositions Of Thee I Sing, Mine, Isn’t It a Pity, Tonight, Dancing in the Streets, and Blue Blue Blue, as well as his concert compositions such as Second Rhapsody, Cuban Overture, and I Got Rhythm. Viewing the analyses of Gershwin’s compositions in such an organization works well because one can see how he consistently incorporated his unique approach among many different types of compositions. After dedicating a detailed chapter to Porgy and Bess, Gilbert then discusses Gershwin’s “final” period including analyses of By Strauss, Hi-Ho!, (I’ve Got) Beginner’s Luck, They All Laughed, Things Are Looking Up, Slap That Bass, and Just Another Rhumba.

Again, The organization of the book serves very well for comparison between Gershwin’s varying types of compositions as well as the evolution of his compositional development from his “early” period through the span of his career. Overall, Gilbert’s book serves as an excellent analytical approach to the study of the music of George Gershwin, though it is written for a specific type of Gershwin fan. One who has not studied or has interest in studying music theory prior to reading The Music of Gershwin, I believe, would not appreciate or fully understand the book.
