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Isaac Goldberg is considered one of the first to recognize the importance of George Gershwin as a composer and musician during his career, and is acknowledged as the first to write a biographical study of him, published in 1931. This is a second printing of that work, with supplemental material added by Edith Garson. Goldberg intended to update his study, but passed away in 1938, a little more that a year after Gershwin, leaving that task incomplete. During the course of his research, Dr. Goldberg, a Harvard graduate, journalist, and recognized scholar, had the complete cooperation and respect of George Gershwin, which included personal meetings and conversations, correspondence, and the advantage of examining George’s personal collection of music, notebooks and scrapbooks; Ira Gershwin, George’s older brother and later, lyricist, also offered the author information and support.

This is by no means a dry biographical study. Goldberg follows the development of Gershwin’s music and career in the context of music in America and its development, intertwined with Gershwin’s career as it was, from the time of George’s birth to 1931; Garson finishes with the works from 1931 to Gershwin’s death in 1937. Goldberg’s information came directly from his subject, and he lived and researched during the time of the development of American music about which he so astutely writes. This book is an excellent source for understanding the personality, natural talent, shortcomings (which are few), feelings, opinions, processes, and music that comprise the life and work of George Gershwin.

What began as a series of articles in The Ladies Home Journal in early 1931 was expanded with other articles Goldberg wrote both before and after. Chapter One is an overview of the successful young George, filled with descriptions of his personality, habits, moods and attitudes; his life and activities are described with anecdotes about family, friends and business associates. The advantage of research done in the time period of Gershwin’s career also has a small drawback: occasionally, the language almost requires decoding. The first chapter has cumbersome moments, and seems to have a “high society” conscious literary style (rather than scholarly, although it is very intelligently written) directly aimed at The Ladies Home Journal readership of the time. Although it is not indicated as such, I would submit that this chapter must be, for the most part, the seminal series that was written for that publication. When discussing a rare, downcast mood George experienced, wondering if it was due to lack of female companionship, Goldberg says, “That is no more impossible than the not impossible she herself” (p.19). Throughout the book, figurative and cultural references are dated and their intended message is not always easily comprehended. Goldberg comments that George “may nod at a blond; tomorrow you will find her name in the gossip columns of Walter Winchell” (p. 35). Although this is clearly a reference to celebrity gossip in the public media, one may have to research “Walter Winchell” to get the full import of what the author intends to convey. New York City, more often than not throughout the book, is referred to as “Gotham” without an explanation of the term.

From Chapter Two on, the literary style is easier to read. Indeed, Goldberg draws the reader in with the story of Gershwin’s life and works in great detail, beginning with a description of the major historical events and American music atmosphere into which the composer was born. It is well known that Gershwin was a song “plugger” for Remick’s music publishing firm. Goldberg explains how George felt creatively suppressed in a relatively short time, but nevertheless, the responsibilities of a “plugger” sharpened his perceptions and composing skills – he was the salesman, and saw what made music popular and successful, and perfected his own skills with that knowledge. After two years with Remick, George left and found work in shows and reviews as a pianist. Two of his songs were noticed by a show manager who brought him to Max Dreyfus, the head of the music publishing firm Harms & Company. Dreyfus “discovered” Jerome Kern, Vincent Youmans and Richard Rodgers, and was himself an excellent musician, known for recognizing and helping young talent. Sensing that George was a worthy risk, he offered him an amazing position even though at the time he had published only two songs: thirty-five dollars a week without any set duties. Dreyfus’ offer may appear in encyclopedic entries, but the circumstances leading to it and his conversation with George are included here, in great detail. This helps the reader realize that this position, akin to having a royal patron, is a critical turning point at which Gershwin was able to turn his full attention to that which so strongly called to him – developing his compositional talent. Clearly from the personal contact and correspondences with Gershwin, this is just one of many instances in which Goldberg considers every aspect of an important event in George’s life and music career. The background stories of the composition and performance of many of the works discussed, such as Rhapsody in Blue, the Concerto in F, and An American in Paris are all interesting and well detailed. The reader is brought right into the situation of how compositions came into existence - George’s impetus, research, study to improve, and his thoughts and feelings about his work. Edith Garson picks up where Goldberg stopped, discussing the last few years of Gershwin’s compositions in the same manner, but with less of the personal connection that Goldberg enjoyed. She also presents an interesting look at how several of Gershwin’s harsher critics softened, speaking in praise of his work after his death.

The high quality of research and source material, the inclusion of actual concert program contents, critics’ reviews and some of George’s published responses to critics make this book a valuable source of information for the Gershwin researcher.
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