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The George Gershwin Reader is a source book which condenses the extensive body of literature surrounding the life and works of George Gershwin. The result is a portrait of the man painted not by a single biographer, but by a collection of biographies, interviews, concert reviews, testimonials, letters (personal and professional), analyses, and other items which directly reflect the life and work of George Gershwin. The George Gershwin Reader was compiled and edited by John Andrew Johnson and Robert Wyatt. John Andrew Johnson is Assistant Professor of Musicology in the Department of Fine Arts at Syracuse University. Robert Wyatt is not only a concert pianist and Executive Director of the Cape Cod Conservatory of Music, but he is also a leading scholar on George Gershwin. Wyatt has presented programs for many national and international conventions on the several unpublished Gershwin piano preludes which he discovered in 1987.  His research has established him one of the nation’s foremost Gershwin scholars, and an ideal choice as editor for this collection of Gershwin-related historical items. 


The main part of this book contains eight chapters describing Gershwin’s life as a person and a musician through letters, writings, reviews and articles. It contains a logically organized, chronological collection of writings by people close to him throughout his career such as his brother Ira Gershwin, friend Verna Arvey, and musician Paul Whiteman.  These sections are divided into: ‘The Growing Limelight (1919–1924)’, ‘Fame and Fortune (1924–1930)’, Maturity (1930–1935)’, ‘Porgy and Bess’, and ‘Last Years: Hollywood (1936–1937)’. ‘Obituaries and Eulogies’ and ‘As Time Passes’ which contains writings about George Gershwin published after his death. Many of the correspondences contained in this book were taken directly from the Gershwin Scrapbooks which are housed at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. 


For a researcher looking for detailed and personal information surrounding the life of George Gershwin, this book is a very in-depth resource. The contents of this collection extend beyond what one might find in a George Gershwin biography into very personal correspondences, one-time broadcasts, and magazine articles from the era. Some highlights include a commentary by George’s brother Ira in a Canadian Broadcasting Company radio commentary from 1961, as well as an unpublished typescript from the Kay Swift archive dating around 1970, a Reader’s Digest music guide from 1962, a Time Magazine article from 1925 profiling bother George and Ira Gershwin, as well as essays, and sketches.  

Another valuable component of this book is the extensive chronology of the life and works of George Gershwin which is included at the end. This resource is a wide-ranging time line containing personal information highlighted from events throughout his childhood, to contract dates and Broadway openings.  The time line component of this book is exhaustive and helps to paint a very clear chronological picture of the life of George Gershwin in very few words. There is also a comprehensive bibliography contained in this book which highlights a section of the published literature on George Gershwin. Where this biographic collection is very extensive, it does not by any means include every item ever published on the life and work of George Gershwin.   It is, however, a great reference for any Gershwin researcher.

As meaningful and exhaustive a collection of valuable Gershwin history this collection is for scholars, the volume does unfortunately contain some mistakes and omissions.  In Evan Rapport’s review of the book, he notes that,” some [mistakes] are detailed here, but there are a lot more; a revised edition with corrections would increase the value of the book significantly.”
 Rapport, Evan. Rev. of The George Gershwin Reader, by Robert Wyatt and Jonathan Andrew Johnson. Music and Letters 4 (1992). 
For example, some obscure resources cannot be accessed or verified on JSTOR. Also, there have been reductions taken from some of the anthologies, but it is not clear what (or how much) has been reduced or abridged. Even with these few short-comings, this book is very valuable as it contains so many diverse and unique pieces about and by George Gershwin which are all readily available in one collection. 
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