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George Gershwin.  By Rodney Greenberg.  London, Phaidon Press Limited, 1998.  [ML 410.G288 G74 1998]

George Gershwin was a man of contradiction.  He was both an avid athlete and a sensitive musician.  In public he was brazen in his self-assurance while in private he agonized over his musical inadequacies.  He yearned for companionship, yet he rarely involved himself in a meaningful relationship with a woman.  As easily as contradictions flowed through Gershwin's personal life, so did they flow through his musical career.  Gershwin mastered the art of improvisation at an early age, yet had little knowledge of song form or formal harmonization techniques.  Not content  with simply writing Tin Pan Alley hits with his contemporaries, Gershwin sought fame is more respectable venues like staged productions and concert music.  His fame almost seemed outreach his skill level at some points in his life, like when he was commissioned in 1929 to write a Jewish opera for the Metropolitan Opera in New York.  When it did, art critics were quick to pounce on his lack of theoretical knowledge, yet audiences were enraptured by his artistry.  The biggest controversy surrounding Gershwin is whether or not he can be classified as a classical composer, a popular composer, or both.

In his book, George Gershwin, written for the centennial celebration of Gershwin's birth, Rodney Greenberg delves into the life and work of Gershwin in an attempt to sort through the controversy.  Discussing the difficulties of categorizing Gershwin's music as classical or popular, he notes in his preface that Gershwin was a “crossover” artist before the term was coined.  A fan of Gershwin, Greenberg highlights Gershwin's endeavors with “serious music” and aims to validate George Gershwin's place in the concert hall.  Greenberg simultaneously praises Gershwin's mastery of popular songs and show tunes.  He frequently describes Gershwin as a “genius” and, in his epilogue, proclaims that “We were robbed of so much when Gershwin died at thirty-eight.” (page 218)  Much to his credit, Greenberg also admits Gershwin's weaknesses, both musically and personally.  He discusses Gershwin's ignorance of formal music theory.  Noting that this inadequacy greatly bothered Gershwin, he adds quotes from the musician himself addressing that very topic.  One such quote is in relation to Gershwin's desire to write an opera and his realization that all he had was “a lot of talent and plenty of chutzpah.”  (Page 165)

George Gershwin has a mostly biographical approach to the composer of Rhapsody in Blue, but it also gives historical background of the time, insight into and from other popular performers of the day, and at times, some analysis of Gershwin's songs.  In his chapter about Rhapsody in Blue, Greenberg adds a quote from Leonard Bernstein saying, “I don't think there has been such an inspired melodist on this earth since Tchaikovsky.  But if you want to speak of a composer, that's another matter.”  (Page 75)  This quote highlights the constant contradiction of Gershwin's reputation. In his chapter on Broadway musicals,  Greenberg gives an analysis of “The Man I Love,” showing how Gershwin uses different tonal centers to invoke emotions and how he uses this to either strengthen or question the meaning of Ira Gershwin's lyrics.  Greenberg compares the use of the relative minor key to the same technique found in classical symphonies, and states that the power of his love songs “come from a popular composer with an extraordinary sense of classical harmony and classical proportion.”  (Page 93-94)  This statement is almost incongruous with the book's theme of Gershwin's misuse of classical concepts.  This contradiction is, however, rectified in the next sentence, “Gershwin would always have problems with large-scale structure, because his real genius lay in perfecting a 32-bar song.”  (Page 94)

Instead of approaching George Gershwin's story chronologically,  Greenberg divides his life and work thematically.  The idea is to allow the reader to see Gershwin's parallel commitment to both theatre and concert musics.  (Page 9)  His separate treatment of corresponding events often means some repeated information.  Usually, Greenberg utilizes his repetition to better understand to the Gershwin controversy.  At times, however, flipping back and forth through the time line and hearing iterative quips can have a jarring affect.  Also jarring are some of Greenberg's offshoots into other topics.  Some, like the anecdote of Claude Debussy saying that he needed two months to decide on which chord to use in a composition, help readers understand Gershwin's place in the classical world.  (Page 160)  However, when Greenberg starts his Rhapsody in Blue section with a biography of Paul Whiteman, including an commentary on his musicianship, the effect is a bit disjunctive.  Whiteman and his relationship to Gershwin was introduced at the end of the previous chapter, so one would expect a more in-depth explanation of their relationship to lead the new chapter.  (Page 60)  Luckily, these awkward moments are rare.  Nevertheless, they do exist and should be noted.

Rodney Greenberg has been a long time fan of George Gershwin.  In 1967, he wrote a radio portrait of Gershwin to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of Gershwin's death.  This radio segment was sent to Ira Gershwin, who gave it his approval.  For the centennial celebration of George Gershwin's birth, Greenberg writes a book that is informative, sensitive, and well-written.  It offers insight into a man who had a genuine love of music and constantly strove to improve himself.  Adding a humanistic slant to Gershwin's biography, Greenberg envokes a respect and a sense of sadness at the short life and subsequent death of one of America's greatest talents.  The book, however, offers more than a simple human interest story.  Greenberg provides musical analysis of Gershwin's major works and some of his individual songs.  He manages to find a balance between the needs of a musically informed audience and an audience who only wishes for more insight into George Gershwin.  Quotes from fellow performers, multiple photographs of family and friends, and some manuscript images add validity and interest to Greenberg's prose.  One is left with a sense that Gerhswin is a marriage of both classical and popular music, not ever quite fitting into either world, pioneering his own idea of what music should be.  Overall, this book is an excellent place to start research into George Gershwin's life and music.

